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      Charlotte

      

      “Dad? Can I ask you something?”

      “You have some follow up questions about the birds and the bees? And the…foxes and the demons?”

      “Thanks for not making it weird.” I kicked him under the table.

      “Oh, I made it weird?” He finished off his beer, kicking me back.

      This was the proper ritual for making each other relax before we had some kind of Deep Talk. And I knew we needed to have one. We were finishing up one of the mediocre meat lovers pizza from the best pizza place in town, which wasn’t saying much, as we settled back into life together for the summer. It was hard for me, and he could tell. I just wasn’t the same person anymore, even though nothing at home had changed.

      Which was partly why I was pondering this question.

      I realized how much a person could change, how badly an old life could fit, no matter how much you loved it.

      “If I saved Mom from the demons, like…I mean…what would happen? Would you guys just get back to normal?”

      He smoothed his hand over his face. “I don’t know. How can I know? She’s the one who would have to…adjust.”

      “Yeah, I just wondered if you think she would.”

      He sighed. “I don’t know who she is anymore.”

      “Okay,” I said, a little tense.

      “I wonder sometimes if I ever knew,” he continued. “I’m a pretty simple guy. I knew there was a lot going on in her head. She was angry at her parents for denying her her magical background, and she was also scared of it. She knew there was a lot of danger in being a witch. So she was always—you know—running back and forth. Switching on and off. But when we got together, I didn’t know about all that yet. And she seemed happy. I thought she’d made up her mind. I thought she chose.”

      “You’re angry at her, aren’t you?” I asked.

      He never said so. Dad always gave Mom a pass. I knew he loved her and missed her. He made it sound like she was gone, but I always imagined that if she ever came back, he would welcome her. As a kid I used to envision her just showing up one day, and they would kiss and she would just move back in. But I was a kid, and kids have no sense of what is actually possible. I used to imagine I would be a movie star veterinarian Olympic skater.

      Of course, I turned out to be a witch, and maybe that was no less probable. But I also got a big wakeup call about how complicated life could be.

      “You don’t want to hear that stuff,” he said.

      “What? Dad, I’m old enough to understand that you’d be mad.”

      “I forgive her,” he said. “A part of me could never believe that she was mine in the first place.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Like I said, I’m a normal guy. And nothing that special. Your mom was special.”

      I bristled. “You are too special!”

      “I don’t need to be.”

      “Are you glamorizing her?”

      “She was glamorous!” he said. “You’ve worn her dress. What kind of woman wears a dress like that? She fucking blew my mind, Charlotte. She was gorgeous and well-traveled. She’d hung out with famous rock bands. She was utterly fearless. I’d never met a woman who would walk alone downtown in cities I wouldn’t even dare be caught dead in after dark. When I found out she was a witch it made more sense, but that didn’t change what I thought about her. You know that your grandpa told me she was too good for me?”

      “No!” I smacked my hand on the table. “I never knew any of this, but it’s stupid. You’re a cool guy! You were a roadie for Angry Shirt!” I laughed a little, teasing him.

      He laughed at that. “I’ve never really talked about her much, I know. I was protecting you from the truth, and now it’s just habit, but…I glamorized her a little, yeah. I loved her more. It was love at first sight, if something like that exists.”

      “Aw. You met her at a Nine Inch Nails concert, right?”

      “Yeah, but she was there for the Jesus and Mary Chain. They were the opening act, I guess. I drove down for the concert and I don’t remember any of it because I got to talking to her out front beforehand, and I was just—stupid over her. She had a faint English accent, and she had this sort of French beatnik style going on. She always looked good, your mom. She was the kid of rock stars, so…” He shrugged. “I could just tell she was somebody. But it was also February and she was shivering.”

      “Did you offer her a coat?”

      “Oh yeah. Oldest trick in the book.” He raised his brows. “She had to stick close to me so she could give it back later.”

      “It’s weird,” I said. “I have such a hard time imagining her as glamorous. I’m not glamorous.”

      “You could be,” he said. “If she’d been around to show you that stuff.” He waved a hand. “That’s my fault. Sometimes I’d think about buying you a makeup kit or her favorite perfume for Christmas, but then I thought, am I sending you a bad message? You’re not her. I just got you video games instead.”

      Poor Dad. He was so cute. I could just imagine him wandering into the wilds of the makeup and perfume at the mall, picking up stuff and putting it down. I liked that, in the end, he didn’t try to fill her shoes.

      “When did she tell you she was a witch? And how?”

      “She was really into this hippie stuff,” he said. “That’s what I thought at first. Yoga and crystals, stuff no one I knew was into back then, not in the south anyway. She was superstitious. She talked to birds and plants when we were out. I could tell she was feeling me out to see if I thought anything she said was strange. Actually, I sensed right away that there was something that really bothered her. She was in some kind of pain. For one thing, she was just traveling around—not in school. She seemed lost. She told me her family had just moved to Australia and she wouldn’t say much more about them. It felt to me like she was looking for this place that didn’t exist.” He frowned. “But she didn’t tell me about magic until I said I wanted to have a kid.”

