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Hi again! Tegan here. I just wanted to take a second and thank you for being so patient while I wrote this book. It’s been a long time coming, yet you’ve all supported me and cheered me on when I needed it the most. My readers are the best! I hope you love the ending to Shelby’s adventure.
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Chapter One
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I could already tell it was gonna be one of those days. I’d overslept after tossing and turning all night then rushed out the door in the same clothes I’d worn yesterday. When I’d gone outside, I’d discovered to my delight that my front driver’s side tire was flat. Fortunately, I was a witch, so that was an easy fix. Still, it had set me back a few precious minutes I hadn’t had. 

By the time I rushed into biology class like my hair was on fire, I was already two minutes late. Lilith, my professor, had glared at me over the wire-framed glasses she didn’t really need but wore for appearances. She’d also glamoured her ears to appear round rather than pointed, which would have given her away as the not-quite-human she was. Lilith was Fae, and in addition to teaching, she was also my boss at the Celestial Academy, a super-secret organization that served to keep all the magical bad guys in check before they could do stupid things like take over the world.

In fact, that was what had caused me to toss and turn all night—the fate of all good magic hinged on me finding the final stone for the Scepter of Life that had been stolen by a witch named Katrina and her cohorts. 

We’d managed to recover the scepter and three of the four stones that had been stolen, but they’d gotten away with the final stone. In four days counting today, we had to present the scepter in its entirety to the Mother Tree so that she could evaluate our worthiness to continue gatekeeping all the good magic in the world.

Personally, I didn’t think it was fair that I still had to attend class with so much at stake, but I’d learned long ago that “fair” was only a place you went to eat cotton candy and step in monkey poop. Lilith was a hard taskmaster, though. She said attending class was important both for my education and to maintain appearances.

Somehow, I made it through class without falling asleep, and I even managed to retain some of the information and take notes on the rest so I could review it later when my brain wasn’t fried from worry and lack of sleep. Once class was over, I closed my tome of a textbook with a thump and stuffed it and my notebook into my backpack.

"Shelby?" Lilith called before I even slung my bag over my shoulder, shoving a hank of her platinum hair behind her ear. “May I speak with you for a moment, please?"

My heart skipped a couple of beats. Maybe she had news and was ready for me to go on the hunt. Those were sort of our roles — she figured out what needed to be done, then sent me or one of the other angel-touched magicals to do it. In this case, I was more than ready. It had been almost twenty-four hours since we'd battled Katrina's coven and recovered all the gemstones except the emerald. That meant we were down to the wire, and as far as I knew, we were still as much in the dark as to her location as we had been the moment she’d disappeared despite the magical tracker we’d managed to put on her as she’d escaped. 

I slung my backpack over my shoulder and hurried to the front of the room, my heartbeat picking up as I did. “Please tell me you've learned something. Did the tracker on Katrina finally show up? I'm about to go nuts twiddling my thumbs, and we’re running out of time."

She sighed and scrubbed a hand over her face. "No, the tracker isn’t working, and I don’t know why. She must be somewhere with incredible wards to cover that. We have something else, but we’re not sure how much good it'll do."

"It has to be better than what we have to go on now," I reasoned. "Let's hear it."

She tucked her notes into her briefcase and latched it. "You already know Noelle pulled a vision of a castle out of one of our prisoner’s heads."

I nodded, not sure where she was going with it. "Yeah, but there are a lot of castles in this world. It's not like we can search every one of them."

"We might not have to. We’ve narrowed down all the castles related to magic, or at least the ones we know about. There are twenty or so, but only five of them have been maintained enough to be livable. The rest are ruins. Luck might be in our favor too because they’re all in northern England.” 

I thought about that for a second. "A castle sounds like the perfect hiding place, and that might explain why we can’t pick Katrina up with the tracker. If the castles have housed witches for centuries, there must be a million protection spells and detection charms on them. When can we leave?"

She held up an elegant hand and pinned me with a steely look that reined in some of my eagerness. “Not so fast. We need to plan, and before we even do that, we need to do some recon. There's no need to go rushing into every castle when we don't have any time to waste."

I huffed in frustration and shifted my weight from one foot to the other. "It's not like we have anything else to point us in the right direction. Don't we have a portal that can get us there?"

The Celestial Academy and the witches’ council had portals all over the world. It was by far the best transportation network in existence because it allowed any person with access to them to travel to and from pretty much anywhere in the world.

She shook her head, sending her platinum bob swinging around her face. "As I said, they’re in northern England, and mostly in the middle of nowhere. A couple are composed of hundreds of acres, so they’d be the perfect hiding place. Getting in without being seen will be tricky, and we can't risk sending only you and Oliver in at go time.”

Though what she said made sense, I was so eager to get this over with that impatience about got the better of me. 

Lilith must have read my expression because she drew her brows down as she stuffed her paperwork into her briefcase. “I mean it, Shelby. I have everybody on high alert with instructions to be ready at a moment’s notice when we do find them, but we can't afford to be wrong or to tip them off. They’ll be expecting us, so we’re going to have to use all the stealth we can muster. There’s a portal in York, which is about an hour away from the first castle near Whitby, but it’s the best we could do.” 

I bit back irritation because she was right. With only three days left, we'd only get one shot at retrieving the emerald. There was too much at stake to screw it up. "So what do you need me to do?"

She gave me a wicked grin, and her blue eyes glowed for just a second, giving away her fairy blood. "Exactly what you're itching to do. You and Oliver are doing recon first, then when you find them, we can go in and finish them off for good. Meet me in the great room in twenty minutes.”

I noticed she said “when” and not “if.” Adrenaline coursed through me and pushed away the exhaustion that seemed to be a constant force in my life since joining the academy. Finally, I was going to be able to put some of my training to use. 

#
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Chapter Two
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With action so close at hand and a command to be in the great room of the academy in twenty minutes, I didn't have the patience or the time to walk back to the apartment I shared with my best friend, Emma, and two other magicals. I slipped into the nearest ladies’ room, crossing my fingers that it was empty. I was in luck. Just in case, I shoved all of the stall doors open rather than just checking under them for feet. You never knew in my world who would be watching. Once I was sure there was nobody in there but me, I stepped into the last stall and snapped my fingers, anticipation sending goosebumps over my skin. A few seconds later, I stood in my dorm room. Emma my best friend, roommate, and the potion master at the academy, about jumped out of her skin.

She scowled and threw a stuffed Pikachu at me. “Stop doing that! At least send me a text before you just pop in so I know you're coming. You about give me a heart attack every time.”

I smiled at her, sheepish. "Sorry. I was so excited to get home that I didn't feel like walking, and I didn't give it any thought. Plus, we only have twenty minutes.” 

She snapped her gaze to me, giving me her full attention. “Twenty minutes for what? Do you have any news? I just talked to mom this morning, and she said she’d gotten something from the mystery witch but wasn’t sure if it would amount to anything. She had to go before she could explain further.”

Camille, the witch with the mind magic who'd gotten the info about the castle, was her mom. Luckily, they were close, so when Emma had accidentally stumbled through the portal in the back of our closet that led to this Celestial Academy, she hadn't been too upset. Or at least not surprised by the revelation that a secret organization existed. In fact, Camille had known about it but not told us. To be fair, she didn’t know much about the internal workings, so she hadn't known that we were going to be involved. 

I nodded. “I do, or at least I might. I guess your mom took another tiptoe through one of the captured witch’s minds and figured out she's some royal whatever with a title and family lands in northern England. Since Noelle got a glimpse of a castle when she mind-dived one of the others, there's a solid chance that's one of their hiding places."

Emma tilted her head. "Has Noelle confirmed that same castle?"

"I don't know," I replied, lifting a shoulder. "Lilith didn't really say much other than that Oliver and I were going on recon and that we had to be in the great room in twenty minutes. That was just a few minutes ago."

Emma snapped her laptop shut and pushed to her feet. "Then what are we waiting for? Let's go. We don't have any time to waste, and if this isn't the place, we need to scratch it off the list and move on."

"I need to call Cody before we go," I said. "If I just disappear, he'll be worried."

"Why don't you just pop over and tell him face-to-face?" she asked, worrying her lip with her teeth. Though she didn't say it, what she really meant was that I should go tell him goodbye. We both knew there was a chance I wouldn't come back, but there really wasn't a need to say it. I'd only been into major battles, and both times, I'd scraped through with my life by the skin of my teeth. 

As much as I'd like to say it was because my skills were superior to my enemy’s, that wasn't really the truth. It had been a combination of luck, brute force, and teamwork. I had no delusions anymore about what I was and wasn't capable of. There's no doubt that I’m a powerful witch, but my inexperience would be the death of me if I didn't learn to think things through rather than just act. I'd gotten much better at it because my arrogance and overconfidence had almost gotten me killed a couple of times. Looking death in the eye like that had a way of opening your eyes in a way that just being warned couldn’t.

I nodded. “I’ll do that. It’ll only take a minute, and my bag is already packed and at the Academy. I didn’t bother to unpack when we got back from Creepy Dollville, so I'm all set. I’ll be right back.” 

Without saying anything else, I snapped my fingers and teleported directly into Cody's dorm room.

He jumped, startled, but it didn't take long for a wide grin to spread across his face. He laid his pencil down, then stood and came and wrapped his arms around me. "Hey, beautiful. I wasn't expecting you ’til later, not that I'm not glad to see you."

I hugged him back, laying my head on his chest and enjoying the feel of his strong arms around me for a few seconds before I pulled back and answered. "Yeah, I know. But it seems we have a lead, and I have to leave in a few minutes to go check it out. I didn't want to just leave without letting you know."

He pushed me back just a little, concern etched on his face as he studied me. “You just have to go check it out, or do you have to go face down Katrina and her minions?"

I pressed my lips together. "For now, we’re just doing recon. If it ends up being the right place, I'm sure our mission will change. Lilith says we’ll have all hands on deck this time though, so it won’t be just me and Oliver. I’m sorry about dinner tonight, but can I get a rain check?"

He pulled me into his arms and sighed. “Of course you can. Just keep yourself healthy and whole so you can cash it in."

Cody was no dummy, nor was he ignorant to the ways of the magical world even though he didn't have any magic himself. He knew exactly what I was heading into as well as what I'd already faced. I might have brushed over how close I'd come to dying but had no illusions due to his ability to read between the lines.

I hugged him back hard then tilted my chin up and gave him a long goodbye kiss before resting my forehead against his. "Count on it. I have to reclaim the high score you stole from me on the pinball machine. It might be a couple of days, but no longer. We only have three days left until the ceremony, so it'll be over by then one way or the other."

He paused, and I could tell he had something else on his mind. “So what happens next if you don’t retrieve the emerald in time to present the scepter to the Mother Tree? If she doesn’t grant you another hundred years, what then?” 

I heaved a sigh. “I don’t know, and I hope we don’t have to find out.” 

He squeezed me one more time then pushed me back and kissed me on the forehead. "I love you. Be safe."

Emma was standing by the closet door with her arms crossed. 

"Here," she said, shoving a granola bar and a green energy drink at me. “I’m sure you skipped breakfast, and we’re already past lunchtime. I know you didn’t get a chance for a full meal before we were summoned, but you need to get something in you."

I smiled as I ripped open the granola bar and took a big bite. "You're the best. Honestly, I don't know what I'd do without you sometimes."

That much was true. Of the two of us, Emma was the planner. She always packed more than she needed, and she had a list for everything. I teased her about when she was going to start stuffing tissues up the sleeve of her sweater like some of the old ladies at the Clip and Curl, the hair salon in Keyhole Lake, always did. Rather than get annoyed, she'd just smirked and told me I'd be grateful somebody thought to bring them. She wasn't wrong, either.

I, on the other hand, was the one who urged her out of her comfort zone. Emma tended to be much more introverted than I was, and if left to her own resources would spend way too much time studying and puttering around her potions lab. We complemented each other well, and we also shared a ton of common interests. It's why we’d been best friends for what seemed like forever.

"Ready?" I asked, stepping into the closet and putting my hand on the bar.

Ready," she replied with a sharp nod. "Let's go kick some witchy ass and get our emerald back.”

I smiled as I twisted the bar that opened the portal to the Academy. 
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Oliver wasn't in the great room when we got there, but he stepped through the portal just a few moments later. 

"Hey," he said, his lips curving into a wry smile. "Looks like we might see some action." 

I lifted her shoulder. "Not yet, at least according to Lilith. This is just a recon mission. Apparently, we’re going in to check things out, then it’s going to be a full team once we’ve confirmed their location and it's time to attack. We’re going in full throttle, guns blazing." 

He huffed a breath out through his nose, and I understood how he felt. "I just want to get this over with. I get that we’re going to need backup but going in for just recon is going to be torture if we see them.”

I pressed my lips together trying to fight back the feeling of hopelessness. “With if being the operative word. We have five castles to check, and there's no guarantee that any of them are the right one." 

Silence fell, and worry flashed across Emma’s face before resolve replaced it. "That's not going to be a thing. We’re gonna find them, we’re gonna kick their ass, and we’re gonna get the emerald back. Then we’re gonna make sure that every single one of them who survives is locked up. So that this never happens again." 

Between her and Cody, my confidence rose a couple notches. After all, we didn't really have a choice. Failure wasn't an option, so I might as well just put it out of my head. 

"Do you have any idea what the closest portal is?" I asked. 

He'd seen a lot more of the world than I had, so I was hoping he'd have a better handle on this geography. 

"As far as I know, London is the closest one, but that doesn't mean Lilith doesn't know somewhere closer. A lot of the academy’s portals are secret, so until she loops us in, that's the best I got." 

Emma frowned. "That's an awful long way from the castles you have to look at." 

"Yeah, it is," he replied. "But I've been to several of the cities that we’ll probably have to go through, and I've been to Yorkshire, so at least I know the town a little." 

“I guess that’s the best we have. It just means we’ll have to make do.” 

Lilith swept into the room and scowled at us, but before I scowled back, I pulled my phone from my pocket and checked the time to make sure we’d made it in under the wire. Sure enough, we were there with three minutes to spare. 

Apparently, she read my mind because her scowl increased. “When I said twenty minutes, I meant immediately."

I shrugged. "I had to go back to the dorm to tell Emma what was going on, and then I had to go see Cody and let him know I’d be gone. If you meant immediately, you shouldn't have said twenty minutes."

She huffed out a breath as Stu, a monkey whose wizard had died decades ago, climbed onto the back of the couch, curling his weird monkey toes around the wooden brace at the back. He took a long pull from the vape I’d gotten him, and the scent of honey buns drifted from the cloud as he exhaled. 

“You should know better than that, toots,” he said in a raspy voice as he took a sip from the bourbon on the rocks he held in his other hand. “When she gives an order, always consider it to be immediately.” 

“Suck up,” I replied, rolling my eyes.

Lilith nodded even as she curled her nose and waved away the vapor. “It’s not like either of you listen to my orders anyway.” 

The frown on her face was enough to convey her displeasure at both Stu and me. Though there was nothing she could do about my decision to tell Cody about the academy since I’d done it against her wishes, it still annoyed her. He’d actually proven useful to our cause, but I’d disobeyed her direct order not to tell him, and that grated. I couldn’t blame her though. She counted on absolute compliance because many of the decisions she made were life and death. 

Still, Cody and I shared everything. Before I’d told him, he’d noticed my absence, and even when I’d squeezed in time to spend with him, I’d been distracted and exhausted from the training sessions. He’d been worried about me, and I refused to put him through that when a simple, honest conversation about a huge new part of my life would put him at ease. Well, aside from his worry that I’d die horribly at the hand of some evil being, but that was par for the course with me.

I raised a brow and crossed my arms, meeting her annoyed gaze. "That’s not fair. I’ve followed your orders all but that one time. You should be glad I did tell him. If you remember, he found my shield and helped us out with the whole creepy doll thing.” 

Lilith frowned when I reminded her that filling Cody in on the whole super-secret society had worked out in our favor. “We got lucky that time. I give orders for a reason. You might not have the experience or the insight to understand why, but I do. And if you haven’t noticed, I rarely give flat-out orders. When I do, I expect you to at least question me about them before openly flouting them.” 

Since she wasn’t wrong, I just nodded. “So do we have any particular orders for this mission, or are we just going to go in and kick some ass, get our emerald back, and put the bad guys out of commission?”

Lilith heaved a sigh so big I was sure she’d pulled the breath from her toes as she rubbed her temples. “And that’s another issue you have. Youthful arrogance. As I said, the first mission you and Oliver are undertaking is locate and recon only. You’re not to engage under any circumstances, and you’re to do everything in your power to remain unseen. It’s critical that we catch them unaware. We have three days left, and if they slip through our fingers again, our chances of locating them a third time are practically nil.” 

