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      Bolting upright from my bed, I rub my eyes until I’m wide-awake. Despite the fact I’m drenched in sweat, the image of Murdock's bat form happily chomping down on Ainsley  still lingers. Staggering to the bathroom, I wash my face and try to shake off the nightmare. I run a wet washcloth down my arms and legs hoping this will be the last time I have to experience such horror.

      My phone rings and I race to catch it hoping it’s Brooklyn. Maybe she can give me a potion to stop the bad dreams. I know Ainsley is alive and well, but my subconscious mind won’t let go of what could have happened on that horrible night. Even four days later, it feels like it happened yesterday. I pick up the phone without looking at the number. “So glad you called. I need you to conjure a spell for me.”

      A familiar breath fills the receiver—Ainsley. “I cannot help you with an incantation, but I’d be happy to order up some dinner for you.”

      I rub my temples to fend off a building headache. “Is that an invitation?”

      “How perceptive.” I hear Magnus’s distinctive low bark in the background. “Someone else desires your company as well.”

      The thought of Magnus and Ainsley greeting me at the elevator door makes me smile. Despite the fact that I still feel hung over from the nightmare, I answer, “Yes, I’d love to. I can celebrate my freedom.”

      “I thought your parents didn’t ground you this time.”

      “They didn’t, but I had finals to study for so I’ve been laying low.”

      “If you want to try again another evening I’ll understand. I know how much you want to get into Columbia.” He lets out a sigh. “This lull before the storm won’t last.”

      Maybe my nightmares linger because I know the final showdown with Murdock is on the horizon. It’s like there is a doomsday clock ticking in my head.

      I hear Kit’s distinctive tap on my door. “I’ve got to go. My little brother needs something. What time is dinner?”

      “Six sharp.”

      “See you then.”

      I click off the phone and open my door. Kit taps his sneaker impatiently. “You promised you’d play with me when you got up from your nap.”

      One look at Kit’s pouty lips, and a pang of guilt hits me hard. I’ve been so busy I haven’t spent much time with him lately. If I manage to pull off a miracle and get into college, we only have two months left together. “Okay, little man. I promise I’ll meet you in your room in a sec.”

      His pout changes into a huge grin in less than a second. “Can’t wait to play transformer.”

      It’s our code word for our shifter game. I’ve come so far since the last time we played. To think, in a mater of months, I’ve gone from only being able to morph into inanimate objects and toys, to morphing into one of the most famous supermodels in the world. Of course, I never imagined my skills would be pushed to the limit to save Los Angeles from a murdering vampire king. No wonder I’m having nightmares.

      I shake off my gloom and plaster a smile on my face. It’s show time! Throwing open the door to Kit’s room, I see him sitting on the green beanbag chair, otherwise known as his throne, awaiting his entertainment. He rubs his little hands together. “What are you going to transform into tonight?”

      He has no idea what a treat he has in store. I’ve kept my growing shifting abilities a secret from him, until now. “I’ve been practicing a bit with Brooklyn, and I think I know just what you’d enjoy.”

      His eyes light up. “Really? Has she taught you some magic?”

      I twirl around on the floor like a top. “Kind of.”

      Closing my eyes, I imagine a large red top, and in less than a second I’m spinning on the floor in front of Kit. Transforming into an object used to take so much of my energy, but now I can do it in a flash. He claps his little hands and I morph into a swallowtail butterfly and land on his nose. His delightful giggles fill the air. I fly around the room giving him a good display of my skills, and then I land on the edge of the beanbag chair. He squeals so loudly it hurts my insect antennae. For my grand finale, I morph into his favorite animal on Earth—a German Shepherd. Kit leaps off the beanbag chair and gives me a giant hug. “Can you stay like this forever?”

      He has to be kidding. My brother wants a dog more than a big sister? The sound of footsteps thunder down the hallway. Kit is squeezing me so hard I can’t morph back into myself with out hurting him.

      My mother throws open the door. “What is going on in here?” She scowls when she sees me. “How did Brooklyn’s German Shepherd get in here?”

      Kit waves my mom over to his bedroom window. “See Mommy? He got in right over here.”

      My mom follows behind Kit. I guess she believes a dog could climb up the side of the house and sneak in a second-story window. I have to give Kit props for his art of distraction skills. Not bad for a five-year-old.

      While my mom stares out the window, I morph back into myself. I race toward the door, but before I can escape, my mom turns back around. “Jennifer, where did you come from? What did you do with Brooklyn’s German Shepard?”

      I give her my best I’m totally innocent smile. “German Shepard? Where? I don’t see a dog.”
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      Derrick’s BMW speeds down Sunset Boulevard, and then brakes hard to the left, screeching to a halt in front of Ainsley’s apartment. Derrick clears his throat, indicating the silent treatment he’s subjected me to since we left my house is finally over.