      “When was that?”

      “Just before we got married.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t expect that. They dated for six years before they got married. They were young when they met, and Dad was broke, and I knew my grandparents were a little weird about it. “So long?”

      “Well, I know how it is now. It’s not that hard a secret to keep. She rarely used magic. She let the whole magical world slip away from her. But when she got pregnant, she knew her child would have a familiar. She had to tell me. I still remember her hands shaking, and her voice shaking…it came pouring out of her. The magic, the family feuding, how she had four ‘dads’ and they were all werewolves…I thought she took some bad drugs at first.”

      I was quiet. I could imagine how hard it was. Mom must have felt so alone, I thought. I couldn’t blame Dad for thinking she was on something, but for her to bury all that for six years knowing she would alter his entire perspective of the world when she told him… And where were her parents during all this? I wondered. One of her werewolf dads appeared to me when I tried to summon her, and blurted out the truth about my family, but then she appeared instead, and he vanished.

      Even in that brief moment, I could tell he loved his daughter.

      If Master Blair was right, what destroyed her was the rules of the magical world, that banished my grandmother when she fell in love with the werewolves and led to a chain reaction that affected my mother and then me.

      Can I blame it all on that? But despite everything, I don’t want to team up with a demon…

      “It was so complicated,” Dad said, seeing the expression on my face. “I never wanted to tell you how difficult and confusing she could be, because I loved her anyway. I wanted you to love her like I did, more than I wanted you to be angry at her.”

      “Maybe I wanted to be angry at her.”

      “Yeah…” He shook his head. “Parenting is hard.”

      “I know.”

      “Really hard,” he added. “Don’t get pregnant.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I’m not ready to be pregnant yet, don’t worry.”

      “Yet? Don’t scare me like that…”

      “You don’t want incubus grandbabies?” Now I squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry,” I repeated. “Anyway…I’ve just been thinking about it. Like, if I was able to save her, would you be overjoyed, or would it mess up your life?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “But when you love someone, you don’t really care. I just want to know my Emily is safe even if it messes up my life. But—at the same time—you’re even more important to me. There is nothing more important to me than you, kid. You know that, right?”

      “We’ve always been there for each other,” I said. “I’ve made it halfway through school, at least.”

      But man, had I left a lot out. Like…I was honest with Dad about the fact that I was dating two guys at once, and I even didn’t deny that I was dating a third. But that seemed like more than enough to dump on him, so I hadn’t mentioned that we also agreed to defeat the Withered Lord with the help of a crew of vampires, nor had I even told him that the warlock and witches’ councils stormed the school and trapped Firian in fox form. Or that Master Blair had been born a woman and was removed from the school for covering that up, which didn’t seem to bode well for my future prospects there.

      Dad suddenly got up from his chair. “I’ll be right back. Feel free to start in on the ice cream.”

      I opened the freezer. Ooh, sweet. He didn’t just go store brand. He bought us pints with a fudge core.

      “You know, I lost seven pounds at school this year,” I yelled. “And now it’s going out the window!” I grabbed a spoon.

      He walked back in holding something small between his fingers. He held it out to me, but I already knew what it was.

      Mom’s silver ring, engraved with ‘Fares Wyrd as she must’ in teeny-tiny script.

      “I noticed you’ve been wearing rings,” he said. “Maybe you should have this one.”

      I flushed. Yeah, I definitely wasn’t going to mention those rings were how my guys communicated with each other about how often they’d had sex with me. When we said goodbye for the summer, I kept all that week’s ‘activity’ on my fingers, along with the ring Firian gave me the last time I saw him in his human form.

      I slid it on my finger. It fit better on my pointing finger than the ring finger.

      “I think her hands were a little bigger than yours,” he said. “She was taller.” He wrapped his hand around mine. “I know she would want you to have it. But I also know that my Emily wanted her daughter to be safe. She wouldn’t ask you to join up with a demon. So just…enjoy school and learn…whatever stuff peaceful witches learn.”

      “I’ll try.” I gave him a hug and we ate our ice cream while watching a standup special on Netflix, then I walked upstairs to my room, still staring at the ring. It was way too late to be safe, but I couldn’t tell Dad that. This was going to be a difficult summer. I wanted to be honest with him but I knew I couldn’t. He’d be so nervous for me. It was much better for him to think school was getting easier.

      “Firian,” I whispered.

      Firian materialized on my bed, looking downright cross as usual these days, golden eyes slitted as he rested his head down on his paws and glared at me. Who knew a fox could have so many facial expressions?

      “Can I cuddle you?”

      “No.”

      I did it anyway. I wrapped my hands around his neck and buried my face in his fur. He smelled like woodsmoke and forest. “Dad gave me Mom’s ring.” I showed him. “He talked about her more than he ever has before…”

      “Are you okay?” Firian asked.