I started to object. If we found them, we needed to take them out before they could get away. Spot, the resident hellhound that acted more like a black lab when he was inside the academy walls, nudged my hand with one of his heads and whimpered low. I took it for the warning to keep my mouth shut that it was. Instead of voicing my objection, I scratched his head.

Apparently, my near-lippiness hadn’t escaped Lilith’s attention. She held up her finger. “This is one order that’s absolute. If you disobey, I won’t have to discipline you because all will be lost.” 

I snapped my mouth shut as the implication soaked into my over-confident brain. My biggest flaw was that I was brash and overconfident, and she was right. I couldn’t let my impatience and arrogance ruin what was most likely the last chance to recover the emerald. 

“So how, exactly, are we to explore all five castles in such a short time?” Oliver asked. 

"We've reached out to four witches - one in each of the areas, and two of the castles are in Drucilla’s region. We haven't given them the full back story — only that we're conducting a manhunt for a rogue coven. I've known each of them personally for long enough that I trust them to help you. None of them know about the academy though, and I prefer to keep it that way."

Stu coughed then took another long pull off of his vape. "Plus, there's the whole thing about one of them blabbing and creating mass panic."

Lilith's lips curved into a tired smile. "Yes, I suppose there's that too. I've already made arrangements to have these senior witches meet you at each portal and escort you to the castles in their regions." 

I furrowed my brow in confusion. "But I thought you said you were just sending the two of us." 

She rolled her eyes, not something I'd seen her do often. "That was before I gave it some thought. The two of you don't have the best track record at using patience. I don't have much faith that the two of you will be able to sit quietly and wait for the rest of us to show up if you find them.” 

I pressed my lips together as I looked down at my feet, scraping the toe of my boot against the marble floor. She wasn't wrong, though I hated to admit it. 

"That might not be a bad thing," Oliver said. "But not for the reasons you're saying. Other witches local to the area might have some relevant info that hasn't occurred to them. Since we know every aspect of this mission, we get might be able to learn something that will point us in the right direction even without telling them the whole story. Rather than having to search all five of them, we might get lucky, and they’ll know something we don't." 

Lilith rubbed her chin. "Now you're starting to think like a rational adult rather than a hot-blooded teenager. Rather than have you meet them along the way, I've changed my mind. I'll have all four of them meet you in London so that all of you can put your heads together and go over what we know." 

Though I wasn't usually a fan of meeting people, losing my magic and letting evil control the world was the greater of two evils in the situation. The plan was solid, and I nodded. "When can we leave?"

Before she could answer, Camille swept through the portal along with Noelle. I arched a brow, surprised to see my sister. She'd never been to the academy, and I had to wonder why she was here now. I asked her the question through our link.

She glanced at me, and her lips curled into a tired half-smile. "Let me fill you and Oliver in at the same time," she replied through our link. 

My sister cleared her throat and turned toward Oliver. "First, let me introduce myself. I’m Noelle Flynn, Shelby's older sister. I'm also the one who worked with Camille and managed to obtain some information from the witches who were captured a few days ago." 

Oliver held out his hand to shake hers, grinning. “I knew who you were as soon as you stepped through the portal, or at least I knew you were related to Shelby. Since I know she only has one sister, you had to be her. I'm anxious to hear what you've learned.” 

I smiled, and so did Noelle. Just like our aunts before us, there was a striking family resemblance that only a blind person could miss. Considering she was beautiful with long curly red hair, green eyes, and a curvy body I hoped to someday develop myself, she was a knockout. We also shared a smattering of freckles across our noses, though neither of us was a fan of those. 

My sister smiled, her green eyes sparkling. "Now that we have the introductions out of the way, let's get down to business. Between Camille and I, we've figured out that the one witch we haven't managed to identify was thinking of a castle. I didn't get much from this vision other than just a visual, and even that was fuzzy. It was mostly from the inside, so we really don't have an outside visual aside from a partial view of the turrets." 

"And that, unfortunately," Camille added, "doesn't give us much to go on considering almost all castles have turrets."  

"Yes," Lilith chimed in, "but we do know that there are only five castles in particular that are known or suspected to have magical connections either recently or historically." 

Oliver and I were quiet for a few moments, absorbing that. It was something, but not much. 

"I hate to be the downer in the room, but what if none of these turn out to be the one we’re looking for?" I asked. 

Lilith sighed. "That's back to square one. That's why it's imperative that you see all five of them today and tomorrow. If they're not the right ones, that only gives us one more day. Considering we have nothing else, the situation will be dire." 

That was one word for it, but in my opinion, catastrophic was more applicable. If we had to start the last day before the ceremony blind, our odds of recovering the final stone dropped to practically zero. 

The weight of that settled on my shoulders, and I squared them. "Then we don't have any time to waste. Let's get this show on the road."

"Wait," Noelle said, holding out her hand. "Before you just rush off, we did manage to make some sketches of the turrets and anything else we could remember about the castles between the two of us." 

She pulled a couple sheets of paper out of her pocket and unfolded them then handed them to me. Oliver moved closer and looked at the sketches over my shoulder. "Yep, those look pretty much like every other turret I've ever seen on any castle in Europe. Why couldn't it be somewhere else? Castles in places like Transylvania, Scotland, and Ireland tend to be more unique. These are going to require us to use our abilities to detect magic, and if all the places we’re going to look at are related to magic in some way or another, that's gonna make pinpointing the exact place a lot tougher." 

Stu hopped off the desk and ambled to us, careful not to spill the bourbon from his glass. "At least they’ll each be quick to check. The one you'll be looking for will no doubt have wards galore around the place, and you'll probably see more signs of life. A lot of the castles these days are unoccupied, so cross your fingers only one of these is." 

Spot whined impatiently and butted my hand with his closest head. I patted it. "Yeah, I know buddy. We need to get a move on. Are you going or staying?" 

He dropped down on his two front feet with his butt in the air and his tail wagging then bounded toward the doorway to the hall and turned back toward me, tongues lolling. 

I grinned. "Going it is then. I suppose it can't hurt to have a hellhound as a guard dog even if we are only going on a recon mission." 

Oliver scowled. "If you're going, no hand licking. We might not have any place to stop and wash our hands, and I don't want to walk around smelling like rotting meat and sulfur." 

Spot woofed and wagged his tail, seeming to agree to the terms. My guess was that as long as he got to leave the academy, he'd agree to anything. That meant I didn't put a whole lot of stock in his doggy promise, but he was good company and wicked in a fight. 

Based on Oliver’s expression, he’d had the same thoughts but also knew Spot was a valuable asset. He pulled in a deep breath and then blew it out, puffing his cheeks. "Come on then. We don't have any time to waste."

Lilith shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a great idea this time around. You might need to go places where a dog wouldn’t be welcome, and I don’t want anybody separated. Plus, if you do suspect you’ve found Katrina, you can take the transfiguration potion. Even as a lab, we can’t trust that she hasn’t mined that information from Breena, so it wouldn’t be a leap for her to figure out it’s you.” 

Spot gave a disappointed woof, and I patted the head nearest me. “As soon as the action starts, you’ll be right there in the thick of things, I promise.” 

I turned to Lilith. "How are we going to get to London? Is there a portal near here that we’ll be able to take? I've never been there, so I can’t teleport us." Oliver wasn’t able to teleport at all. He'd been practicing lately, but the skill was tricky and could be dangerous if you weren't a hundred percent adept with it. 

She waved an elegantly manicured hand. "Let me worry about that. You two just concentrate on finding that emerald.” 

I gave her a sharp nod and headed toward the hall that led to the back of the castle. Now wasn't the time for small talk, and I was ready to get down to brass tacks.
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Chapter Four
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As I turned to leave the great room to gather my stuff, the portal opened, and Devin stepped through it. "Sorry I'm late. my chem class ran over, and professor Calhoun docs points for people leaving early. I'm already in hot water with her, so I did the best I could."

Lilith waved her off. "That woman's a battle ax. She'd have a much higher success rate in her class if she taught more and sat on her high horse less. You have another short assignment, but it's not critical. The reason I wanted you here was to catch you up on what we've discovered about the emerald. The long and short of it is that we think we've narrowed it down to five places where they could be hiding.”

Devon mulled that over for a minute. “Then don’t you think I should go along? They’ll need all the help they can get if they actually find Katrina and the guy who left with the emerald. We don’t even know who he is yet, so who’s to say we shouldn’t be focusing on that rather than Katrina?”

“No,” Lilith replied, shaking her head. “He might have been the one to snatch it, but Katrina is the coven leader. There’s no way she’s letting it out of her sight. Shelby and Oliver won’t be alone, and they’re not going to be battling anybody. They’re going to go do recon and hopefully confirm they’ve found the right castle. As soon as they do, we're going in with everything we have. As I said, your current mission isn't critical or particularly time-sensitive but it’s something that needs to be dealt with. It doesn’t take priority over this though, so as soon as you hear from me, I'll need you to teleport back here immediately. In theory, what you're doing shouldn't take more than twelve hours, and unless they get lucky, you'll be fine."

Devon nodded and glanced around at the group. "I assume I’ve missed the briefing, but before we do anything else, I want to check on Breena. Have there been any changes?"

"No," Lilith replied, frustration scrawling across her features. "Her eyelids have flickered a few times, and her fingers have twitched, but Camille and Noelle have both tried to reach her with limited success. We don't want to go too deep because we don't want Katrina to figure out we know she's in there. As a matter fact, because we're all going with you to visit, I want to feed her some false information."

"While you guys do that," Emma said, "I want to go to my lab and gather up some potions Shelby and Oliver might need."

Breena's continued comatose state really bothered her because she hadn't been able to create a potion to bring her out of it. Even though it wasn't right, she blamed herself a little bit. 

As for me, it both frustrated and pissed me off. Our adversary had taken over Breena's mind during an attack on the academy when they had stolen the scepter and stones. I’d been part of that battle, and I felt a certain level of irrational guilt for not protecting her. She was my fourth roommate and had become a good friend in the short time we'd known each other. 

It was yet another reason we had to take Katrina down. I suspected the witch would have to die in order to break her hold on Breena, and I was doing my best to wrap my head around that. So far, I'd done my best to push that to the back of my brain because though I'd defeated many bad people, I'd never killed any of them. Deep down in my gut though, I knew this situation was going to be different. If they were willing to die to get rid of good magic, I’d have to be willing to kill them to save it.

When we entered the infirmary, Breena was the only patient there. She was no different than she had been for the last couple of weeks. She was pale by nature, but now her skin was so white you could see the blue veins running across her forehead and the backs of her hands. Her bubblegum pink hair, which usually matched the flush of excitement in her cheeks, was the only color left, and even it lacked its ordinary luster. 

I picked up her hand and gave it a squeeze, hoping for her to reciprocate. Though I was disappointed when she didn't, I wasn't surprised. Except for one time when she'd managed to break Katrina's hold and warn us about the evil witch, she hadn't moved a muscle. 

"As you can see, she hasn't changed," Lilith said, then let some bitterness seep into her tone. "Her time is running out just like good magic's is. If we don't get a breakthrough soon, all will be lost." 

I picked up on what she was doing—laying a false trail so that Katrina wouldn’t know we were onto her, assuming she was listening. Considering Camille had sensed her in there when she’d mind-walked Breena, we had to assume she was. 

Though it killed me to think my friend was in there somewhere listening to what we said, I hoped she understood what we were doing. Otherwise, she'd be terrified, thinking her time was coming. 

I infused frustration into my voice, which wasn't hard considering I was feeling a healthy dose of it. "Somebody somewhere has to know where they are. We just have to find that person." 

Devin swiped a tear off her cheek and squeezed Breena's other hand. "I'm meeting somebody at the Cracked Cauldron over in Abaddon's Gate. They say they have some information, so hopefully that will pan out. They think they saw her in Florida." 

Lilith’s voice was soft. "Don't count on it, Devin. We've traced down more than a dozen leads and all of them have been duds. In the past, we've always prevailed, but now when it's most important, I'm afraid our resources are exhausted." 

We spent a few more minutes talking to Breena just in case she could hear us, bringing her up to date on school stuff and the latest gossip before we left the room. 

"I hate doing that," Devin said after the door was closed, her voice better. "If she can hear us like we think she can, now she probably thinks she's going to die." 

"Breena's a strong witch, and she’s smart,” Lilith replied. "My guess is that though Katrina has taken over most of her mind, Camille is right and she's managed to wall her own consciousness off to protect herself. She knows we’re going to move heaven and earth both for her and to find the stones in time. We have to believe that." 

My resolve hardened. "Then we have to come through for her. Failure isn't an option, so let's get moving." 
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Chapter Five
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While I went to my room to get my duffel bag, Oliver went to the weapons room to gather his own gear, and we agreed to meet back in the great room. We each had our own space where we could crash or store our stuff in case of an emergency. Oddly, they sort of decorated themselves based on our personal preferences, so mine was homey, with lots of wood and a beautiful quilt covering the twin bed. 

Without even pausing to appreciate it, I pulled my bag from the small closet. Though I called it a duffel, it was more of a cross-body bag that sat easily on my right hip so I could grab potions out of it with ease, and if I needed it out of the way to fight, it had a double strap that transformed it quickly into a backpack.

I sorted through the contents, unwilling to carry anything that would unnecessarily inhibit me if I needed to find something in a hurry. I pulled up the weather in England and was a little surprised to see how cold it was. I left my spare tee shirt in there, but took out the shorts, replacing them with jeans and a sweatshirt. If I’d learned anything growing up in Georgia, it was that the weather could change in a second, and I wanted a dry change of clothes if it did.

A couple potions Emma’d made for us a couple days before were still in there, but I wasn’t sure if they were still good. Sometimes they had shelf lives, and I didn’t want to depend on one and then have it fail. I slung my bag over my shoulder, then made sure my whip was firmly attached to the thong on my left hip. Satisfied that it was, I gave my right hand a firm shake, and my bracelet popped out into its full glory without a problem.

Those were the only weapons I carried because I just hadn’t found any others that felt right to me. Both the shield and the whip had come to me in roundabout ways that led me to believe the universe had meant for me to have them.

The story behind the shield is odd and made even more so by the fact that it’s a weapon that should never have been in the hands of humans to begin with. Cody’s an avid student of the history of weaponry. When he first learned what I was doing at the academy, he'd given me the Valkyrie shield for protection, though he hadn’t known what it was before I activated the magic it held.

With just a snap of my wrist, it converted into a full-size shield that was, at least so far, impervious to magic of any sort as well as being an ace at repelling standard weapons without even any recoil. It became whatever sort of shield I needed at the time, whether that be a full-on battle shield or an invisible barrier that allowed me to see my enemy without allowing them to see me. It has saved my neck a few times in the last week couple of weeks and had become an invaluable part of my defense. 

The magical whip had its own story. Despite the pretty pink licks of magical current that ran down its length when I used it, it was lethal. It also acted as a lasso that captured whoever I hurled it at, and it didn’t miss. I didn't even know its limitations or if it even had any, but it hasn’t failed me yet. 

In addition to being a weapon, it also acts as a focus for my magic. It’s so in tune with me that I don’t even have to focus on what I want it to do – it just does it as soon as I have the thought. Nobody seems to know where it really came from, but my sister Noelle had found it at an estate sale while she'd been looking for items to restore. It had been buried in a box of odds and ends that she’d picked up in case there was something useful like knobs or fixtures. 

Though repurposing or restoring old furniture and other items was her business, for some reason, items that needed to be returned or delivered to the rightful owners seemed to find her. She never questioned it. She just trusted that whatever magic made it happen would put the owner and the object back together. In this case, I'd just been tinkering with random items in the box while I’d popped in for a visit. 

I'd taken the whip out and cracked it just for fun, and had about given both Noelle and myself a heart attack when a blaze of powerful pink magic cracked from its tip. Since I'd not found any other weapon I was good with, I'd been grateful for whatever force had sent it to me. At first, Lilith fought me using it since we didn't know the source. She'd tested it seven ways to Sunday for any sort of magical curse and had come up empty. 

At her insistence and to my great pleasure, I'd trained with it so much that it’s now an extension of me. In fact, I’m never without it. Whether it’s stuffed in my backpack or hanging from a special holster on my hip, it’s always within reach. In the course of my life, I'd needed to defend myself or my family on at least four different occasions. In each of those situations, the whip would've come in handy. I had no plans to ever be caught without it again.

Five minutes later, I met Oliver back in the great room where Lilith was waiting for us. I'd been thinking about the four witches we'd be meeting up with. What made you choose them?" 