      “That’s the last time I wipe your mother’s memory clean. Understand?”

      I nod.

      “Good, because the Order’s magic should not be used to get teenage girls out of their screw-ups.”

      “You know you’ve become a total drag since the Grand Master took an interest in you.”

      He grabs my arm before I can dart out the car door. “Jen, there’s a lot at stake right now. Morphing with your mother around was too big of a risk. With everything going on with the fight against Murdock, getting grounded again is not an option.” He lets go of my arm. “And neither is taking my magic for granted.”

      As much as I want to say something snarky back, I know he’s right. I let my need to please my brother override my common sense. “Okay, I admit I screwed up. It won’t happen again.”

      “Great.” He gives me a smile. Now go have a nice evening with Ainsley. It may be the last free time you’ll have together for awhile.”

      The reality of his words hits me like a punch in the gut as I walk past the bird of paradise-filled tropical garden and up the steps of the apartment. Could Derrick’s words be a warning? I shake off the feeling. No, the nightmare has just put my head in a bad place. I adjust my little black dress, pull open the door, and skip over to the elevator.

      The building guard looks at me, and smiles. We’ve become friends after all my visits. “Someone’s in a good mood. That’s a very nice black dress. Is something special happening up at the penthouse?”

      I give him a wink. “I sure hope so.”

      “Wish I was handsome and had a British accent.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I think bald men are hot.”

      The guard pushes the button to the penthouse. “I hope Mr. Harrison knows how lucky he is to have you.”

      The elevator doors open and I step inside. “I’m about to find out.”

      I hear laughter as the doors close and the elevator whisks me to the penthouse. Just as I predicted, Ainsley and Magnus are there to greet me as soon as the elevator door opens. Magnus jumps up and practically licks off all of my make-up. “Down, boy.” I push him into sitting position. “I’m happy to see you, too.”

      Ainsley’s eyes twinkle as he takes in the way my dress hugs my hips. “Actually, I have big news. Magnus isn’t a boy.”

      “Umm.” I stare down at his anatomy that proves otherwise. “Looks like he has male parts to me.”

      Ainsley laughs and leads me over to the sofa. “I think you better sit down.”

      I gracefully position myself to best show off my legs. “Okay, shoot.”

      “Magnus isn’t really a male dog. He’s actually Rhonwen.”

      “Did Brooklyn pay you to pull a fast one on me?”

      Magnus puts his head in my lap and stares up at me with his big brown eyes.

      “No, this isn’t a joke. To escape Murdock, Rhonwen cast a transformation spell and morphed into a Rottweiler.”

      I can feel my headache creeping back as my brain tries to process the news. “You mean she’s like a familiar?”

      “Not quite. It's truly Rhonwen inside the dog. Just the same as when you are inside the things you shift into.”

      “Okay. And exactly how did you figure this out?”

      “I read his mind and Rhonwen answered.”

      He says it so matter-of-fact, like everyone can do it. “I thought you promised you weren’t going to take memories from Magnus.”

      Ainsley sits with a pained look on his face. “I did, but I broke it. It really couldn’t be helped. The Order…”

      I put my finger to his lips. “You don’t have to say anything more. So why hasn’t she transformed back? I’m sure Eshe and the coven could help her.”

      “That they could. But she prefers to remain a dog until Murdock is dead.”

      Of course that makes total sense. Murdock would never suspect she would transform into a dog. “Got it.” I pet Magnus’s head. “I promise to keep your secret.”

      She licks my hand. Ainsley stands and takes Rhonwen by the collar. “It’s her bedtime.”

      “I don’t know how I feel about another woman sleeping in your bedroom.”

      He laughs. “I hope you will forgive the impropriety. Rhonwen is like a sister to me.”

      I sit back and sink into the sofa cushion. “Well, in that case.”

      As Ainsley walks down the hallway with Rhonwen at his heels, I realize our relationship has fallen into a comfortable normalcy despite the crazy paranormal world we live in. I dream of the day when the battle is won and we can take our relationship to the next level. For now, I think we’re both keeping our love at a safe distance knowing either one of us could die. Who am I kidding? I failed miserably when I thought Murdock had crushed Ainsley—I cried like a baby. I need to toughen up if I’m going to be of any use to Ainsley. As much as I can’t stand the Grand Master, I don’t think we can win the battle against Murdock without the Twelfth Order.

      Ainsley returns and wraps his arms around me. “Thank you for taking the news about Rhonwen in stride. She was worried you would feel uncomfortable around her.”

      “I have to admit, the idea would have blown my mind a few weeks ago. But I’ve had so many
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