      “No. Not really. Even if I save her from the Withered Lord, it’ll never be like it should be. I can’t even imagine what it would be like. Is she just going to…like…find a normal job and vacuum? Sleep in Dad’s bed? Talk to Grandma during holidays? How can things ever work out? And I might put myself in terrible danger working with these vampires and trying to take down a demon. But I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      Firian looked up at me and gave my cheek a small, comforting lick. I grinned at him, even as my heart shattered to look at him. I wanted his arms around me instead of my arms around him. I wanted more than that, too. But definitely not as a fox.

      “Well, first things first,” I said.

      “You need to train,” Firian said. “Didn’t Stuart give you a list?”

      “Yeah…” I was supposed to meditate outside for an hour every day, gather and analyze forest specimens, and Firian was going to help me work my way through a book he’d given me called “Training Wards for Defense” so we could practice tapping into Wyrd magic later. Both of us were born into using Ethereal magic, so it wouldn’t be easy. We would have to sneak by the wards put up by the faery kingdom who controlled Wyrd. This was getting into some deep stuff.

      Also, I was not supposed to turn on my computer or use any more electricity than necessary. And with Firian trapped as a fox, I wasn’t getting any action either.

      I sighed. “This is going to suck,” I said.

      “Don’t tell me how much your summer is going to suck,” Firian said. “I don’t even have thumbs.”
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      Alec

      

      I couldn’t have been more different than my father, and I’d spent my whole life being ashamed of it.

      My dad was known world-wide as a maker of potions and tinctures. He was the last guy you would ever imagine to be seduced by a succubus, but those were exactly the sort of people who always did get seduced: the kind of person who buried themselves in their work and bottled up their sex drive, leaving them vulnerable to a weak moment when a gorgeous woman suddenly paid attention to them and offered to give them the night of their lives.

      My poor dad was one of the unlucky ones, in that my mom decided he would be a good father for a child. While most wizards could keep their indiscretions private, my dad got a knock on his door in the middle of the night and opened it to find a bassinet with me in it and a note. I’m sure his reaction must have been something like, Oh shit.

      I’d always known that, too. I didn’t doubt that he loved me, but he was proud of me when I was a good student, and he was extremely embarrassed when I was sent home from school for ‘inappropriate behavior’. It was an all-boys school, of course, and that probably tempered the worst of it, but I was already putting out incubus charm and some of the boys were vulnerable to it.

      As I got old enough to understand, well, I was embarrassed too. The kids in my school were way too young for an incubus classmate. I didn’t understand my sex drive and neither did they. It was even worse if he tried to bring me to family gatherings or social events where girls were present.

      My familiar was the only thing that saved me at first. She was so shy she never appeared in human form or talked to anyone but me, but if I lost control, she would give me a spider bite. She wasn’t venomous to me, but it still hurt. At the same time, I kind of liked it. It turned me on that a girl was biting me. Yes. That is true. Even though she rarely even let me see her girl form. That’s how bad it was to be a damn incubus. I would have a sexual fantasy about anything.

      So my dad did some research into pattern magic and that was when I got my first tattoo. If I started feeling aroused I just had to trace my finger along the pattern inked on my arm and it calmed everything down. That got me through school without too much incident. I wanted so much for my dad not to regret that I’d been born, and for him to be proud of me. Over the years, I managed to get much better about repressing and hiding my incubus side.

      Until I met Charlotte.

      At first I thought it was just because she was a girl thrown into my all-guy environment. Her pure female scent was too much to resist. Master Blair locked down my magic so I couldn’t touch her, but I still invaded her dreams at night—against my will. I wanted to be angry at the teachers for giving me, of all people, a female roommate, but she was so delicious I couldn’t bring myself to ask for her removal.

      Over the last two years, she had become so much more.

      Sure, my body wanted her from day one, but that made me want to shy back from her as much as anything. I didn’t want to hurt her. I didn’t want to wreck her life like my mom seducing my dad.

      Two years of living with her, and everything had changed. I was comfortable with her. I’d never been comfortable with a girl before. Sometimes, for a second, I even forgot how much I wanted her.

      For a second.

      She was so damned cute. I wasn’t the only one who thought so. For an incubus, this was a dream scenario. I wanted to resist her for four years, but that was before I realized how the council would hurt her. How they’d take Firian away from her.

      I didn’t break the spell so I could fuck her. I broke the spell so I could hold her.

      But yeah, of course I fucked her too. It was mind blowing, to have sex with someone you loved.

      Now, she was hundreds of miles away.

      “Alec?” Dad called from the attic as I walked in the door of our old farmhouse.

      “Hey, I’ll come up,” I called back. I walked up the steep, very-well worn stairs that twisted upward into a semi-finished attic. This was one of Dad’s work rooms. Most of the house was a work room. Potion making was a messy business. There was a lot of collecting, drying, extracting, distilling, pounding and grinding. There was almost nothing that couldn’t be a potion ingredient, and hardly anyone in the world with Dad’s depth of knowledge.

      I respect the hell out of my dad, but we did not exactly understand each other. I’m a Pisces. He’s a Virgo. In our pagan coven, that was enough to get an understanding nod from anyone. He hardly saw me, but when I came upstairs he was buried in some work with a raven’s body.