Lilith cocked her head, thinking. "I chose them because they're trustworthy, they have knowledge of the area, and they each have their own set of skills that will help if something goes wrong and you're discovered. I didn't want to leave you alone in case that happened." 

“Then if you trust them and they might have to jump into a fight in our defense, shouldn’t we just tell them what’s at stake and what we’re doing?” It didn’t make sense to me to keep them in the dark when the situation was so critical.

“No,” Lilith replied with an adamant shake of her head. “That would serve no purpose, and though I say I trust them, I don’t know them well enough to literally place the fate of our world in their hands if they know the emerald is on the loose.”

Oliver ran his tongue over his teeth. "I think Shelby's right. Neither of us is experienced in this area. In fact, I'm not sure why you aren’t sending them instead of us if they’re trustworthy." 

Lilith’s gaze turned steely. "Because you know the full nature of the mission, and you've been on it since the very beginning. That's all I’ve told them, and it’s all they need to know." 

Lilith brushed her hands off as if that were that as we strode down the hallway back door. "I've reached out to all four of them about meeting up with you together. It might take them an hour or so to make it to the first meeting spot, but it's a good plan, you two. I’m proud of you." 

It surprised me a little as she hadn't thought of that herself. It was rare for her not to consider a situation from all angles. Maybe the stress of the situation had gotten to her just like it had us. As we walked, footsteps thudded behind us, and I turned to see Spot loping in our direction, tongues lolling from each of his three heads. 

When he got to me, he butted my hand with one of them. I smiled and rubbed him behind the ears. "I know I said you could go, boy, but I forgot they know what you look like. If we need to glamour ourselves, we can, but there’s not much we can do about you. I’m sorry, but not this time, boy. We have to use some stealth, and we can't risk being seen. When it's time to go kick some butt, I'm sure you'll be right there in the thick of things though." 

I blinked a couple times in shock when the giant hellhound disappeared. I knew he was still there because my hand was still on his head and I can feel him, but he was completely invisible. 

Lilith laughed. "I see you still have a lot to learn about the creature you've adopted as a pet. He's a big goofball while he's here because we rescued him from enslavement, but don't make the mistake of thinking he's just a big three-headed dog. That would be about the same as how non-magical people look at you. They just see an average college girl when in fact you possess powers that could destroy the entire school with very little effort, and them along with it. In fact, you need to keep that in mind at all times. You never know who or what is standing in front of you. 

As far as Spot goes, I think it’s a good idea for him to go with you. It'd make me feel better, and if you do get discovered, you'll have a fierce warrior on your side." 

I thought about what she'd said. I'd never looked at it from that perspective, but she was right. In fact, everybody around me were perfect examples. I'd seen Spot in action, and he was lethal. Unlike me, he had no qualms against taking out enemies however he needed to. He could both swallow and breathe hellfire, and he could snap a man in half with one chomp of his massive jaws. I'd had no idea he could go invisible, but I admitted to myself that I felt much more comfortable with him by my side. 

At Lilith's words, he gave a little hop, and I curled my nose as he licked my hand, leaving a swath of slimy, gag-inducing spit. Doing my best to hide my cringe because I didn't want to hurt his feelings, I wiped the back of my hand on his fur. 

When we made it to the potions lab, Lilith waved her hand in front of the door to release the security spell and pulled it open. Emma turned toward us and shoved twin packages toward both me and Oliver that looked similar to the ones chefs rolled their knives in. 

I furrowed my brow as I took mine. "What's this?" 

She grinned, practically bouncing with excitement. "Those are the new potions I was telling you about. The bright pink one masks you entirely. If you accidentally cross any magical security charms, you won’t set them off. It doesn’t make you physically invisible, though. The green one is a healing potion. It won't bring you back from the dead, and you have to use it immediately, but it'll come in handy if one of you gets hurt." 

I glanced at Oliver and nodded. That one could come in handy.

Emma narrowed her eyes as if she read my mind. As well as she knew me, she probably had. "Try to avoid needing that one. I know how you are, which is why I made it, but it's not a cure-all."

I carefully unrolled my pack. Just as she'd said, leather loops held three of each of the potions. There were also three purple potions that I recognized as her tracking potion. The six others were foreign to me. "What are the red and yellow ones?" 

She beamed and straightened her shoulders in pride. "The red ones are transfiguration potions. Drink it and your appearance changes." 

Oliver pulled one out and held it up to the light. "And what, exactly, do we turn into?" 

Emma's smile widened. "I have to admit I had a little fun with that one. It was tricky, but Shelby will look like Suzanne, a girl we went to school with. You'll look like Chris Hannon, that guy that sits in front of us in Statistics 101." 

I curled my nose. "Suzanne is possibly the most generic-looking human I've ever seen in my life. I don't know what the Chris guy looks like, but if he resembles Jason Mamoa, you and me are going to have a problem." 

Oliver laughed. "Not even remotely. I look more like Aquaman than Chris does. I believe the goal was to make us nondescript. If your Suzanne is like Chris, no one will give us a second look." 

"Bingo," Emma exclaimed. "In fact, I added just a bit of my repulsion potion to it so when people glance your direction, they'll have the urge to look away." 

I raise my brows. "That's brilliant even for you." 

She blushed a little. "I can't take all the credit for that one. Mila came up with it. All I did was make sure it didn't interact with the ingredients of the Transfiguration potion."

Lilith nodded her head in approval. "Every day, I understand a little more about why the academy let you in even though you weren't directly chosen by an angel. That's impressive for any potions master, let alone one as young as you are." 

Emma’s cheeks went from pink to crimson, and I winked at her. She never gave herself enough credit.

"Okay," Oliver said. "What's the gold one?" 

Emma flapped a hand. "That one's no big deal. It's just a truth serum. I figure since we have so little time, you can't waste any of it worrying about somebody feeding you a line of bullshit. Unlike the others, you only need a drop, so you should have more than enough." 

"So we should take all of the others in one go?" I figured with my luck, if I didn't clarify, I'd end up stuck looking like Suzanne for the rest of my life. I'm no beauty queen, but I do happen to be okay with how I look. 

Emma pulled in a breath. "I'm actually glad you asked that. You already know how to use the tracking potion, so of course you know not to drink that. Down the transfiguration one all at once, and you’ll be good for an hour. You’ll only need about a quarter of the masking potions, and they’re good for an hour, too. I would have put them in individual doses, but I don’t have vials that small. The healing potion works in a couple of ways. If your wound isn't bad, only take half. If you're conscious but badly wounded, take the whole thing." She glanced between the two of us. "I also made it so that it works by drinking it or by putting it directly on the wound. In case one of you gets hurt badly enough that you’re unconscious, the other can pour it on the wounds. Try to avoid that situation at all costs though, please." She tried to say that jokingly, but I knew her well enough to sense the worry in her words. 

I rolled my packet back up and wrapped the leather cord around it, then pulled her into a tight hug. "This is just a recon mission. We're going in and out, so don't worry. There won't be any fighting." 

I crossed my fingers behind her back hoping that was the truth. The closer it got to time to leave, the more my nerves frayed. Lilith was right — this wasn't a matter to take lightly. We'd barely lived through the first two encounters, and if we had to engage them again on our own, I wasn't sure we’d be so lucky. 

When I put the roll into my pack, the old potions clinked. “I almost forgot. I have a couple left from the last time we went out. Are they any good?” 

She held out her hand so I could give them to her. “Probably, but I’m not willing to risk your hide on a maybe. Give them to me. It’ll give me a chance to test them anyway.” 

I did, then turned to the woman who'd brought me into all of this. "You can count on us. We won't make any moves until you get everybody there, and we'll do everything in our power to avoid detection." 

She sighed. "I hope you remember that because aside from the global consequences, I'd hate to lose either of you.”

Since that was about as close to mushy as she'd ever gotten, it really drove home how critical this mission was. 

She blinked a couple times. “Also, your sister got a phone call from your cousin. Apparently, there’s a wedding, and somebody’s throwing cake at the rehearsal brunch. Surely I didn’t hear that right, but at any rate, she said to use your link if you need her, and she’ll be right there." 

I laughed, and a little of the tension left my shoulders for a minute. “No, I’m sure you heard it just fine. Thanks for passin’ on the message.” Stuffing the potions into my rucksack, I turned to Oliver. "Ready to get this party started?" 

He nodded, and Spot woofed with all three of his heads. I squared my shoulders and headed for the door. Time, a commodity we didn't have, was a-wastin’. "Then let's do it."
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All the other times we'd stepped out the back door of the academy, it had dropped us into a wooded, mountaintop location close to the university as if it were an actual building instead of a place that existed on a different plane. That made me wonder how we were going to get to London. 

Before I could push the door open, Lilith put her hand on my arm and answered the question before I could ask it. "I've made this door a portal straight to London. There's a magical bar there called Birdie's, and the owner is one of the four witches I was telling you about. She's old and she's powerful, but she prefers to live a quieter life running her bar and leaving the heavy lifting to people who still want to do it. In her heyday, she contributed heavily to the cause, so she's earned her retirement. I wouldn't have dragged her into this if we weren't in such a critical spot but having her at your side will make me feel better. Plus, she knows the lay the land over there inside out. Between everything she did when she was younger and owning the bar for the last hundred years or so, she knows a lot of people. Not much goes on in that part of the world without her knowing about it."

Now wasn't the time to question whether or not the door was always a portal or whether this was a special occasion, but it was a question I stuffed in the back of my head for later. 

She paused for a moment before opening the door and took a deep breath. The lines around her eyes and on her forehead seemed carved in rather than lightly feathered like they usually were, and worry clouded her icy blue eyes. She reached into her pocket and pulled out two quarter—sized pieces of black stone shot through with gold. Each was attached to a leather string, and she handed each of us one. “If you find yourselves in an impossible life-or-death situation, use these. Grasp them and think of the academy and they’ll bring you to the great room. I charged each of them with enough power to easily transport two people, so if one of you is incapacitated, the other can get you both home.”

I took mine and clasped it around my neck, and so did Oliver. As the weight of it settled in the hollow of my throat, I recognized the power she’d just given us. Nobody could teleport in or out of the academy except for her, and it was a testament to how dire the situation was that she’d given us that option.

She put her hands on her hips. “Also, once you find them and call in the cavalry, your sole objective is to get that emerald. The moment you lay hands on that stone, use the necklace. Don’t stay to fight, and don’t try to be a hero. If they’re going to get away, let them. We can deal with them another day if we have to, but not if we lose our magic. And be careful.” 

We nodded, and Lilith pushed the door open. The second she did, the smell of old beer, bleach, and dirty fryer grease slammed us in the face. Somebody called for another drink, and music I didn't recognize blasted from what I assumed was a jukebox. Nerves I wasn't used to having fluttered in my stomach, and I gave a nervous laugh as the idiotic thought that I wasn't old enough to be in a bar flitted through my head. I took a few deep breaths, not sure what to expect. One thing I did know was that I could trust Lilith, and she trusted this woman. At this point, faith in our leader was all I had to work with.

Glancing at Cody, I took a deep breath and stepped through the doorway.
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What I'd heard before stepping into the bar had been muffled. As the portal crackled closed behind us, I nearly tripped over a mop leaning against the stainless steel double sink. I recognized the space as a restaurant kitchen thanks to the years I'd worked at Bobbie Sue's BBQ, one of the best restaurants in Keyhole Lake.

Even through the batwing doors that led to the public area, the bar sounded calamitous. Judging by the noise, there had to be at least a hundred people in there. The jukebox blasted hard rock music, and pool balls clanked together.

Oliver strode toward the doors, picking his way around the sink and through pots and pans that hung from the ceiling. I followed, not sure what to expect. Whatever it was, it wasn't what I found. Magical beings of all sorts filled the place, but as far as I could tell, there wasn't a non-magical human to be found. A rotund older woman who resembled the fairy godmother from Cinderella hustled behind the bar, mixing drinks and pouring beers. Well, she resembled her in stature and facial features. Rather than a ball gown, she was dressed in full biker regalia complete with tattoos down both arms.

Two men began to argue on the other side of the bar, and I took a step back when both revealed a set of fangs.

The bartender banged her fist on the bar, and the look on her face would have scared the feathers off a buzzard. "Put those fangs away before I come across this bar and yank them out. If you can't get along, get out!"

You'd think seeing a woman her age and stature say something like that would be less than intimidating considering both men towered over her, but not in this instance. With the way she leaned across the bar and jabbed a gnarled finger at them, I had no doubt she could walk the walk.

Both men withdrew their fangs and gave one another a final glare before they muttered a yes ma'am in tandem. I instantly liked this woman. She reminded me of my aunt Addy, who still commanded obedience despite being in a post-living state.

Oliver and I stood just behind the bar, and she whipped around toward us. "You must be the witch and wizard Lilith sent. Take a seat and I'll be right with you."

Had she been any less intimidating, I would have told her in no uncertain terms that we didn't have time to sit around. Instead, just like the vampires, Oliver and I did as we were told.

"Bella!" She hollered toward a witch with green hair pouring beer on the other end of the bar. "Take over for me. I have some business to attend to, and I'm not sure how long it'll take. You might be flying solo for the rest of your shift."

She poured three beers and a shot of whiskey then scooped them up and headed in our direction. "Follow me. The other girls aren't here yet, but they should be here shortly."

She led us to a table in the back corner of the bar away from other patrons. "Pop a squat. We might as well get to know each other while we wait."

Oliver and I each took a stool, and she set a beer in front of each of us. Holding up a finger, she took the shot of whiskey and chased it with a long pull off her beer, then smack her lips together and satisfaction.

I glanced at the beer, then at Oliver. Neither of us was prudes, and we'd both snuck out for the occasional kegger in high school, but it felt weird to openly accept a drink in a bar.

"Neither of us is old enough to drink," I said, hoping I didn’t sound too prim, "but thank you."

She scoffed and rolled her eyes. "Honey, you're in a whole different world now. If you're old enough to vote and join the military, you're old enough to drink as far as I'm concerned. Besides, you might need the liquid fortification later."

I smiled at her sass. "I appreciate it, but I'm a bit of a lightweight and it might be better if I keep my head about me."

She lifted a beefy shoulder. "Suit yourself, but I'm going to finish mine while we talk. Now, let's get down to brass tacks. I'm Birdie, and I own this place. I also keep my ear to the ground and know just about anything worth knowing that goes on around here. Lilith didn't give me much detail, so you're going to have to fill me in. What are we looking for?"

Oliver and I glanced at each other, not sure how to respond. Lilith had been clear that any information given was on a need-to-know basis only. Based on that, I decided to stick to the plan. "We're trying to find a rogue coven that's been causing some problems. We have reason to believe they're hiding out in a castle, and we narrowed it down to five."

She huffed and took a swig of her beer. "And how, exactly, did you narrow it down to that? There are a lot of castles in England, though most of them are either owned by the government or so run down that they're not much more than piles of stone."

Oliver nodded. "Those were the ones we eliminated. Lilith and some of our other team members narrowed it down further to castles connected in some way to magic."

Birdie thought about that for a minute, fiddling with her charm bracelet as she did. "I'm not sure it's quite that simple, but Lilith knows what she's doing. She told me you wanted to take a look at Castle Wingfield, so that's where will start. I don't know which others made the list, but I assume the other girls do."

I glanced around, not sure what to talk about next. Thankfully, before the silence became uncomfortable, a young witch dressed in tight black jeans and a matching sweater popped into the bar not far from us. Her hair was parted down the middle and pulled into pigtails with one side black and the other bright blue. She had a Goth Harley Quinn vibe about her, and her nose piercing added to the don't give a damn attitude rolling off her. She hustled toward the table and pulled out a stool, popping her gum as she did.

"Hey Birdie. Business is still popping, I see. Sorry I haven't been down in a while, but I've had some business ventures of my own to deal with."

Birdie cocked an eyebrow. "I just bet you have. I heard you opened up an antique shop that's legit in the front while you're slinging shady magical artifacts out the back."

The witch twirled the purple pigtail. "That's what you get for listening to rumors. I'm straight up."

Birdie shook her head. "Whatever. You do you, as the kids say."

She turned her attention to us. "Shelby and Oliver, meet Drusilla. She's from the northeast corner, and I assume she knows which castle she's supposed to show you."

"Pleased to meet you," she said, giving both of us the once-over. "I have to admit you're both a bit younger than I expected. Call me Dru."

I smiled at her. "Nice to meet you. The same goes for you — for some reason, I expected all of the witches we're meeting to be older."

Her green eyes sparkled. "You are young. You haven't even learned that looks can be deceptive. I've been around just as long as old Birdie here. Maybe even longer. I've just aged better than this old bat has."