      “Let me wash my hands,” he said, finally standing up and turning the knob of a rickety sink. Water spurted out reluctantly. He washed up to his forearms. He was dirty and even a little bloody. We looked more alike than people realized because my incubus magic made them think I was a lot more attractive than him, plus my mom had darker skin and this was generally solid English and German wizard territory. I also worked out while he hunched over tables all day. We had the same shape of nose and mouth, the same nearsighted eyes, the same hands.

      “Dad,” I said. “I’m just gonna spit this out. Mom is dead.”

      “Oh—er—how did you know that?”

      “Have you looked at the memoriam book this year?”

      “No, I really never have time for that and I’m just not inclined to be nosy. Dead? Really? She was young, wasn’t she? What was the cause?”

      “Lung cancer.”

      “Ahh. Yes, well, that isn’t really a surprise.” He dried off his hands and looked at me. “Are you—upset?”

      To say emotions weren’t Dad’s forte was an understatement. He tried. He just didn’t get the whole range of them. He had some emotions, but he was sort of like a robot that had been programmed for a sensible, practical range. I felt like he would have made a good loyal butler in another life. He was great at making dinner and pressing my clothes and I knew he cared about me because that was how you knew when he cared about anything: when he devoted time to it.

      “A little,” I said.

      “Oh. Well…was there anything you needed to say? I have dinner on the stove waiting for us already.”

      I sighed. “I don’t know if there’s anything to say. I’m just upset. Charlotte actually summoned her when we had our necromancy class.”

      “Did she now?”

      “Yeah. And she showed up but she got angry at Charlotte. She said I needed to stop pretending to be a warlock and be an incubus. She felt that Charlotte was in the way.”

      “And Charlotte? Is she in the way?” Dad asked. “Of your studies, I mean?”

      “No. I think Charlotte might actually improve my studies,” I said, knowing this might get contentious.

      I could see him tense a little. “What do you mean?” He lifted the lid on a pot of chili downstairs. Our kitchen was like every other magical household in the region: an old gas stove, a small fridge, battered wooden cabinets, a farmhouse table with a thousand nicks in the old wood, the smell of herbs in the air. Light fell on the floor in predictable patterns on floors that were always clean and polished but were very, very old. This house was built by my ancestors who came to America in the 1700s, a common story among magic families, and I had grown up with the sense that old Lyrman ghosts were watching me.

      “I mean…I’m in love with her.”

      “You’re so young,” Dad said. “And with your magic, how can you—”

      I cut him off. “I know because of my magic. I gave it two years. I got to know her. The whole time, believe me, I wanted her—but I got to know her first.”

      “Did you touch her? Did you—”

      “I broke the spell that kept me from touching her,” I said. “And yeah, we did things.”

      “Alec.” His voice was soft, simmering with the slow build of his anger. It would never go above a simmer, really, but that was just as bad. “I don’t think I really need to tell you how unwise this is. Your skill in artistic magic was coming along so well. You know what will happen now. You’ll be thinking of her all the time.”

      “That’s true, but maybe I need to think of her. Maybe I need a muse,” I said. “I need someone I can focus on because all these feelings aren’t going away. They’re part of me. We can use magic to hold them back, but Char told me she likes me as I am. She told me I should just—be an incubus.”

      “I’ve been hearing a lot of things about Charlotte,” Dad said. “The stories don’t reassure me about your closeness to her. I know that trying to keep you from school or forbidding you from seeing her would be pointless…”

      “I knew you’d say this shit.” I crossed my arms. “You asked me if I was upset about Mom dying? Yeah. I am. I’m upset because she was half of what I am, and you just want that half to go away.”

      “I’m not trying to be cruel, Alec. I’m just pragmatic. I had to repress your impulses or you might have—forced yourself on others.”

      “You know I wouldn’t do that. I’m not some mindless demon. I don’t want to hurt anyone. But Charlotte wants me as much as I want her.”

      “I doubt that.”

      I slapped the table. “You ‘doubt’ it?”

      “I mean, she is under the influence of magic. You can never know what she wants. And we know so little about where her fate is going. You are not the sort of person who should be with a controversial girl. When you finish school and come of age and have proven yourself as a warlock, your prospects will be really very good. At that point, the elders will be less concerned with your mother’s blood because you will have shown that level of discipline. And as I’ve said, we’ll find you a good match through the council.”

      “I’m with Charlotte now. I don’t want anyone else.”

      His chili was really good. What a waste of flavor. We ate in annoyed silence.

      Dad didn’t fight me. He believed—rightly—that telling a child no only led to rebellion. But he radiated disappointment. I could just feel him thinking that I was his only child and that he had failed. He didn’t know what to do with me.

      And I had to come to the hard realization that I couldn’t please him anymore. He was never going to approve of me being an incubus.

      So it was time to stop even trying.

      “I’m still going to be a great warlock,” I said, as I was finally finishing up my bowl. I mean, Dad could cook. The chili had perfect heat and multiple levels of flavor. Even when I was pissed off I couldn’t help enjoying it. “But I’m going to be a great incubus too.”

      “I don’t know if there is such a thing as a great incubus.”

      “Fuck. Of course you’d say something like that.” His eyes tracked me as I stood up, cool and judgmental. He didn’t apologize or try to stop me from leaving the room or react much at all. “Well, I’m proving you wrong.”

      I washed out my bowl and then tromped upstairs. I tried not to let my dad get to me, but I had always tried to be what he wanted. When it came to Charlotte, I couldn’t do it anymore. I had gotten a taste of what it was like when someone accepted me for who I really was, and I couldn’t stop now.

      I wanted to talk to her so badly, but the only telephone in our house was downstairs off the kitchen. We didn’t have internet in the house either. One witch in our little hamlet ran an internet ‘cafe’ on her enclosed porch so the rest of us could keep the corrupting devices out of our houses.

      Damnit. I was aching for Charlotte so badly. Just to hear her voice or see her face—anything. Summer was going to kill me. I traced my tattoos to calm down my urges, but you know what? Tattoos that control sex drive don’t help when you just miss someone’s presence.

      I threw open a sketch pad instead. I didn’t usually draw people. My subjects were all from the magical world. Magical artists used the power of capturing an image to control the world around them. This was why a lot of religions cautioned against making images of people or gods. Even humans knew that if you painted someone, you could gain influence over them. Lately I’d been trying to paint the Withered Lord. I’d never seen him, but I could still piece together his essence from accounts. When school was over, the rest of my friends planned to battle this demon, and my best shot at helping them out was to weaken him with my artwork.

      But I didn’t feel like drawing a demon today.

      It was her essence I wanted to capture.

      It was Charlotte I wanted under my sway. It was Charlotte I wanted to do things to, but I didn’t want to hurt her. Quite the opposite. The magic for seduction wasn’t really that different from the magic of controlling a demon…but it was a lot more pleasurable.

      I broke out the ink pens and the watercolors. First, a sketch. Loose, feeling like her more than it looked like her exactly. I would draw her from the back. Her hair was often in a ponytail, dancing with her movements. There were always wispy hairs coming out of the ponytail, softening her face. The curve of a shoulder, waist, hip, beneath the small men’s uniform. She was always animated, her hands busy. I drew one of them trailing down as if to brush flowers or Firian’s fur. I paused before realizing I did sort of miss Firian too. He’d become a part of the landscape, and I took great pleasure in watching her enjoy him. I filled him in, a thick fox coat and pointed ears at her side. While I gave her the uniform suit jacket and the white cuffs of a dress shirt peeking out of her sleeves, I decided to give her a mini skirt and knee socks because this was my art so why not draw her sexy legs?

      Having put down the lines in black ink, I let colors seep into the paper. I tinted her with red and golden shades, warm colors like fire. She was like fire. Like warmth, like home. Her desire fed me and I felt like I couldn’t live without it now.

      When I was done, the picture was suitable for all ages. I could have painted her otherwise, but that didn’t feel right. Not yet. It still captured her sensuality, her beauty. This was just the beginning.

      My dad was never going to understand this feeling. He was wrong. She was under the influence of my magic, sure. But it wasn’t true that I could never know what she wanted.

      I knew what she wanted. I knew I would make her happy every day of her life.

      Now that I had made love to Charlotte, I wasn’t going to go back to the way I was. I couldn’t hold back anymore.
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      Charlotte

      

      It had been a while since I dreamed of Alec.

      Do you ever have dreams that are so real that in the dream you’re like, I think this is a dream but maybe there’s a way to hold onto it forever? And the whole dream you’re trying to find a way?

      That was how Alec dreams were. They were super clear. I remembered every second of them.

      In the dream, I woke up in bed and at first I thought I was waking up for real, but then I realized that Alec was sitting in my computer chair, and oh damn, all he was wearing was some low-cut black briefs. And he was sketching me.

      He looked up and smiled. His red-gold eyes had a very faint glow like light through a stained glass window. “You’re here,” he said.

      “You’re here,” I replied. “Alec, I miss you so much.”

      “Throw off the blankets,” he said.

      I shoved the blanket off and the tank top and underwear I’d been wearing were gone.

      “I never got around to drawing you last year,” he said.

      “We were busy.”

      “Do I have your permission now?” The look he gave me, it was like he’d already answered his own question. He knew I wasn’t going to say no. I didn’t even bother to answer.

      “I’ve been painting ethereals and demons,” he said. “Learning to control and summon creatures. But there is another way to use artistic magic. Painting someone deepens a bond. Every time you give me your image, Charlotte, a part of you is mine forever.”

      “There’s no place I’d rather have my parts be,” I said.

      He walked over to me, holding his wand in one hand, and slid the wand down one of my arms, urging me to put it back over my head. Then, he trailed the tip down the curve of my body. I shivered. He could touch me now, but he was acting like he still couldn’t. He drew the wand down the line of my leg, encouraging me to extend it, and then, for the other leg, he hooked the back of my knee and made me prop it up, spreading me out a little.