I cringed, fearing what Birdie would have to say to that. Rather than take offense, she laughed. "You mean you've chosen not to at age at all."

Though I didn't understand what she meant by that comment, Dru apparently did.

"Tomato, tomahto," she replied, grinning.

Before I could question that further, another witch popped in. This one appeared to be a middle-aged hippie. Her long salt-and-pepper hair flowed around her shoulders, and her colorful bohemian shirt and cropped jeans gave off the peace-and-love vibe.

Before we could even introduce ourselves, another witch of indeterminate age appeared out of thin air right beside the table. she smoothed her hands over her mousy bobbed hair. The best word to describe her was nondescript. With a shy smile, she pulled up a stool from another table and sat down between me and Drusilla.

"I guess that leaves the stool for me," the Bohemian chick said, her voice bubbly as she slid onto the stool between Oliver and Birdie. "Now the world together, what's the "e plan?" She turned to us. I assume you are Shelby and Oliver, Lilith's people."

Oliver nodded. "We are. As far as the plan, we're looking for a rogue coven to be blunt, we don't have a lot of time. Lilith once us to look at all five castles today and report back. We're just here on recon, and she said you guys are the most knowledgeable witches in your region."

"Towing the company line, huh?" Birdie asked, her tone dry.

I wobbled my head back and forth. "Something like that."

"I, for one, don't like operating in the dark," Drusilla said.

The mousey woman spoke up. "I'm sure Lilith has her reasons. By the way, I'm Lucy."

"And I'm Ivy," the hippie witch added. "I'm not a fan of going into anything without being looped in either."

Oliver shrugged helplessly. "All we can tell you is what Lilith did. "We're looking for a rogue coven that's causing problems, and we have reason to believe they’re hiding in a castle somewhere in northern England. Lilith narrowed them down to the ones you guys are showing us."

Silence prevailed for a few moments before Birdie spoke up. "Lilith may keep her secrets, but she wouldn't send us into anything serious without giving us more information. We have to trust that, and I do."

After a few moments, the other three muttered their agreements, though they weren't nearly as confident as Birdie.

"Then let's get a plan together," the old witch said. These kids say there in a hurry, so let's do what we can to help them.
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It didn't take long to sketch out a plan. We decided to start with Birdie's castle since it was the closest. Fortunately, every witch Lilith had lined up could teleport all of us, so that would shave down a lot of the time. I'd wondered how we were going to squeeze all five castles into one afternoon, and I suspected that skill had been on Lilith's checklist when she chose our guides.

Birdie didn't waste any time. As soon as we finished planning, we formed a circle holding hands, and off we went.

Once I reoriented after teleporting, I glanced around. We were standing at the edge of a generic forest that could have been anywhere I'd ever been. A castle loomed not too far in the distance.

"I brought us to the property line," Birdie said. "I figured if we're hunting rogues, they'll have the place warded to the teeth."

I nodded. "We were afraid of that too. Our potions master came up with something to make us undetectable."

Ivy raised a brow. "No offense, but I don't like to take potions I don't make myself. Massey one?"

I bristled a little bit at that because of my loyalty to Emma. "Nobody said you had to take it. The witch who made this is top-notch. I have every faith it will work, but here, see for yourself if you want."

I pulled the potion from my bag and handed it to her.

She plucked the stopper out and smelled it, then held it up to the light. "This is impressive," she said, swirling it a little bit. "I'd like to meet this potion master of yours. Who is she?"

I didn't want her to know Emma's name. After all, I didn't know her at all. "A friend. When it comes to potions or pretty much anything else, I trust her with my life."

Ivy nodded and handed the potion back to me. "If everything she makes is of the same quality as that, you should. Be careful though. Anybody that can make a potion like that can make evil ones of the same caliber. You never know what drives a person."

Oliver glanced at me and spoke before I had a chance to get snippy. "We know exactly what drives this person. Like Shelby, I trust her with my life. She'd never turn on us, and she'd never give us a potion she wasn't absolutely positive would work."

Birdie tilted her head, her gaze shrewd. "Nobody is absolutely trustworthy. You'd do well to remember that. Many come close, but in the end, sometimes were all forced to do things we don't want to."

I didn't want to appear too defensive because I didn't want them digging around and figuring out who Emma was, so I just shrugged and pulled the stopper back off the potion.

Before I could take a sip of it, Birdie held up her hand. "There's no need to waste that. I can get in without setting off any wards."

I furrowed my brow. "And how can you do that?"

She coughed out a rusty laugh. "How do you think I got my nickname?"

Oliver blinked a couple times. "I didn't realize it was a nickname. I thought it was just short for Roberta or something."

Dru tittered. "Before I knew her so well, I just assumed it was because she's so proficient with her middle finger."

With a snarky expression, Birdie turned up both hands and gave her the gesture. "Very funny, but I can see where you think that."

She turned to us, then snapped her fingers. Where she had stood, a raven hovered for a second before taking flight and heading toward the castle.

"Is she sure that won't set off any wards? After all, she's still magical." Doubt places words.

Lucy, who had remained silent for the most part, nodded. "If she says she won't be detected, she won't be. She's been around long enough to have tested the theory, and she wouldn't throw it out there if she didn't know it was a fact."

I shifted my weight from 1 foot to the other. "Then what are we supposed to do? To stand here and wait for her to get back?"

Drusilla shook her head. "No, that would be a waste of time you two apparently don't have. Ivy, if you would mind doing your thing?"

Ivy nodded and closed her eyes. A trickle of foreign magic raced across my skin, but I didn't see anything obvious happening. "What's she doing?" I whispered to Dru.

"She's on earth which. If there's been any disturbance to the ground such as human-style booby-traps, shall be able to sense them."

Another wave of magic washed over me, and I turned to Lucy. She too had her eyes closed, and I glanced at Dru. She just shrugged. I don't know her well enough to answer your question. I suspect will know soon enough."

After a moment, Lucy opened her eyes. "To answer your question, I can actually detect wards, charms, and magic in general. This place is surrounded. If we have to go in there, I really hope your friend's potion works."

A couple of minutes later, Birdie came back into sight. As she landed, she transformed back into her human form. "I don't know if it's a full coven, but there are witches in there. One of them has long dark hair, one is a redhead, and there are two blondes. There's also a tall, dark-haired man."

Adrenaline coursed through me. That sounded exactly like Katrina and the man who'd escaped with the emerald. I glanced at Oliver. "We have to get closer."

He nodded as he pulled the potion to get through wards from his satchel. Ivy laid her hand on my arm as I did the same. "That potion will get you through the wards, but what are you going to do once you get there?"

"This is just a recon mission. We'll peek through a window or something and see if they're the ones we're looking for. They definitely fit the description."

Before she could say anything else, she unstopped her vial of potion and drank a quarter, then did the same.

"I don't like it," Birdie said, scowling. "Lilith might have only said she wanted us to show you the castles, but I have a feeling there's a little more to it than that."

Lucy nodded. "I got that feeling too, and I agree with Birdie. I don't think it's safe for you to go by yourselves."

"Believe it or not, this isn't our first rodeo," I said, trying to infuse more confidence into my words than I felt.

"I am with them on this one. I'm coming with you so give me a swig of that potion."

Rather than waste time arguing with them, I handed the vile over to Ivy. "Each of you take a third of it. That's enough for all of you."

Even though we'd be able to get to the castle undetected magically, there was still the problem of making it across the two-acre clearing without being seen. I chewed on my lip, racking my brain for a solution. Apparently, I wasn't the only one.

"Will that potion work if we teleport?" Dru asked.

I kicked myself for not having thought to ask Emma that.

Before I could beat myself up too badly, Ivy spoke. "I can't say this with absolute certainty, but if this potions master is as talented and experienced as you say she is, I'm sure she incorporated that into the elixir. In theory, undetectable means undetectable. Since we’re not physically crossing the space, we should be fine."

Birdie huffed out a breath. "Then I reckon that's a risk we’re going to have to take because there's no way you all will make it across that space without being seen."

"Where are the witches?" Oliver asked. "I mean, which rooms? Can we see them from the bottom floor?"

Birdie nodded. "See that window on the far right corner? That's where they were at."

"Let's meet at the middle window then," Oliver replied.

Lucy shook her head, sending her bobbed hair swinging. "It would be better if only one of us does the magic. With a space that small, one of us will surely end up landing on the other, and we’re counting on silence. We should go as a group."

That made sense, so I held out my hand. "I'll drive."

Five seconds later, we were standing at the window, Birdie hovering above us and her bird form. I crept toward the window, and voices floated out to me. All they were discussing was what they were going to eat for dinner, and I tried to match the voices to ones I'd heard. Unfortunately, I'd only heard Katrina speak a few times, and I hadn't really heard the others at all. I was fairly sure none of the voices belonged to the which determined to kill us, but I wasn't positive. I made it to the window, and I laid my hand on the stone sill to peak in, my eagerness to see inside overtaking my caution. As soon as my hand touched it, and iron shutter slammed down over it. I barely yanked my hand back in time to keep it from getting skewered. Five witches appeared instantly in front of us, trapping us with the castle at our backs.

A dark-haired which who was definitely not Katrina crossed her arms. "Now who do we have here?" she asked with a Scottish lilt.

The man took a step closer, and it was then that I realized I was rooted to the spot. He took me by the chin and moved my face left and right. "I don't recognize this one, but with that outlandish hair, I'd recognize Drusilla anywhere. Now, what are you doing around our castle, and what are we going to do with you?"

My mind raced, but my thoughts were jumbled as panic coursed through me. I was claustrophobic on the best of days, and having my body completely immobilized was freaking me out. I turned my eyes toward the other three, and Lucy narrowed her eyes. Her face turned red, and the veins in her neck bulged with effort. She closed her eyes and whispered a few words, then rolled her head on her neck and shook out her hands. Quickly, before the coven members could react, she reached out and touched me, Oliver, Ivy, and Dru.

As soon as we were loose, I drew my whip from my side and cracked it toward the man. With the weight of his hand, he brushed it off, stunning me. Before I could recover from the shock of seeing my whip fail me, he sent a bolt of magic in my direction. Thankfully, my shield came to my defense and snapped open, deflecting the hit. The other witches with him engaged Ivy, Oliver, and Lucy, and it was about to get ugly when Birdie snapped from her raven form to her human one. "That's enough!" she exclaimed, bringing her hands together in a thunderclap that sent all of us sprawling backwards.

She turned toward me. "Are these the people you're looking for?"

I shook my head as I pushed to my feet, dusting the butt of my jeans off. "No. I don't recognize any of them."

Birdie turned to Lucy, “Is there anybody else in the house?”

Lucy’s eyes glazed over for a second, then she shook her head. “No.” 

Birdie turned to the woman, who was obviously the coven leader since the others had grouped around her. "I don't know who you are, and I don't care what you’re doing out here. I'm sorry we invaded your space, and we’ll be taking our leave now."

The woman snarled as she gathered a green ball of magic between her hands. "I don't think so. You don't just get to waltz in here, pick a fight, and leave."

Drusilla pinched her fingers together in front of her face, then examined her fingernails as the ball of magic flickered out like a match. “Actually, that's exactly what we’re going to do. Our friend here apologized, and I'll double down on that, but we're not fighting, and you're not attacking. Everybody just take a deep breath while we walk away."

Lucy closed her eyes and hummed. In a couple of seconds, our opponents' eyes glazed over, and their expressions became blank.

"Hurry!" Lucy exclaimed. "That'll only get us a minute or so, so we gotta get outta here."

Since the next castle on our list was Dru’s, we linked hands and let her guide us away.
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"What the hell was that?" I asked as soon as we arrived at the next castle. My heart was about to pound out of my chest, and I still hadn't wrapped my head around the fact that my whip hadn't worked.

Birdie slammed her arms across her ample chest, her blue eyes snapping fire. "That happened to be a coven of witches, and at least one of them was more powerful than you. Apparently you haven't yet learned that nobody is all-powerful. That whip of yours might be wicked, but there's always somebody out there who's going to be able to beat you. You better be thankful for that shield and even more thankful that I happened to have enough magic up my sleeve—and the brains to use it—to get us out of that situation."

Annoyance tinged her voice, and an angry blush rode high on her cheeks.

I felt my own pink because she was right. Everybody including Noelle, Lilith, and even Emma had warned me that eventually I was going to come up against somebody more powerful, and once again, my carelessness and hubris had almost gotten not just me but other people killed.

Ivy spoke softly, but her words carried as much weight as Birdie's. Maybe even more because they reinforced my understanding that it was my carelessness that had gotten us into that mess. "I did warn you that there were non-magical booby traps. If you're truly hunting a coven of rogue witches, you're not going to last very long if what we just saw is the best you can do."

Oliver laid his hand on my shoulder and gave it a squeeze, then glared at them. "That's enough. Believe me, none of you can say anything worse to her than what she's already saying to herself. She's a good person and a powerful witch who was thrown into this life with no warning. She’s doing the best she can.” 

Dru narrowed her eyes and put her hands on her hips. "Do you mean to tell me she didn't even realize she was a witch? Is that what you’re saying? What do you mean when you say she was thrown into this life?"

Oliver snapped his mouth shut, realizing too late he might have said too much. Still, I was grateful for his intervention even though they had every right to be pissed at me. I’d been thoughtless and hadn’t even considered that there might be a trap on the window sill. 

Birdie tilted her head and examined me and Oliver. "No, I don't think that's what he meant at all. I think Lilith has drawn us all into something much bigger than she led us to believe. I think it's time for you two to spill the beans. Out with it. If we're going up against something bigger than she’s let on, we have a right to know so we can be prepared."

I drew in a deep breath and glanced at Oliver. My determination not to mess up and go against orders again warred with my belief that they were right. If Lilith trusted these witches as much as she said she did, there was no reason not to have filled them in when their lives were obviously at stake too.

Oliver gave the smallest shake of his head and tightened his hold on my shoulder in warning. "She hasn't misrepresented anything. We are looking for a coven of rogue witches, and it's imperative that we find them as quickly as possible. And we're grateful for your help."

Technically, he was telling them the truth. What didn’t sit right with me was that it all sounded so much less than what it really was, and it didn’t sit well with me to be lying by omission.

Birdie continued to level a gaze on us that would have cut through ice. Oliver’s expression was matter of fact, but mine was no doubt guilty as sin. I’d never been good at deception. I tried to school my features like he had, but something told me she saw right through it. 

Just when my conscience was about to win the battle, she huffed out an exasperated breath. "I respect Lilith even if I don't completely trust her. I like to think she wouldn't send rookies on a mission that would get them killed. By extension, I'm willing to take all this at face value. For now."

"For now," Dru echoed, her expression stern. "Now, let's check out this castle so we can get through this as quickly as possible. I don't like the feel of it, but I do owe Lilith. She saved my life at one point, and she called in that chit."

I nodded but the deception sat like a stone in my gut. If this was how my entire career with the academy was going to go, it was possible I needed to reevaluate my life choices. Lilith had to have known there was a possibility this would get dangerous, and it wasn't right that these women were helping us without knowing that.

I examined the massive stone structure. I’d expected a deteriorating mass of stone like the other had been, but somebody had obviously either cared for this over the centuries or invested a ton of money into renovating it. Turrets stood tall at each of the four corners of it, and massive panels of stained glass lined the windows in them. 

The rest of the place was as stuffy-looking as I’d expect an old rich guy’s mansion to be, but those turrets ... even from a distance I knew they’d be magnificent. I couldn’t imagine that Noelle wouldn’t have picked up on the stained glass, but I supposed it also depended on how the witch Noelle was mind-walking felt about them. If they weren’t a big deal to her, they might not hold much of a spot in the way she viewed the place.

Both Ivy's and Lucy's magic washed over me, and I knew they were doing their thing. This time, it didn't take them nearly as long as it had at the last castle to open their eyes and tell us what they'd found out.

"I've never felt a place so heavily warded, and there are definitely magical beings inside," Lucy said, hugging herself. There’s a darkness about this place.

"There are plenty of mechanical traps too," Ivy added. "Whoever lives here doesn't want anybody getting close, so we need to be careful."

Bertie sighed before she transformed and flew off.

Lucy watched her go, worry etched on her face. "I hope you two know what you're doing because it would be a shame if a witch as knowledgeable and valuable as she is fell into a trap."

Drusilla drew her eyebrows together as she stared at the distant castle. “Hey! I recognize that yellow Mercedes," she said. "We’ll wait for Birdie to get back to confirm, but if that’s who I think it is, we might be able to fake our way in."

Ivy shielded her eyes and squinted toward the castle. "All of those vehicles seem pretty ritzy. I'm not much on cars, but even I know what a Mercedes, a BMW, and a Porsche look like."