      “So, do you remember what Monty suggested I do, back when I couldn’t touch you?”

      “The transfer feeling spell?”

      “You pay attention,” he said, with a grin.

      “When it sounds hot, you bet I do.”

      “I figured it out.” He handed his wand to me, pressing the handle against the palm of my right hand. “I’m going to draw you, and you’re going to tease me.”

      The transfer feeling spell Montague mentioned? It would let Alec feel sensation through his wand. So basically…it turned his wand into a hard, detached cock.

      I mean, these are the spells they don’t teach you in class. Which was good, by the way, considering our youngest professors were pushing seventy and I would die if I had to learn magical sex ed from any of them.

      When I was having incubus dreams, my inhibitions seemed even lower than they were in real life, because it was still a dream. It wasn’t quite real. Whatever part of my real life brain that might have been embarrassed or worried that someone would hear me moaning, well, it was gone.

      He sat back down, and I started rubbing the wand against my clit to get me going a little.

      Oh yeah, he could feel it. As soon as I started rubbing the wand against me, his cock was throbbing in response. I went really slow so he could concentrate. He started sketching, moving his pencil in long, confident strokes across the page. He was getting down the lines of my body; I could tell.

      He was breathing slowly, trying to control his desire and focus on the page, and I realized this was some serious incubus warlock training going on. Both sides of his nature were working together and warring with each other at once. I could tell when I rubbed a little harder and faster, it made him crazy. He couldn’t help but fidget and it made his thick length strain and throb.

      I got to study his face while he studied my body. His features were handsome, his cheekbones chiseled, and if he was a bit of a pretty boy now, there was also a ruggedness to him and I could just tell he was only going to get better with age. It took everything I had not to spring off the bed and tear his underwear off, climb on that lap of his and stick my tongue down his throat.

      I could tell when he was done with all the basic lines and narrowing in on more details, and that seemed like a good time for the wand and me to take things to the next level. I slid it between my slick folds. Alec’s wand was still a little too thin to be a really satisfying dildo, but it did have a nice little curve to it. I felt tender inside, the hard wand like a firm touch.

      “Mm…” I wanted to close my eyes and pretend he was the one touching me, but I also wanted to look at him.

      “Char…damn…” He ruffled his hair, agonized.

      “Can you feel me?”

      “Every inch. Take it easy so I can get this sketch done first.” He reached down to run a hand over his erection and I snapped my fingers.

      “No,” I said. “No. Finish your picture. Isn’t that the point?”

      He growled at the wall. “I’m going to explode.”

      “You do look like you might,” I said. “But I’m trying to help you learn magic here.”

      “Since when did you become a teacher?”

      “Since Firian has been bossing me around, making me do all the boring stuff Stuart asked me to do. I spent three hours today analyzing forest plants.”

      “I entered your dream so I can do whatever I want to you,” he said, but he got back to drawing. “Hold still. I’m trying to draw your face.”

      I was enjoying the dance. So was he.

      No one better wake me up, that’s all.

      He sketched. I stroked the wand against my G-spot very slowly. I was definitely enjoying that I had control of both of us right now. I knew how to build myself up, with focused little strokes. But he got off more when I gave the wand a longer thrust, so now and then I gave him a little treat.

      Before long I had to slow down.

      “Keep going,” he said. “I’m almost done.”

      “But I’m going to lose it.”

      “Go ahead,” he said. “I’d like to watch.”

      I flushed deeply. “And then what?”

      “Then I’ll make you come a second time.”

      “I usually need a little break.”

      “Do you?” He arched a brow. “I don’t think I can go easy on you. You were warned about me.”

      “Oh god,” I breathed. When he said that I just started losing it. He was right. I got this feeling that if I just surrendered to him, he could give me so many orgasms I wouldn’t even be able to count them anymore. “Ohh. Ohh!”

      He was sketching like the wind now, I heard the pencil scraping a bunch of frantic lines. He rubbed himself with his left hand. “Yes,” he said. “Faster. Faster.”

      “Alec! Al—rmph mmf…”

      Suddenly I couldn’t scream anymore.

      And then I was spitting out fur. And the room was dark, and Alec was gone, and a fox was sitting on my chest giving me a look of utter disdain.

      “Well, that was loud,” he said.

      “Peh!” I wiped my tongue off.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t have hands.” Firian sounded extremely pissed. “So the incubus can do distance dreams too, huh?”

      I slowed my breathing. “I’m so sorry, Firian. I wish you could touch me. Did Dad hear?”

      “Probably not, thanks to the fact that I threw myself down on top of your mouth as you started yelling, ‘Ohhh! Alec!’”

      I covered my face with my hands. “This is the worrrst.”

      “I agree,” Firian said. “I would have been happy to pick up where he left off and smother your screams.” He looked depressed, and he was adorable when he was depressed, but I had to remind myself again not to think of him as a fox. I couldn’t get used to it. I had to fix him.

      What if I can’t? What if he’s stuck like this forever?

      “Did you finish?” he said.