I shivered and blew into my hands. It was much colder here than in Georgia, and even the heavier sweatshirt I'd worn wasn't enough to keep away the cold and dampness. Before I could ask Dru for details, Birdie came back.

"It's not good news," she said, shifting back to her form as she landed. "There are definitely magicals in there, and hardly a single one doesn't have at least a little bit of black magic in their aura. Plus, I know some of them. If you’re looking for a rogue coven, it wouldn’t surprise me a bit if they turn up in there.” 

"Is it Dominic Campbell?" Dru asked. "If so, I can get us in."

Birdie gave her the hairy eyeball. "It is, but how do you know him?"

"The same way you know most of the people in your region," Dru replied, her tone flippant. "I pay attention, but I didn't know this castle was being used for anything. The last time I was out here, it was empty and crumbling. Had Lilith given me more than an hour's notice, I could have popped out here and checked it out for myself."

I’d wondered the same thing. It had seemed weird that Lilith hadn’t just sent these four out to at least do a preliminary check before she sent us, but she must have had her reasons.

"Will you at least tell us who you're looking for?" Ivy asked. "Surely you can tell us that much."

Again, I glanced at Oliver. I was getting tired of the deception, but he shook his head. "I'm afraid we can't. Lilith was adamant that we keep that information to ourselves."

Dru ran her tongue over her teeth, then suggested that Lilith could do something anatomically impossible. "But you two are just the messengers, and you're obviously not experienced enough to deal with this on your own. Follow me."

She let us about a quarter of a mile to a dirt road then snapped her fingers. A luxurious Audi SUV painted a flashy rose-pink color appeared before us. The vehicle practically glittered in the watery sunshine.

"What are you waiting for?" she asked as she opened the driver's door. "Climb in."

I dug in a bit, unwilling to go anywhere with somebody I hardly knew. I choked back a semi-hysterical giggle because the old warning about getting into cars was strangers popped in my head. I felt totally out of control, and that wasn't a place I was used to being. "Why?"

The others were hanging back too, and I assumed that they were having the same misgivings that I was.

Dru rolled down the window as the car roared to life, and a little portion of my brain pondered how weird it was that the steering wheel was on the right side.

"I'm getting us straight into the mix of things," she replied, her tone upbeat. "Lilith sent you to me because these are my stomping grounds, as you Yanks like to say, so you're going to have to trust me just like you're asking me to trust you."

Though I was skeptical, she was right. I nudged Oliver, and we climbed in. Ivy and Lucy followed suit, but Birdie hung back.

"I can't go in there," she said, glancing toward the castle. “Not unless you want to piss him off right off the bat. Dominic and I don't have the best of relationships. The last time he was in my place, I threw him and his buddies out for being arrogant bullies. I can overlook a lot of things, but not that. And the men he was with are shady. I have to wonder how you ended up on such good terms with him, Drusilla."

Dr huffed out an impatient breath and rolled her eyes. "Does it really matter? I've had some business dealings with him, and he owes me a favor. More than one actually. If you can't go in like that, transfigure and go in as a familiar."

Birdie narrowed her eyes, and magic crackled between her fingers. "I'm nobody's familiar."

Drusilla heaved a long-suffering sigh. "For the love of the goddess, Birdie, I'm not implying that, and you know it. It's not my fault you don't go along with Dominic, but if you want to go in, that's the only way I can think of."

Birdie stood with the same stubborn stance I'd seen my aunt use a million times, but after a few moments, she turned to her bird form and fluttered into the vehicle.

"That's more like it," Dr replied with a satisfied nod as she put the car in gear. "Now everybody follow my lead. We're crashing a party that likely has some less-than-noble guests, so keep your eyes sharp and your mouth shut as much as possible. Try to look relaxed, like you belong there and have just as much right to be there as anybody. I'm going to tell them you’re my guests from out of town. With those American accents, it won’t be hard to pull off.

I thought occurred to me, and I turned to Oliver. "If they're in there, they'll recognize us," I mouthed.

Obviously, my attempt at subterfuge was an utter failure. Ivy, who was sitting beside us, glared at me. "Then you'd best use that transfiguration potion I saw in your little bag of tricks. Or I assume that's what it was anyway. It looks similar to the one I make."

Dru giggled from the front seat as Oliver and I pulled the potion from our bags and downed them. “My, my. I’m shocked. I’m dying to know what you use that particular potion for. You strike me as a strait-laced type."

Ivy shot her an exasperated look. "Not every use for that potion is shady. Sometimes shifters have a hard time with the first change, and a watered-down version of it helps. For others, it's nice to shed our human skin and experience the freedom of being a bird or fox or deer for a bit. Ask Birdie."

Birdie, who'd perched on the back of the creamy leather seat between me and Oliver, just nodded.

Tension was getting a little thick, so I switched to what I thought was a safer topic even though my body felt like it was contorting, which it actually was. "So how did you pull such a slick ride out of thin air?"

She glanced at me in the rearview mirror. “Don’t tell me you haven’t even mastered summoning yet. It's mine. I didn't pull it out of thin air, I summoned it from my garage.”

"And we’re not gonna talk about where she got the money for something so high-end," Birdie muttered.

Drusilla glared at her in the mirror. "I got my money the same way you did, you old bat. I've lived a few hundred years and made some smart investments. It's not my fault I recognized the future of tech when it was still new, and people were working from their garages, basements, and dorm rooms. Don't be salty because I just happen to be better at looking at the broader picture than you are."

"Broader picture, my feathery backside," Birdie snapped. "You and I both know you have your hand in some questionable pots."

Dru lifted a shoulder. "I don't do anything illegal. Just because you think it’s questionable doesn't mean it actually is."

Gravel crunched under our tires as she pulled in behind a black Escalade and then turned to us. She pressed her lips together. Thank goodness you're all close to my size. I think I might even have something for you, Oliver."

Before I could figure out what she was talking about, she swirled her finger at us, and a pair of designer jeans, a long-sleeved blue silk blouse, and a pair of trendy suede boots with wedge heels replaced my generic jeans, university sweatshirt, and hiking boots. The others look equally higher class, and Dru had even matched their personal styles. Even Oliver looked snazzy in his pressed khaki pants and gray cashmere sweater, though knowing it was him hidden inside the body of somebody I didn’t recognize was uber weird.

"What the hell?" Ivy exclaimed. "I happened to like what I was wearing just fine. You better have stored that somewhere because that was a new outfit."

Dru waved her hand. "Don't worry. I'll change you back as soon as we're done here. I just pulled some clothes from my own closet. Dominic's crowd tends to run on the swanky side, and he knows there's no way I'd bring people out here dressed like you guys were. Not that there was anything wrong with it,” she added when Ivy started to say something.

I glanced to my side and gasped when my whip whipped wasn't there. "What did you do with it?"

She huffed out a breath and rolled her eyes as she pulled the rubber bands from her hair and tousled it with her fingers. "Don't worry. You still have it. It's just slightly less visible because it’s a unique weapon. It would give you away if anybody in there has heard of you, and to be honest, people don’t go to parties wearing a whip.”

I blinked a couple times as I ran my hand over my hip. Sure enough, I could feel it but not see it. I breathe a sigh of relief.

She smiled and winked. "Don't worry little witch. I wouldn’t leave you without a way to defend yourself, and it seems you haven't developed enough of a connection with your magic to depend solely on it. By the way, if you need a hand with that, I'll gladly help out."

Birdie pivoted on her clawed feet so that she was facing me, and I cringed when I thought about what one misstep would do to the upholstery. "Though I don't approve of a lot of her life choices, you'd do well to consider her offer. You have a lot of power, and it's a shame that you fall back on weapons rather than using them. Lilith should be focusing on that with you, and if she's not, as bad as I hate to admit it, you won't get a better teacher than Drusilla."

Dru's eyes widened a little at the begrudging compliment.

Birdie shifted her weight from one talon to another. "Oh, don't look so surprised. You know you're an excellent teacher even if you are a little shady sometimes."

Dru smiled at the backhanded compliment but glanced toward the castle. "We need to get out before it starts to look weird that we're sitting here in the vehicle. Just follow my lead, smile, and talk as little as you have to. But don’t be so quiet that you’re weird, either.” 

Excellent. Since social situations, especially high-end ones, aren't exactly my forte, I now had to figure out how to walk that line in order to live through the afternoon. Maybe it would be a kindness from the universe if I’d just break my neck in the boots before I got magically fried by some ancient witch for saying the wrong thing.
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I climbed out of the Audi with as much grace as I could muster, and Birdie settled on my shoulder. Though my new body was roughly the same shape as my old one, my legs were a little longer and my boobs were significantly bigger. The insane thought that it would be great if I could keep them when I transformed back flitted through my brain.

Birdie dug her talons into my shoulder a bit. "Focus. It's going to take everything you have to pull this off and focusing on your chest size won't help."

I twisted my head and stared at her in surprise.

She ruffled her feathers a bit and even in bird form, it wasn't hard to read the exasperation on her face. "No, I can't read your mind. The look on your face when you glanced down at them gave you away."

My cheeks grew warm, and I was thankful that rather than my standard redheaded blush, my new face was darker-complected, so my embarrassment was likely much less obvious.

"Come on," Drusilla bubbled as she strode toward the castle like she owned it. "We have a coven to find, and I'd rather do it and get it over with before one of you gives us away. We'll stay long enough to check the place out, then I'll pretend to get an emergency text that requires a quick departure."

"Won't that look suspicious?" Oliver asked, in his strange voice made me blink.

Dru lifted a shoulder. "Nah, these people have such busy lives that they’re all used to being called away at a moment's notice that they're all probably half-sloshed anyway. Nobody will notice, and if they do, they won't care."

We stood behind her as she picked up the gargoyle door knocker and banged it a couple times. I did my best to adopt a bored expression and examine the manicured fingernails I now rocked.

It didn't take long for a stuffy-looking man in a butler's uniform to open the door. He gave us the once over, and apparently, we passed muster.

"May I say who's calling?" he asked in a monotone voice that matched his appearance.

Drusilla gave him a thousand-watt smile. "Drusilla Davis and friends. I have an open-ended invitation from Dominic."

Rather than step back and let us into the foyer as they would do in the American South where I was raised, the Butler shut the door in Dru's face.

"Rude," I muttered under my breath.

Ivy moved a little closer to me. "Maybe where you're from, but here it's standard."

A few moments later, the door swung open, and a tall blond man gave Dru a tight smile as his gaze ran over the rest of us. "Drusilla. What an unexpected pleasure."

I could tell by the fake smile plastered onto his face that it wasn't a pleasure at all, but whatever. As long as we got in.

Dru maintained her upbeat attitude. "The last time I saw you, you said to stop by your place anytime. I didn't realize you'd taken over this castle, but when I heard you were throwing a soirée out here, I couldn't help myself." She motioned toward Oliver and me. My American friends are here on holiday and wanted to see a castle. Knowing you, you had this place restored to its prime, and since you are such an incredible host, I thought it would be the ideal experience for them."

Oliver and I gave him twin smiles that hopefully expressed innocent excitement. I started to play up the part, but I remembered Drusilla's advice to say as little as possible.

For a moment, I didn't think Dominic was going to let us in, but then he swung the door wide and made a sweeping gesture for us to enter. "Of course. You're always welcome, and I'll be happy to give your friends a tour."

By the way he said the word happy, I knew he was totally lying. The important part was that we'd gained entry, so I just turned up my smile and pretended I hadn't picked up the nuance in his tone.

"Wow. This place is amazing," I said, trying to infuse a little awe into my voice as I made a big deal of glancing around the giant entryway. It wasn't hard because it truly was amazing. Black marble tiled the floor, and Venetian tapestries covered the walls except for where expensive pieces of art hung as a testament to his wealth.

Apparently, I seemed appropriately impressed because his pained smile transformed into a real one. "Before we start the tour, let's give your friends a proper British welcome. We were just settling in for tea."

"I do hope mimosas are included in that," Dru replied. "We've built up quite a thirst on the drive here."

Dominic laughed as he led us into what was obviously the great room. Drusilla had called it when she'd said our clothes wouldn't have passed muster. Several people stood in small clusters, each with a cocktail in their hand. Each was dressed to the nines, and I shot Birdie a warning look when she huffed a disgusted breath out through her beak.

A chic woman wearing a red sheath dress sashayed toward us with a glass of champagne and a predatory smile. "Drusilla darling! What a delightful surprise."

As with Dominic, it was obvious she wasn't delighted, though her expression made it apparent that she would have rather scratched Dru's eyes out than greeted her with an air kiss on each cheek.

"Candace," Drew replied in the same sugary tone, "I haven't seen you in ages. I love the dress. I had one in a similar style last season."

I bit the inside of my cheek to keep from grinning. Apparently, Southern women didn't have a monopoly on cattiness and backhanded compliments.

Candace took it in stride. The only giveaway that she'd picked up on the slur was at the quick narrowing of her eyes before the high-hatted smile slipped back into place.

Without giving her apparent nemesis a chance to reply, Drusilla returned her attention to Dominic and introduced us. Birdie dug her claws into my shoulder once again, reminding me to focus. I slid a casual gaze around the room but didn't recognize anybody. As soon as Dominic made sure we were properly invited to partake freely from a table laden with little triangle sandwiches, pastries, and little cakes, he left us to our own devices. "I'll give you a chance to settle in and slake your appetites before we start the tour."

But that, he turned back to his other guests. Since I truly was starving, I dove into the food and plucked a mimosa from a tray as a server strolled past. It seemed to be the only refreshment available, and I figured sipping one while I ate wouldn't kill me.

"Lucy, are you picking up anybody else in the castle?" Ivy asked almost under her breath.

Lucy drew her brows down in concentration. "There are so many people here that it's hard to pick it apart. I do sense some presences upstairs, but I have no idea how to get up there to check."

"Just give me a minute," I said around a mouthful of ham salad sandwich. "I'll pretend I'm looking for the bathroom and accidentally get lost."

Through shook her head. "That won't fly. He's already suspicious of me, so whether he appears to be or not keeping a close eye on us."

Before I could reply, Birdie straight up disappeared from my shoulder. I jumped a little in surprise, then turned to see if anybody had noticed. Fortunately, Dominic's back was to us, and nobody else seemed to be paying any attention.

Lucy elbowed me. "Where did the old bat totter off to now? That woman in the red dress noticed."

Doing my best to appear nonchalant, I casually turned toward her. Lucy was right — she was staring at us with open suspicion. She strolled across the room and tapped Dominic on the shoulder, then whispered something in his ear.

He turned to us and ran his tongue across his teeth before heading in our direction. "What did you familiar go off to?" he asked as he looked around. I swallowed the rest of the sandwich I'd been chewing so fast I almost choked. "She must've seen a mouse. She simply can't resist even though I chastised her on more than one occasion."

He thought about that for a second, and I was almost positive he recognized it for the lie it was. "Then you need to call her back. I have guests here that cherish their privacy, and it wouldn't do to disturb them."

"Of course," I nodded. "Right away, and I apologize."

My problem, obviously, was that I had no way to summon her back like I could if she was actually a familiar. Fortunately, had she chosen that moment to fly down the grand staircase and settle back on my shoulder.

I scowled at her. "You mustn't wander off in this nice man's home," I said.

She squawked and nudged my neck as if apologizing.

Dominic stared at both of us for a long moment then nodded. "I realize you're not from around here, but you and your familiar need to remain in the common area. House rules unless you are an overnight guest."

As soon as he walked away, I turned to Birdie. "We think you were doing," I hissed.

"Exploring. There are people out there, but the vampires passed out cold."

I was still adapting to the way magical creatures moved around so freely outside of keyhole Lake, so it weirded me out a little to hear that. "Is that normal? I mean, you werewolves in which is hang out freely over here?"

Ivy lifted her shoulder. "It's fairly common. We tend to have a lot less prejudice than American witches do, but vampires here tend to have more respect as well."

I frowned because that sounded moderately like an insult.

She waved me off. "Don't get your panties in a wad. I didn't mean anything by it except to express the reality of the situation."

Lucy, who is standing facing most of the crowd while I had my back to them, close her eyes. "oh shit. I've been recognized. I pivoted to look in the direction she was doing her best not to focus on. A tall dark headed man was picking his way around the groups of people steadily working his way toward us. From the look on his face, he wasn't going to have anything good to say when he got here.

"Who is that?" Dru asked. "I know almost everybody in this room except for him."

"I'm afraid I had a bit of a run-in with him at a charity function not too long ago," she replied.

I raise my brows at that because Lucy didn't exactly strike me as the charity event type.