      “No, obviously not!” I snapped. “But it’s okay. I know it’s worse for you.” I put my arms around his soft fur. “What are fox penises like?”

      “Interesting, but small.”

      “Can I turn into a fox?”

      “Not unless you have even more hidden talents than I’m aware of.”

      We both snorted with laughter. Then we sighed. Then we fell asleep together again, and I dreamed about getting lost on campus, with no sexy Alec in sight.

      It was a very, very, very long summer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Firian

      

      So, this was my life now.

      Being able to turn into an animal is very useful, and I had spent a good half my life as a fox. But getting stuck in fox form? The worst.

      That spell stripped my humanity away. I wasn’t Charlotte’s boyfriend anymore. I could practically see her trying to look at me the way she used to, conjuring up something in her imagination, because the real me was now nonexistent. She could snuggle my fur. We could watch TV together. I was a useful ear when she was sad, I guess.

      But, basically, I was a pet now, and life was full of indignities. This was not my world now. This was the human world and it was made for bipedal creatures with opposable thumbs.

      However, there was another realm that was mine, and it was where familiars my age supposedly belonged most of the time. I was spending more time in Etherium now. Even there, I was locked into my fox form, but it was easier to maneuver around that with magic. In Etherium, the line between humanoid and animal was much thinner.

      “Charlotte, I think it’s time I took you to Etherium,” I said.

      “What? I can go to Etherium? You never said so before.”

      “Well, it’s a strange place and witches don’t belong there,” I said. “Even though Etherium is safer than Sinistra, you need to stick close to me.”

      “You can just take me there?”

      “Yes,” I said. “A familiar is supposed to take his witch to Etherium at least once, and your dad said he’d work late today—” Besides I am going insane looking at you— “—so it seems like a good idea before summer ends.”

      “Okay!” She bounced onto her feet. “Do I need anything? Maybe I should change.”

      “No,” I said. Summer lazy Charlotte in a tank top and short shorts was a Charlotte I wanted to see as much of as possible.

      “Are you sure? Will there be mystical beings in beautiful clothes there?”

      “We’re not going to any of those sorts of places,” I assured her. “I’m taking you to my neck of the woods. Put a hand on me and I’ll transport you there.”

      “Wait, let me leave a note for Dad just in case he gets home early.” She wriggled her feet into flats as she walked to the fridge to jot a note on the Byrne family bulletin. Under her dad’s unsubtle scrawl of ‘MILK BEER DONUTS’ she added ‘Went to Etherium with Firian, be back v. soon <3 <3”.

      I really loved both of them. Although I could have done without the image of milk, beer and donuts together.

      Then she crouched next to me and dug her fingers into my fur. Her touch felt wonderful, but I had to resist getting too affectionate. We both had our limits of weirdness.

      “Hang on,” I said. “It’s weird at first.”

      Traveling to Etherium was like blinking to me, but I knew for humans it was more jarring. Charlotte stumbled through the space between realms, and turned to me clutching her head.

      Then a huge grin broke out on her face.

      I had brought her to my cottage here, in my forest. It was very much like my cabin near her house, except everything in Etherium felt more like a fairy tale. The forests had profusions of wildflowers and songbirds, chipmunks and rabbits. The cottage was plastered on the exterior with green shutters and window boxes, where flowers grew without needing to be weeded and watered, as long as I remembered to appreciate them.

      I walked to the door and it creaked open as if nudged by the gentle breeze. “Come in,” I said. “Have some ethereal food.”

      “Yes please,” she said, following me in and drawing in a slow breath as she saw the spread of tea cups and matching pot, scones and jam and cream. “It’s like a tea room! Did you make this?”

      “It’s the sort of thing that just appears when I have a guest.”

      “It just appears?”

      “It’s magic.”

      “Okay…but…like…”

      “Don’t think too hard,” I said. “I mean it. You might knock yourself back home if you start questioning things. This is a realm where magic is the law of the land. There are things I can do here I could never do in the Fixed Plane or even a Parallel. Like this—” I indulged in an illusion that made me look human again.

      The look in her eyes killed me. “Firian!” Her hands flew toward me and I had to step back.

      “Don’t touch me, Charlotte.”

      “I can’t touch you?”

      “It won’t go that far. Even here. But I can hold the illusion easily and even have tea with you.”

      “Well, that’s no fun. You can hold a teacup, but not me?”

      “The curse is meant to keep me from you. Not tea. So I can fight against the curse to drink tea, but not…”

      “Oh…”

      “I just…wanted to be human with you for a moment,” I said.

      “I’d rather see your face,” she said. “Even if it’s all I get.”

      “Just think of it as a step in our courtship,” I said. “Back in the old days, but not nearly as old as you might think…witches usually didn’t get to touch the object of their affection for years. Chaperones and all of that. At least we’ve had more than that…” My eyes drifted to the ring on her finger, which she twisted.

      “Yes,” she said. “The memory is burned in my mind.” She picked up a scone, her face just short of sad. “I really liked when…I was with two of my guys at once. I was looking forward to—you know—all three of you.” She flushed. “Well, that came out racier than I meant.”

      I was trying to drink my tea. The illusion went so far that I felt human, but I had to keep calm if I wanted to stay that way. This wasn’t helping.

      I adored this girl with every fiber of my being. In human form, I wanted to stay at her side forever. In fox form, I would have wrapped myself around her like a stole if I didn’t have inconvenient bones. I felt like she was a part of me. That feeling, I realized now, had been creeping up on me all of my life. Could I ever have resisted it? I think we were always doomed, and I wondered how many familiars lived with a secret love for their witch.

      “What…what would happen…I mean…if the curse is never broken?” She shifted her tea cup in her hands bit by bit so that the handle rotated 180 degrees. “If I could never touch you again, Firian, I—”

      “We’re a long way from never,” I said.

      “I don’t know how I could be with Montague and Alec but leave you out.”

      “I would be more miserable if you weren’t happy.”

      “Well, I’ll be miserable if you’re not happy.”

      “That’s not how it works.”

      She looked a little indignant. “Yes, it is! You’re my partner, Firian. That is how it works. I don’t want you to be more devoted to me than I am to you.”

      She made me feel warmer, just by her presence. “You’re indignant that your familiar is doing his job.”

      “I don’t like that—you’re—you have to be devoted to me.”

      “I don’t know that I have to,” I said. “It doesn’t feel unwilling.”

      “But familiars have to be devoted.”

      “Familiars are just right for their witch,” I said. “That’s all. I don’t want you to feel guilty about it. I can’t stand not being able to touch you, but I will stand it, because I love you.”

      She nibbled on the scone. “We’re still partners,” she said. “No matter how long this lasts. I don’t want a slave.”

      “I know. I’ve seen the stuff you read.”

      “Okay, I was reading ‘The Demon’s Slave’ for…”

      “Research?”

      “No.”

      “You were going to say research.”

      “Shut up.” She snickered. “I’m still waiting to get ravished by a fox-eared boy.”

      “Never. I’m not fan art.”

      She sighed. “That’s true. You’re not very cool.”

      “Hey, I wouldn’t go that far. I’m plenty cool.”

      She leaned over and pecked my nose before I realized what she was doing, which broke my illusion and turned me back into a fox.

      “Sorry,” she said. “I just couldn’t resist.”

      “I have more to show you,” I said, restoring the illusion with slightly more effort. “So behave yourself.”

      I wanted to show her how beautiful Etherium could be, so when we walked outside, I tried to think about something romantic. The path opened up, and she stayed close to my side, but kept thrusting her hand in her pocket to keep herself from reaching for mine. My skin itched to touch her, to grab her and kiss her, taste her skin and mouth and the sweetness between her legs. When I felt human, it was almost unbearable, but I knew I was tricking myself as much as her.

      The trees grew taller as the path went on, and more flowers grew in the forest, until we walked in a field of blue flowers under a canopy of pale green stirred by soft wind. The birds were just as colorful and one of them fluttered toward her. She held out her hand and the bird landed there and sang “wheet-wheet!”

      “Whaaat! This just went full Disney movie,” she said. “It’s not leaving!”

      “Nah, they won’t,” I said.

      “Will it poop on me?”

      “It’s possible, but unlikely.”

      We stopped to let a family of ducks cross the path now, and a little farther along there was a tiny hedgehog passing us by.

      “Oh, hello!” the tiny hedgehog said. “What brings you here?”

      She stopped in her tracks and her mouth fell open.

      “You met this hedgehog on wand-making day,” I said. “Remember? You’re Irving’s familiar, aren’t you?”

      “Yes,” the hedgehog said.

      “I didn’t really meet anyone else’s familiar. They were all so shy.”

      “It’s not really appropriate to speak to other witches,” the hedgehog said. “But you’re here now, so it’s not that strange.”

      “Riiight…”

      “She’s never been here before,” I said.

      “The high ethereals are dancing in the willows,” the hedgehog said. “So you should take her down to see it.” She tipped her head and waved a paw at us and ambled along.

      “High ethereals?” You couldn’t seek out high ethereals. You had to just stumble on them.

      “Sooo cuuute,” Charlotte whispered. “The high ethereals…are they like angels?”

      “The closest thing you’ll ever see.”

      “Are they scary?”

      “Of course they’re not scary. They’re sort of…above our concerns. They’re beautiful, actually. It’s special to see them.”

      She still looked slightly nervous.

      “Don’t worry,” I said. “This is what Etherium will show you today. It’s better not to resist.”

      The path came to an abrupt stop at a bluff overlooking a winding river. I could feel the high ethereals even before I saw them; they had that effect. My skin prickled with goosebumps as I caught their scent on the wind. Seeing high ethereals was like coming to a meadow of flowers you have never seen before, but also feeling that they must be natives, that you have come to some secret place where old things, and old magic, still exist.

      Charlotte’s eyes widened, and she started creeping closer to them. She wasn’t scared anymore. Of course not. Ethereals were beautiful, and as expected, they didn
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