She must've picked up on my confusion because she glared at me. I'm an artist, and believe it or not I'm fairly well-known in certain circles. One night a few months ago, this gentleman and I had a disagreement over a piece of art before he knew who I was. He implied that the artist lacked talent and that the painting was emotionless. Needless to say, it didn't take me long to correct him, and I wasn't kind about it. I invited him to leave if he didn't like the showing."

"Okay," Ivy said, pulling in a deep breath. "That doesn't necessarily mean he's going to cause any problems. You're my guest, and you have every right to be here, or at least by all appearances you do. Just be cool."

From the look on the guy's face, playing it cool was not what he had in mind. "Well if it isn't the high and mighty artist with no talent," he said when he was close enough to be heard. "I wouldn't think you lower yourself to rub elbows with — what was it you called us? — High and mighty rich people with more money than taste?"

I cringed. The situation had definitely taken a turn for the worse, and Lucy just dug a hole deeper. "That's exactly what I said, but I was referring more to you in particular than to rich people in general. I do have to offer my apologies though. Art is perceived differently by each individual."

I closed my eyes and pulled in a deep breath. I knew people were passionate about such things, but it shocked me that the mousey little woman chose now to show her spine. Of the four witches Lilith had chosen, I'd pegged her as the most grounded.  Clearly, I'd been wrong. The man arched an aristocratic brow, dissatisfied with her answer. "I'll have you know that I was there representing Dominic. I showed him some pictures when I got back and he agreed with my assessment. I'm sure he'd like to know who he's entertaining, especially considering Drusilla sold me a fake Rembrandt a couple months ago. As Dominic does business with her regularly, I feel it's only fair to share that information with him. I'll also take a check for my refund."

Dru bristled but managed to keep her calm. "I'm afraid you're going to have to come by the shop to debate the matter further. I assure you, I have the records of provenance," Drusilla replied. "I just got a text that the manager of my shop didn't show up. I'm afraid we're going to have to leave so that I can deal with it. It's so hard to find good staff these days."

The man reached out and grabbed her arm. "I'm afraid I'm going to have to insist."

Dru's expression turned from blank to furious in the blink of an eye. "Take your hand off me if you value it."

The woman in the red dress appeared at my elbow. "What seems to be the problem here?"

Drusilla glared at her. "My most recent problem is that you're sticking your nose where it doesn't belong. You can head back the direction you came from and mind your own business."

Fury washed across Candace's face as she called a flame to her fingertips. "Nobody talks to me like that."

Honestly, I'd expected to be the one to blow our cover, but I hadn't even had a chance to make a blunder before these two had.

Drusilla zapped the man's hand with a little jolt of electricity, then turned to Candace and widened her stance when he let go. "I would never start a problem in somebody else's home, but don't think I won't finish it."

Before the situation could escalate further, I slipped my hand into Oliver's and then reached out to Lucy, who'd gone pale as wax. Understanding cross her face, and she laid her hand on Drew's shoulder, closing the chain. as soon as she did, I teleported us back into the Audi, only I put myself in the driver's seat. Lucy was in the passenger seat, so the fob was close enough to start the car. I did so, then slammed it in reverse to face us in the other direction, then mashed my foot on the pedal. I might not have been good in social situations, but I was a master at driving a car like I'd stolen it. I didn't stop until we were at least a few miles away. Since I was content we were being followed, I whipped the SUV onto a side road and pulled back far enough that we weren't visible should anybody have decided to follow us.

"What the hell was that? I exclaimed, furious. "The goal was the fly under the radar, not pick a catfight in the middle of everything."

Birdie had transformed back into her human form and glowered at least Drusilla so hard I was afraid she was going to drill a hole straight through her. "The girls right. You damn near dragged us all into a brawl, and I'm not sure we could have defeated them all even with our considerate cumulative power."

"I'm sure we couldn't have. There were way too many people there, and it would've been a death wish to even engage."

Birdie turned her glare on me. "I have a bone to pick with you two. This is the second fight I've almost gotten into in the span of an hour. That's more trouble than I've dealt with in the past few decades. You can tell us right now what this mission really is, or I'm out. I'll need this level of fuss just to help you chase down a few witches who stepped out of line."

Though I could've probably talked her off the ledge, the other three wasted no time agreeing with her.

"I'm afraid I'm going to have to insist as well," Lucy said. "With this level of risk, I'm not willing to continue if I'm not convinced the cause is worth it."

I didn't even bother glancing at Oliver. The women were right, and I was tired of lying to them.
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By the time I finished the story, I was afraid Birdie was going to have a stroke.

"You mean to tell me," she exclaimed, her face beat red, "that the  scepter and stones were stolen more than two weeks ago, and both Lilith and Aurora Darkmore chose to keep it to themselves rather than putting together an international manhunt?"

I nodded because that's all I could really do. "Well, not all of the stones were stolen. One guardian managed to hold onto hers."

Birdie rolled her eyes. "Yes, let's not forget that, because one stone would do us so much good without the others and the scepter."

She wasn't wrong, and I even agreed with her. Considering that, I zipped my lips.

“So this is why my readings have been so murky,” Ivy said, realization scrawled across her face. “For the last couple of weeks, I’ve not been able to see anything clearly other than getting a sense of a man and woman. That would be you two, and the reason nothing else was clear is that our entire future depends on whether you succeed or fail.” 

"Hold on just a second," Lucy said, holding up a finger. "I can understand on some level why she made the decision she did. Yes, all good witches would have been moving heaven and earth to find them when they learned their magic was in peril, but all dark witches would have been opening their homes and hideaways to protect them until after the ceremony with the Earth Mother. It may not look like it now, but her decision in the beginning was likely based on sound logic."

Drusilla turned in the passenger seat and waved off the comments with an elegant hand. "Discussing the merit of the decision won't do us any good now. We have to find this Katrina person and retrieve the stone, and we only have tonight and tomorrow to do it. We still have three more castles to check, so let's hope they're hiding in one of them. Preferably in the next one."

"Speaking of the next castle," Oliver said, "we need to get on with it."

He was right, so I reached out my hands to the other women. It was another of Dru's next, but before I could touch her fingers, she slapped my hand.

"Not before I send my SUV back. This is one of my favorite vehicles, and I'm going to just leave it out here in the backwoods."

Birdie shook her head but reached for the door handle. "Yeah, because if we don't find that stone, you're going to need this thing to get around. No more teleporting for you."

That made me wonder as I had a million times in the past couple of weeks. "Do you think will lose all of our magic Will it just be weaker? Will it only come to us sporadically, like we won't always access it?"

I'd had that problem most of my life until I'd turned sixteen because this very same coven had fired a spell while attacking my family that had rebounded back onto me when I was a baby. Camille had been the one to find the problem, and it had taken her a long time to un-weave it. The thought of going back to that — the frustration, the headaches, the shame — sent a sense of urgency through me that made me practically bounce out of the truck.

I soon as we were all out, Drusilla snapped her fingers, the car disappeared, and she reached her hands out for ours. In a flash, we were standing on the outside of another clearing, though it wasn't much of one. Not 100 yards away, another band of trees disrupted our view. This time, there was no castle in sight.

I glanced at Lucy. "Now what?"

She sighed. "A lot of the castles in this area are on large plots of land. We'll have to proceed carefully and hope it's only a mile rather than five. Before we go any farther, let Ivy and me check for wards or traps."

The two women closed their eyes, and this time it took them a bit longer than usual.

Ivy opened hers first. "Nothing. There are no physical booby-traps that I can sense."

Lucy nodded. "Same with wards. Well, I can sense that there used to be once here, but they're sort of like broken cobwebs now. Residual magic. Nobody's reinforced them in at least fifty or sixty years, and there's no way they’re functional."

My heart sank a little. There was no way Katrina would hide the stone in a place without warding it to the teeth.

Oliver sighed and the small gesture expressed a lot of emotion, most of the disappointment. "Let's go then. We at least had to check it out before we move on to the next one.

Luckily for us, the castle was just on the other side of the next bunch of trees, maybe half a mile away. Rather than being tall and grand, this one was only two stories, but it spread out much further than the others had. The stone wall that had surrounded it had crumbled to practically nothing, but the part of the yard that we could see was immaculate. The sound of children's laughter echoed from around the back, and we changed positions. A jumble of toys and a swing set filled the back area, and a man and woman pushed a young boy and girl on the swings. The kids laughed as they went higher and higher, and the joy on the parents' faces was obvious.

I sent a tentative trickle of magic in their direction to see if I could detect any of theirs but came up with nothing. "I'm not sensing anything. Is it possible the just human?"

Birdie snorted. "Of course it's possible. Humans are just as interested in castles as witches, and some of them have as much money as we do. Even more. These people could have bought this and turned it into their dream home. For that matter, they may be descendants. Just because their ancestors were magical doesn't necessarily mean they are. A lot of people have bred it out of their line."

That struck me as kind of sad, but I knew it was a fact.

Ivy huffed out a breath. "This was a waste of time, the next castle was in my region, so let's get a move on."

I held up a hand to stop her. "Just to be on the safe side, Lucy, will you see if there's anybody else in the house?"

She shook her head. "I just did that. There's nobody there but the family."

My heart was heavy with disappointment, I reached my hands out, and a few seconds later, we were standing in a cold, rainy forest. Without even concentrating, I could feel the dark, sticky magic in the air. It was unlike anything I'd ever felt, and a mixture of fear and excitement that we might have finally found them filled my heart.
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"This isn’t good," Oliver said. "Does anybody recognize the magic?"

Birdie nodded. "It's a combination of vampire and witch magic, and there's a lot of it. It's going to be tricky, but the only way I can think of to see what witches are in there is to go right in."

"It's a shame you don't have a lock on Katrina's magical signature," Lucy said. "It would make it a whole lot easier because we could just feel for it out here. Birdie's right though. We're going to have to go in."

"Oh our potions work on vampire wards?" I asked.

Birdie squeezed the bridge of her nose. "Vampires can set wards. Only witches can do that, and again, I'm both shocked and appalled at your lack of education."

I bristled. "I've had just about enough of you bringing out up. I can only learn so much at a time, and that part hasn't come up yet."

Ivy tilted her head. "What you raised around vampires? That's something I learned as a child along with all my other beginning training. In fact, it wasn't even really formally taught to me. It was just something everybody knew because vampires back then were so prolific."

"Well, they're not prolific in the town I came from. In fact, they're banned. Aren't all of them evil?"

Lucy's eyes widened. "Wow," she said, dragging the word out. "That's so..."

"Ignorant and slightly racist?" Bertie finished, her brow arched. “I know a lot of good vampires. In fact, I know more good ones than bad ones. They're just like all other people. Many of them were changed back before it was illegal to change a person without their permission, so they were just average people ripped from their lives and forced into another one. After that, they got nicer as a species if anything. At that point, the vampire council set strict guidelines for who can be turned and under what circumstances. Unless it's a life or death situation, it has to be approved through the Council, and the punishment for breaking the rules is death. So no, regardless of the limited experience you have with vampires, they're not all Dracula. You need to hang out at my bar more or spend time in any other magical community. They’re no better or worse than anybody else. They have their bad apples just like the rest of us, but that's exactly what they are."

Lucy shifted her weight from one foot to the other and cross her arms against the cold. "Now isn’t exactly the time teacher how nice they are as a species because the ones we’re about to deal with aren't going to reinforce your speech. We need to decide how to get in and out without being detected."

"As Shelby pointed out, we do have the potions that will get us through the wards. What we do after that is out of my wheelhouse," Oliver said as he fished his partial potion from his bag.

I hated to ask about another myth since I'd already shown my ignorance, but I didn't have much choice. "You vampires sleep through the day like the legends say?"

Ivy gave me kind smile. "It depends. Most young vampires struggled to stay awake during the day but older ones aren't much affected by that. Over the centuries, they've adapted just like everybody does. Even the young ones can be awakened, though they do tend to sleep deeply."

I pulled out a new potion and down a quarter of it, then passed it to Birdie, who took her sip and handed it to Lucy. Oliver took the second sip from his and then shared his with Ivy.

"Since we have no idea what's waiting on us," Birdie said, wiping the back of her mouth with her hand, "let's just get as close as we can to the castle without being seen and then make our decision there."

Since I couldn't think of a better plan I nodded. Fortunately, the lands around the castle that had once been cleared had been neglected so that clumps of trees and bushes gave us enough cover to get within a few yards of the house.

"Now what?" Oliver asked.

"Now I'll transform and check the windows," Birdie said. "This will be much easier if I had a picture of the woman we're looking for, but I should be able to sense the stone. After all, was the source of my magic."

Please he raised her brows. "That'll be some fancy magic on your part. Have you ever tried to connect with it?"

Birdie nodded. "I was actually a guardian a couple hundred years ago, but not of the emerald. I had the amethyst, and I could always feel its magic. Hopefully, since I've experienced that, I’ll recognize this one."

"Can't you do that from here?" Oliver asked. "It's risky for you to go alone even as a raven."

She shook her head. "That's not how it works. You have to be near it to sense it. Otherwise, everywhere you went, people would know you are holding it."

"Can anybody sense it?" I asked.

She shook her head. "Not that I'm aware of. Or at least if anybody could, they never mentioned it to me. Now, we're wasting time. I'll be right back."

The silence grew thick as we waited for her to return. I couldn't think of anything to talk about, so I just watched and waited for her to reappear from the backside of the castle. It took longer than I expected, and I was starting to get antsy when the sun glinted off one of her wings as she soared over the roof.

"Did you feel it?" Lucy asked.

Birdie pressed her lips together. "There’s such a mishmash of magic in there that I couldn't really pick any of it apart. I didn't dare fly into any of the windows, but I could sense at least a dozen vampires and half that many witches. There could be more, but that's a ballpark estimate."

"So what now?" Oliver asked.

"Now you get your swords ready, and Shelby better hope that whip doesn't fail her again. We have to go in," Dru said grimly.

Birdie held up an arthritic finger. "Maybe going in guns blazing isn't the best way. I know a lot of vampires via the bar and my years of working with the Council. It's possible we can talk  our way in and avoid a fight."

"I don't think that's such a great idea," Dru said, never taking her eyes off the castle.

"Neither do I," Ivy said. "I don't sense an ounce of goodness coming from that place, and the only thing I can see happening if we just go knock on the door is that will be giving up our advantage. You may not realize it, but I've done my share of work for the Council too. In situations like this, it's better to go in expecting a fight than to waltz right up and serve yourself up to them."

I didn't have much experience, but I agreed with her. The magical ick oozing from that place was almost tangible, and I couldn't imagine that they would just invite us in for tea and crumpets.

Birdie lifted a rounded shoulder. "That works for me, but just remember that if you go somewhere looking for a fight, you're almost certified one."

Oliver rubbed his chin. "There's a happy medium between going in guns blazing and just knocking on the door. We could sneak in through a window. Did you see any empty rooms on the bottom floor?"

Birdie looked at him with a tinge of respect. "As a matter of fact, I did. We'll have to sneak around back, little be a lot safer than just barging in the front door."

"Let's do it," Lucy said. "It's been a long time since I've had to fight, and my nerves are about the kill me."

We took our time working our way around to the back, hoping we could make it to the window without being seen. Luck was on our side, and I gave a deep sigh of relief when we all made it to the window undetected. Priscilla waved her hand, and the lock clicked open. Gently, she slid the window up, waited a few seconds to see if we had been busted, then carefully slipped through the opening. The rest of us followed her, and I blinked, willing my eyes to adjust to the dark interior. We reverted to rudimentary hand signals as we crept from one room to the next.  for some reason, I'd expected to find rows of coffins. Instead, the vampires who were sleeping were in bed just like any other person the place was massive, so creeping through it while maintaining our silence took a while. Since we heard voices coming from the foyer, I slid to my belly in the adjacent kitchen and peeked around the bottom of the door. I'd learned as a kid that it was much easier to be sneaky that way than if you put your head around at a normal level. People didn't expect to see a face on the floor and tended to keep their gazes mostly at eye level, so they didn't look at the floor much.

I didn't want to expose myself for too long, but there wasn't much going on. Several people were gathered around a big screen TV watching soccer, and a couple sat at a small table in the corner playing chess. None of them were Katrina or any of the people that I'd seen with her. They were definitely dark  Witches though. Even though they weren't actively using the magic, I could sense their darkness.

Something that sounded like a pile of towels falling to the floor behind me about sent me out of my skin. I yanked my head back around the corner while I jumped my feet. A man dressed in jeans and a sweatshirt lay unconscious on the floor. Drew stood over him, the remnants of her magic still crackling between her fingers.

Obviously, the man had busted us. Thankfully, she'd managed to silence him before he gave us away. That is, assuming nobody'd heard the soft thump. Of course our luck wasn't that good though. In a literal blink, two people I'd seen playing chess had Ivy and Lucy by the throat. Before I could even process what was going on, a fine layer of crackling blue electricity covered Lucy's skin, causing the woman to let go. 

The man who was holding Ivy burst into a cloud of ashes. As they settled on the floor, Birdie stood there holding the flat end of a bloodied wooden spoon in her hand. I marveled at the force it must have taken for her to drive that into the vampire but was impressed by her ingenuity. In the span of just a few seconds, she'd had the presence of mind to snatch the spoon from a utensil holder on the counter and shank the vamp with it.

"Duck!" She commanded, and I did. Never ignore an older witch who'd just stabbed somebody with a wooden spoon. Fire flew from her fingertips, and the smell of burning flesh and hair about made me gag. I pivoted from my squatting position to see a third vampire go up in smoke.

"We need to leave. Now!" Drusilla said. Even I can sense more vampires upstairs, and I thought even accounting for the witches."

Since our gig was obviously up, I made a dash, for the closest, which happened to be the kitchen exit about twenty feet from me. I didn't even make it three steps before another vampire appeared before me, cutting off my escape. He reached out for me with blinding speed but my shield reacted on its own, snapping in front of my face to stop his hand. That gave me just enough time to grab my whip must my surprise, the leather strips on the end had transformed into small wooden stakes. I whipped it forward at the man and breathed a massive sigh of relief when the stake landed true right in his heart. Just like the other two, he disappeared in a puff of dust, but before I could move my feet toward the door again, three more popped up, surrounding me. I glanced wildly around. Drusilla was engaged in a magical firefight with a witch and so were Lucy and Ivy. I crack my whip toward a vampire heading toward Bertie's back, wishing we were outside so that I could raise the stones beneath our feet, but that would bring the castle crashing down around us. Vines writhed from Ivy's hands, and Dru flung blue balls of magic at anybody she could.

A new vampire appeared in front of the sink, but rather than engage, he propped his lean hip against the sink and crossed his arms. "Enough!" he barked, and every person in the room snapped their attention to him.

Birdie narrowed her eyes. "Nikolas! What on earth are you doing out here in the middle of nowhere?"

The handsome vampire's dark eyes shone with amusement. "Apparently not hiding as well as I thought."

A Russian accent colored his voice, but it wasn't thick.

"Why are you hiding?" Birdie asked. "And more to the point, what are you doing hanging out with this class of people?"

The corners of his mouth curved upward, and a deep, rich laugh rumbled from his chest. "I wouldn't say I'm hanging out with them so much as I'm babysitting them. You're exactly right about their characters, but each of them has agreed to help us catch the bigger fish. Or witches and vampires, as the case may be. Unfortunately, you've taken down a few that would've come in handy, but no worries. There are more where they came from, and the streets will be safer as I catch them."

Birdie nodded as if that made perfect sense to her, but I definitely needed more information. "Excuse me, but could somebody explain to me what's going on?"

The vampire shifted his attention to me. "I'm Nikolas Volkov, formerly of the Soviet branch of the vampire council, but currently working for the British branch. I've been working with your witch counterpart to pick off lower members of crime organizations in order to turn them against their superiors. This happens to be what we thought was a safe house. May I ask who I have the pleasure of speaking to?"

I cast Birdie a cautious glance, and she nodded. "Shelby Flynn. I work for the which is counsel in a roundabout way as well. We're searching for a rogue coven of witches currently causing a great deal of trouble. We thought maybe they were in here, but we were wrong."

"In our defense," Oliver said stepping forward, "we were just getting ready to leave when one of your prisoners caught us by surprise. We didn't come to fight if we could help it."

Nikolas lifted a shoulder. "It's unfortunate that your exploration ended as it did, but as you English speakers like to say, all's well that ends well."

He turned his gaze back to me and I found myself incapable of looking away.  Heat spread from my belly, and my mouth watered as the smell of his expensive cologne drifted toward me. It was the best thing I've ever smelled.

Lucy grabbed me and let just a little bit of electricity zap me. It broke my eye contact with the vampire, and my cheeks got hot remembering the lascivious thoughts and feelings I'd experienced just a few seconds prior.

"Shame on you," Birdie told him, her brows drawn down in anger. She's young, and she's under my care. You know better, and if you try anything like that again, I'll stake you myself no matter how much I like you."

He lifted a casual shoulder and curved his mouth into a smile that was sexy even now that his hold on me had been broken. "My sincerest apologies. I've never been able to resist an attractive redhead. They're so fiery."

I arched a brow. "You caught me by surprise that time. If you ever try it on me again, you'll be the one on fire."

Nikolas winked at Birdie. "See what I mean? Divine."

Birdie shook her head. "Since our business here is done, we'll see ourselves out. I apologize for any mess we made, but our mission is critical and time-sensitive. The next time you're in the bar, the first couple rounds of drinks are on me."

She turned to me. "But that be your first lesson in vampires. Never make eye contact, and only believe half of what the silver-tongued Devils say."

Rather than bother with leaving through the door, Lucy held her hands out and teleported us to the next place as soon as we'd all connected.
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The fifth and final castle on our list of possibilities was less than impressive. Most of it had crumbled other than the turrets, though one corner of it still stood. It was quite large, but I wasn't sure if it was big enough to hold an entire coven of witches, or if he was even weatherproof enough for one person to live in.

By this point, we had a routine. Birdie flew off to check it out while Ivy and Lucy used their magic to look for traps of any sort.

Lucy rubbed her face. "It's the oddest thing. I get the sense that wards exist, but they feel like mist. Just when I think I’ve sensed one, the feeling sides away. It's the same when I try to sense people inside the structure. It's like they're there and then they're gone."

"If it helps, there are no physical traps," Ivy said.

Luc. Y continued to stare at the castle, clearly puzzled.

A few minutes later, Birdie came back. "There’s nothing and nobody in there, and the place is so run down that I can't imagine anybody could stay there even if they wanted to."

"I don't get it," Lucy muttered almost to herself.

"Get what?" Birdie asked.

Dru explained the situation.

Oliver stood rubbing his chin, something he tended to do what he was thinking. "Is it possible the place is haunted? Maybe that's the weird pulses of magic you're feeling when you look for somebody? And is it possible the wards you're picking up are remnants of old ones?"

"I suppose that could be it," Lucy replied, her tone still a bit distracted.

I pushed a tendril of my own magic out and felt for any sort of magic at all. I took my time and carefully probed each section of the property including the castle. Once or twice, I picked up on the same thing she did. Though it didn't feel exactly like the ghostly presences I was used to, it was similar enough that I was willing to accept that is the answer.

"I can tell you now that nobody's in there," Birdie said in a matter-of-fact voice. "The place is a disaster. Even the section that's still standing has places where the walls and roof have collapsed. I checked the entire place and even swooped close enough to check any nooks and crannies where somebody might've been hiding. Nobody's there."

I nodded. "I have to agree with the whole ghost explanation. Between your scan, my skin, and Birdie's search, I feel confident putting this one in the trash heap."

Just for good measure, I wished I could call my Aunt Addy. Being a ghost herself, it wouldn't take her more than a hot second to suss the situation out, but I was hesitant to call her. She tended to cover, so unless I really needed her, I wasn't going to call.

The sun was setting, and I was about to freeze. Even though Dru had returned our own close to us as soon as we'd left the castle, even my thick sweatshirt wasn't enough to ward off the chill. It didn't help that a fine mist had started. I glanced skyward and winced at the angry-looking gray clouds gathering above us. We'd finished the search just in time, but the little flash of relief I felt fizzled out when I realized we'd also crossed every castle off the list without finding Katrina. We were officially back to square one, and time was running out.
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Chapter Fourteen
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"This was an utter waste of the day," I said, dropping my forehead into my hand as I leaned on the bar."

We'd gone straight back to Birdie's as soon as we cleared the final castle, and now all of us sat at the bar picking at baskets of food even though none of us had an appetite.

The boisterous noise in the bar had become like fingernails on a chalkboard to me, so I'd thrown up a sound-muffling privacy bubble around us.

"I wouldn't exactly call it a waste," Dru said, dragging a fry — or chip as she called it — through her ketchup. "They were all good guesses, but it does sort of his me off that Lilith chose to keep it to herself. Had we known about this two weeks ago, all of those places would've already been searched. I get why she didn't want to make it widely known, but it doesn't make sense that she didn't push the bubble out to include people like us that she trusted."

Birdie curled her nose in disgust. "It's because she's gotten so high and mighty about that fancy-schmancy school of hers. She's done it more than once over the last couple hundred years, but this time she went too far with her arrogance. She trusted us enough to bring us in at the end, so why wouldn't she have done it at the beginning?"

"She didn't bring us in," Dru snarled. "She sent us a couple of rookies to escort around the countryside. On top of it, she didn't bother to tell us we might get ourselves killed in the process." She glanced at Oliver and me. "No offense about the rookie thing."

I shrugged. "No offense taken. It's not like you're wrong."

I popped a chicken nugget in my mouth just because it was there and racked my brain while I chewed. No matter how hard I thought though, nothing else came to me.

Lucy pushed her basket back and stood up. "I'm going home to do some digging of my own. We don't have much time, so each of us needs to do everything we can. Reach out to your contacts, search for potential places where they may be hiding, and keep in contact. Shelby, I'm sure you people have a picture of Katrina somewhere in your database. I need you to send it to us along with any known consorts or hang out. Our backs are to the wall, and we've only got about thirty-six hours to save our own necks. If you manage to find them, don't go in by yourselves. Bring us in because we can't stand to lose because Lilith is too arrogant to call in every single bit of power she can."

Drusilla and Ivy stood too.

"Same goes for us," Dru said. We'll do everything we can, and we expect to be called if and when you find them. I don't care if there are only three of them. We need to go in with an army because without that emerald, we're all lost."

"I welcome your help, but how are we supposed to contact you? I'm not telepathic, and neither is Oliver. Lilith is, but there's no guarantee that she'll get in touch."

Birdie rolled her eyes and pulled a bejeweled smartphone from her pocket. "I can't believe as a young person you actually asked that question. Let's all exchange numbers and make a group text. As soon as you get word, let us know where and when."

After we'd swapped numbers and everybody but Birdie had left, she leaned her meaty elbows on the bar. "Here's the thing. Lilith closed that portal once she dropped you in here. That means she gave you some way to get home, And I'm guessing it says amulets are on your necks. I also know her well enough that she would have given each of them enough power to get both of you home should one of you be injured too badly to work the magic yourself. You're going back now, and one of you is taking me with you."

I blinked my eyes a couple times at both her keenness and her audacity. "Lilith will have my hide if I take you back. I wasn't even supposed to tell you what was going on. I work a direct order, and if we somehow managed to make it through this with our magic intact I'm sure she'll make me pay for that."

"Blame me. I'm a big girl and can handle it. Or accept responsibility yourself. I don't really care but I am going with you.

Oliver sighed and rubbed his temples. "At this point, I don't even care. You're welcome to come along because we're out of options. More to the point, our friend will likely die. If you can help prevent that, then I don't really care what rules we break."

"How so?" she asked. "Is this Katrina woman holding her hostage?"

"In the worst way," I replied, then explained the situation.

When I was finished, Birdie's expression was grim. "I'd like to tell you you're wrong, but that would be a lie. Once this witch has no more use for her, she will kill your friend."

Restlessness pushed me to move, and I said so fast my stool almost toppled over backward. "We're wasting time. If you going back with us, we're leaving now."

I glanced at Oliver, who nodded, then I took Bertie's hand in my own, touched the amulet, and thought of the academy. Moments later, we stood in the great room.

Lilith sat at her desk talking on her cell phone but ended the call as soon as she saw us in general and Birdie in particular.

She scowled at me. "I see you're completely incapable of falling even the simplest of orders. That was a huge privilege I granted you. I've never given anybody that much power, and the first time I do, it's abused. I won't make that mistake again."

Birdie glowered at her. "Come off that hot horse before I knock you off of it. It's ridiculous that you do this to yourself rather than at least filling in people you trust. We might not even be in this mess, and I might not be standing in your stupid little school had you done that. I can't believe even you were arrogant enough to risk the fate of all of us because you thought you could do it better."

Lilith sighed and rubbed her hand over her forehead. "It had nothing to do with hubris. I was afraid to cause mass panic, and I didn't want to let the dark practitioners know what was going on. So far, she's kept it to herself as far as we can tell, and I didn't want to risk giving her even more places to hide."

"So instead, you just decided all on your own to manage the situation." Birdie slammed her fists on her hips. "You had no right, especially when you know the level and number of connections I have. The same goes for Drusilla, Lucy, and Ivy. You reached out to us at the very end because you know our value, so why didn't you just do that in the beginning?"

Willis sighed. "You have no idea how much I wish I would have done that now. But it's water under the bridge. Now we have just a little over a day to find the Emerald.”

"Then I suggest you start by showing me a picture of this Katrina. She might've been in the bar over the last couple of weeks, and I never forget a face. If you have any pictures of her followers, let me take a peek at those two. She might have gone to ground and is using them to bring back supplies and information. That's what I'd do, at least."

Lilith leaned forward and made a few keystrokes at her computer. "Here," she said, her voice weighted with exhaustion. "This is her and the coven members we know about."

Birdie leaned on the desk, bracing her hands on it as she examined the pictures. After a few moments, she nodded. "I've seen her in a couple of the others. Not recently, but she's been there in the last few months. I never forget a face, but hers is especially memorable. She's a real piece of work, and I almost threw her out."

Lilith turned her full attention to the older woman, though at this point I wasn't sure looks could be a consistent determination of age. For all I knew, Lilith was a thousand years old. "What do you know about the others?""

"Nothing," Birdie replied, “but I own a bar. If I slap their faces on wanted posters and put a big enough reward on them, it’s possible somebody will be willing to rat them out. By the way, that's something you should have considered two weeks ago."

Lilith pulled in a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I realize that now, but there's nothing I can do about it."

My favorite new bar owner jabbed a knobby finger toward the computer screen. You can print me off those pictures, and you can text them to the other three goals. Between the four of us, we might just be able to save your bacon yet."

Without saying a word, Lilith clicked print on the pictures.
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Chapter Fifteen 
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Refusing to give up, Emma had gone to Abaddon's Gate to confer with Mila, one of our friends over there who was an ace potion master. That left me to my own devices, so I called Cody as soon as I got back to my room and invited him over.

"Wow, babe," he said as soon as I open the door, "you look like you got hit by a truck. I assume your day didn't go as well as you'd hoped?"

Rather than say anything, I just pulled him into the room and wrapped my arms around him. "You can say that. I've been attacked by vampires, almost had to break up a magical brawl between witches, and actually almost got killed by another group of them. Plus, one of the castles end up being what we are looking for, so I tromped all over northern England and almost died a few times for no reason whatsoever."

I started to pull away, but he grabbed my hand and stopped me, tilting his head. “Wait a second. Did you say northern England? There aren't that many large estates left up there."

I shrugged. "Yeah, and we checked out all the most likely candidates today. We turned the only castles we know of that are both still standing and connected to magic inside out. All we had to go on was a sketch Noelle made of the castle’s turrets and parts off the inside that she and Camille got from in her head.”

“Do you have the pictures?” he asked.

I nodded and pulled the sketches from my back pocket.

He scratched the stubble on the side of his face, thinking as he studied them. "I know that castle. It’s Castle Witich, and you’re right. It’s in Northern England. I found it in one of the magical history books I borrowed from Mariah and recognize it because of those turrets. They’re distinct because, unlike most castles where the turrets are round, these are pentagons. All four of them have five sides, and they’re located exactly on the four points: north, south, east, and west.”

I could barely believe what I was hearing. “You’re sure this it?”  

He nodded grimly. “It has a long, dark history. And when I say dark, I don't mean standard stuff. That family has had a finger in every evil magical pie you can imagine. It's even said that they've entertained demon royalty and have made unimaginable deals with them. Some say it's how the family has managed to hold onto the land and their fortune."

I mulled that over for a second. "What else do you know? Did the book say anything about secret ways in or anything?"

He huffed out a breath. "Oh, there were plenty of secret ways in because for a brief period in the 1600s, it was used as a halfway stopping point for those accused of being witches. I don’t know if any of them still exist or if you could access them, though."

I sighed, a little disappointed. I was hoping for a shortcut, though I should've known that wasn't going to be a thing. It never was.

His face lit up, and he reached under his bed and pulled out a box labeled old math books.

He grinned as he pulled the top off. "I figure between having it hidden under my bed and labeling it that, nobody would be remotely interested in snooping through it."

All the books were stuffed into the box spine down so that only the pages were visible from the top. He reached for the thickest one and pulled it out, careful to only lift it by the cover rather than the pages. Cody was a bibliophile — even seeing a modern paperback destroyed was enough to make his heart bleed. He pulled the book up onto his lap, and I blinked. It was almost like I had double vision when I looked at the title. In bold black letters, the words algebra 1 appeared atop another title written in calligraphy. "The history of magical castles? Is that what it says?"

He grinned. "Good job. The witch who spelled the book made it so the real title is invisible to non-magicals. She didn't even want me to take it out of the Academy but since only one of us can teleport, I wanted to be able to research things quickly in case you needed info immediately. Mariah somehow made it visible to me.”  

My heart melted a little bit at that. Even though he had no official part in my role in the Academy at all, he still had my back. In fact, I hadn't even been allowed to tell him about the place, but I’d been unwilling to lie to him. We'd never kept anything from each other before, and I wasn't about to let some bunch of old witches dictate my life now. As it turns out, informing Cody had worked out in my favor on more than one occasion.

He flipped through the pages of the dusty old book and stopped when he came to a chapter labeled Witich Castle, 737AD – Present. 

He pointed to the illustration under the title. “This is it, though I'm not sure the illustration is accurate considering I've never seen any of the places in any of these books. It might just be a general illustration but hang on for a second.” 

He flipped through a few pages until he came to a diagram that appeared to be a blueprint. He pointed to it, his face pink and flushed with excitement. "I was really hoping this was one of the castles they'd mapped. At least you'll have an idea of what you're going into, and a layout of the place has to be at least a little helpful."

I sat down beside him on the bed, and he pushed the book over so that it was half on his leg and half on mine. I examined the picture. The castle was massive and dark, with turrets rising on all four corners. 

There was plenty of space between the lower outer wall and the front of the castle for there to be a keep. That worried me a little because it would allow plenty of room for them to gather and defend the place. An honest-to-gods mote surrounded the place, and a drawbridge sealed the entrance. The mote was no problem, and if it came down to it, I could blast a hole in the outer walls. That was something we could discuss in the planning meeting.

I skimmed through the description. Though each baron was an active member of the court, the sixth baroness was accused of witchcraft. Only the family’s power and a pardon from the queen saved her, but she spent most of the rest of her life sequestered in the castle, shunned by her peers. 

“Holy shit, Cody. You might have just saved our hides. Or at least cut a lot of time off this project. Is this correct?"

He pulled a face. "There's no way to be sure because this book was written a long time ago, but I can't imagine that they change the floor plans of castles.”

I thought about that for a second. “How have they managed to hang onto the land? Surely the taxes on a place like that are exorbitant, and it’s not like the extended royals are loaded anymore.” 

He shrugged. "I have no idea. Maybe they have magical dealings that nobody knows about, or maybe they’ve hidden the money somewhere. I mean, they have to live and at least keep the place up. The important thing is that they apparently have, and now you know how to get around the place."

The blueprints were extensive, taking up six pages of the book. Apparently, the castle itself had three stories and was divided into two sections, and the grounds themselves had enough interesting points to merit two more pages. 

I did my best to memorize the layout. "This place is massive, and it’s gonna be tough to approach it without being seen, assuming they have somebody standing watch. If the typography maps are right, there's not really anywhere force to hide, and I’m sure the place is warded to hell and back.”

"I'm not so sure about that. The hiding places, I mean." He bit his lip and studied the page before pointing to the drawing of a miniature house on one of them. "This is an old cottage. I'm not even sure if it's there anymore, but if it is, it might be a place you can use as a halfway point for shelter."

I frowned. "I won’t really be needing a place for shelter. We only have tomorrow left, and if we don't have that emerald back by then, the cause is lost."

His brown eyes warmed with sympathy. "That's not even something we’re going to consider. Failure isn't an option, so it's not going to happen. You're going to go in there, kick their ass, and take the emerald back. The mother tree will have her proof, and good magic will win the day."

I leaned into him for a brief moment and laid my head on his shoulder. "How is it that you always have more confidence in me than I do in myself?"

A wide smile spread across his face as he handed me the book. "Easy. I know for a fact you’re an absolute badass able to take on anything the world throws at you. You just haven't learned to trust yourself yet.” 

I stuffed the book in my backpack then did my best to give him a sassy smile before I said goodbye and blinked out of his room and back to mine. 
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Lilith was still at her desk when I stepped back into the great room. I strode toward her, anxious to tell her so we could move. "Cody recognizes the castle from a book you borrowed from Mariah. It's called Castle Witich."

She gave me a tired smile. "I hate to disappoint you, but that castle was destroyed over a hundred years ago. The baroness was sentenced to death because she used black magic to kill someone, and apparently, the castle itself was built in such a way that it was a conduit. I was off on another mission at the time, but it was a big deal in the magical community. It was the first time the Witches Council had executed anybody in over a century."

My shoulders slumped, but I couldn't shake the feeling that Cody was right. "Did they destroy the castle with magic, or did they just take a wrecking ball to it?"

She raised a tired brow. "I don't know for sure, but I can't imagine they would've just sent in a human wrecking crew."

"Who said it was a human wrecking crew? Plenty of magicals own construction companies, and it would've taken a lot of cumulative power to use witchcraft to bring down an entire castle."

She traced a pattern on her calendar with her fingernail while she thought. "It wouldn't be the first time the Council took a shortcut, and if all they did was knock it over, it wouldn't really take that much magic to repair it. I'd like to talk to your Cody, so go get him. And since this is the second time he’s helped us, it’s possible we could use his knowledge on a regular basis.”

“Are you serious?” 

"Have you ever known me to joke?" she asked. 

That much was true. Lilith wasn't much for joking around, though I had to wonder if that was just due to the current circumstances. I'd had very little interaction with her until Oliver and I had gotten this mission. With the fate of all good magic at stake, she hadn't had much to smile about. 

Before she could change her mind, I stepped back toward the portal since she had likely revoked my ability to teleport in or out of the academy. In fact, I was still shocked she’d given me the privilege in the first place and a little ashamed that I’d abused the privilege. Since  Katrina and one of her minions had breached the portal a week ago and stolen the Scepter of Life and invaded Breena’s mind in the process, she'd beefed up the security and charms on it to the point that you had to have specific magical clearance from her to get through unless you were a student. 

With that in mind, I held up a finger. “I’ll be back in just a minute, so have the portal ready."

She nodded. "Believe it or not, I do have a little more forethought than an eighteen-year-old witch. It’s already done.”  

I nodded and stepped through the portal. As soon as I was through and standing in my dorm room, I snapped my fingers and teleported back to Cody's place.

Surprise crept across his features. "What happened? I know you're good, but even you and your team couldn’t have gone and saved the day in five minutes."

I glanced at him then turned my gaze to the toe of my boot. Cody had mixed feelings about the academy, so I wasn’t sure how he’d take the news. “There's been a new development. It seems Lilith has decided that even though you're not magical, she wants you in the common room immediately to explain what you’ve found about the castle. She also says we may need your skills on a regular basis."

He frowned, which wasn’t entirely unexpected. "I'm perfectly willing to help you, but I don't know that I'm willing to be at her beck and call. I've seen how many demands she places on you, and though I love you and want to be there for you, I'm not sure I'm willing to step into that big of a role without giving it some serious thought.”

I sighed. "How about just helping out with this mission? We can discuss details after we get the emerald back. Assuming we get it back."

One of the great things about my boyfriend was that he rarely waffled. He had a quick mind and an ability to rapidly examine a situation from all angles. It usually took him all of a minute to review an idea in his head before he made decision. After a few moments’ thought, he held out his hand to me. "Just this once, I'll agree to go right now. Anything after that, we'll have to discuss."

I nodded as I took his hand. That was the best I was going to get. "Ready?"

He nodded. “Let’s do this.” 

I teleported us back to my room and led him into the closet, then opened the portal. As soon as we stepped back into the common room, I was surprised to see she was no longer alone. Apparently, Lilith had summoned everyone. Camille, Devin, Oliver, Aurora Darkmore, and Noelle were in various stages of disarray, and it was obvious they’d immediately dropped whatever they’d been doing and answered the call. My sister was still in her cutoffs and a pink tee shirt smudged with dirt that she only wore to clean the barn. 

"Hey man!” Oliver beamed at Cody. “Welcome to the team. When Lilith sent me the go-time call, I about half thought she was joking about bringing you in. Leave it to you to make history."

Cody smiled back at him but held up a hand. "I'm not entirely sure I'm on the team just yet, but thanks for the sentiment. I hope I can help."

My boyfriend glanced at Lilith, and unspoken words of understanding ricocheted between them. She understood this was a one-off thing, at least for now, and was okay with it. 

She sighed. ""How on earth did I end up with a team so stubborn that I always have to question whether or not my orders will be followed? In the old days, people just did as they were told. I was the boss, and nobody questioned me."

Oliver, Devin, and I grinned at her. "Us millennials march to the beat of our own drum. Fortunately, we also know when to do the right thing. Besides, when have we never done what you asked? It hasn't always been in exactly the way you've commanded, but we've always gotten the job done."

She huffed out a breath. “Maybe so, but I do have hundreds of years of experience on you. You'd do well to remember that. Now, speaking of missions, we’ve got an emerald to retrieve.” 

Cody stepped forward. "I've been thinking about how to get in. I know Shelby could just blast the wall down, but then you'd lose the element of surprise. She's told me that the whole team is going in, and though I don't know what all of you can do, I have some ideas that we can adjust to each of your skills."

Lilith propped a lean hip against her desk and gave Cody her complete attention. "Go on."

Cody stepped forward and flipped through the pages of the book until he came to the blueprints of the first floor. "Even though the book doesn't describe any secret entrances, almost all castles built in this time had at least one, and usually two or three. We already know the castle is going to be warded, so is there anybody here that can breach those without being detected?"

Lilith held up two fingers. "I'm not entirely sure they won't notice because we don't know who all is in there, or who set the wards. So far, they've been a little sloppy. The last time, they got away by sheer luck, and the wards on that hiding place were weak. My guess is that they’re depending on the wards her family had already placed on the castle centuries ago. It's served them well so far, and I’d bet she’ll be confident enough to believe they're still effective."

Camille furrowed her brow. "Witches were way different back then. I'm sure the wards they set are much different than the ones we see today. We are talking about almost two thousand years."

Lilith arched one brow, her expression dry. "And your point? I was alive back then, so you don't have to tell me about how witches have changed. In fact, they haven't changed that much at all. The only difference now is that you have modern technology at your fingertips. Otherwise, you still use the same ingredients for potions, though you’ve learned more about them. The magic will be a little different, but it will also likely be weaker since the people who set it are no longer alive. We can’t count on that though—we’ll test when we get there, so let me deal with that if need be. Also, your brilliant daughter has a get-in-free card for a handful of us. She’s created a potion that will get us through the wards undetected, but we only have enough for half of us.” 

Camille frowned. “Not that I doubt Emma’s abilities even a little bit, but we can’t afford a single misstep tonight. Are you absolutely sure the potion works?“

“We are,” I said. “We used them a couple different times today, and we got through them with no problem.” 

I blinked a couple of times. Lilith was a Fae, though she'd never said what kind. I knew she was old but hadn't in my wildest dreams suspected she was thousands of years old. I set aside my worries about breaching the magic that no doubt protected the place. If Lilith said she could handle it, then she could. Plus, we had Emma’s potion, but she didn’t have enough to get us all through. Lilith would never take on a task unless she had absolute confidence it was within her power to complete it. I turned to Cody. "What do you suggest after we managed to make it through the wars?"

Cody chewed on his lip a second, thinking. "We need to find the secret entrances. I've studied enough castles that I have a general idea of where they’ll be, but there's no guarantee. I thought about this after we figured out this was probably the castle we were looking for, but the blueprints don’t include them."

He studied the floor plan for a moment, then put his finger on one of the larger rooms. "Though none of these rooms are labeled, my guess is that this was the Lord’s chamber. Almost without exception, there was an escape route leading from there. It would've been imperative to get him out if somebody managed to breach the defenses of the castle. There might also be underground tunnels big enough to fit horses with riders on in order to flank any attackers by surprise, but that’s just a maybe. I don't want to make any bets until we actually see the place, but that would be lucky. If that's the case, the exit—or entrance for us—might be outside the wards. We could probably find it fairly easily if Shelby uses her powers."

I pressed my lips together. "I've never used them like that. I don't know if I can sense what's underground. All I’ve ever done is actually move the earth, but we have an earth witch who can likely pick right up on any of that." Ivy could no doubt do that. She’d shown her skills all day.

“Then I say we get to it,” Devin said, obviously chomping at the bit to go. She rocked back and forth from the balls of her feet to her heels and was exuding so much anxiety that she was almost vibrating. “We have an entire world of magic—not to mention Breena—to save, and maybe we’ll get lucky enough to actually do it.” 

I grinned and waggled my brows in an attempt to bring her off the cliff a bit. “Luck ain’t gonna have nothin’ to do with it.” 
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Chapter Seventeen
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Though the Academy had been updated in many areas, including installing electricity and technology, it was still a castle. Now that I knew how old Lilith was, I understood why parts of it remained exactly as it had likely been built. The hall that led to the rear exit was lit only with torches. With his near obsession with antiques and old places, Cody was in hog heaven.

I smiled and took his hand as he gazed around in wonder. Even though we were rushing, he was doing his best to absorb the stone that made up the walls and ceilings and the ancient sconces placed at intervals just near enough together to light the way.

"Is the entire place like this?" he asked.

Lilith bestowed a rare smile on him over her shoulder, pride etched on her face. "About half of it. Necessity and common sense dictated that we update parts of it, but I've kept as much of it original as I could."

Though I wasn't sure she would answer, I had to ask. "How long have you been the leader here?"

As I half expected, her answer was vague. "Long enough that I knew it when none of the renovations had occurred."

I'd long suspected that she was one of the founders, but she would never confirm that. She tended to play things close to the vest, at least with the students. I wasn't sure if she had a group of peers, but I hoped that she did. At heart, she was a good person, and I hated to think she was alone in the world.

Spot trotted along beside me, occasionally butting one of his three heads against my leg to remind me he was there. There were definitely advantages to having a hellhound along, so I was glad he was coming.

Cody, on the other hand, was a different matter. I wasn’t sure how to bring it up, but I wasn’t comfortable taking him with us. He must have sensed my emotions because he squeezed my hand. “I know I don’t have any place in the next step. I’ve told you all I can, and if something happened to you because you were worried about me, I’d never forgive myself. You go do your thing, save magic, and come back alive, okay? I want a thorough tour of this place.”

I pulled in a deep breath and blew it out, puffing my cheeks in relief. He was right—I would have definitely split my concentration between the fight and keeping him safe. It was going to be hard enough to focus with Noelle, Emma, and everybody else I cared about there, and they were all powerful witches. 

“I promise.” Emma rushed down the hallway toward us carrying a rucksack. “Jeez. Y’all couldn’t wait a single moment for me to pack what we’re going to need?” 

Lilith tossed her a glance over her shoulder but didn’t slow down. “I knew you’d catch up. You’ve got more tenacity than any witch I’ve ever met.” 

My friend beamed at the compliment, and Camille nudged her shoulder and winked.

We made it to the end of the hallway in record time, and after giving Cody a brief kiss goodbye along with a promise to come back, I stepped through the doorway, ready to do battle.
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Chapter Eighteen
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Just like last time, the portal opened into Birdie's bar. She and the other girls were waiting for us. I quickly made the introductions, and Dru smiled at Noelle. "I'm sure you've heard this a million times, but there's no doubt that you two or sisters. She's a good egg, but she needs a lot of training. I'm not trying to step on your toes, but I'd love to take her under my wing. I get the sense that she has even tapped into her real power yet."

Noelle's lips curved into a dry half-smile. "I don't know you, so how about we get this emerald back and then get to know each other a little before I turn the most precious thing in my life over to you?"

Dru grinned. "Fair enough, but let’s not take too much time to become besties. That girl is a volcano ready to explode."

Birdie cleared her throat. If we're all done with the lovefest, maybe we should focus on saving our magic before we make plans that involve using it."

Lilith huffed a breath out through her nose. "And I suppose you've already made a plan for that?"

"As a matter of fact, I have," my grizzled new friend replied. "I didn't really think we should just sit around and play on our phones while we were waiting for you to get here. This is, after all, our territory, and nobody knows it better than us. Lucy, and Ivy have already gone to the site to do recon and just sent me a text. The castle is either still standing or standing again. Either way, it's there, it's full of witches, and it's warded backwards and forwards. The trick is going to be getting inside and getting the emerald before somebody has a chance to disappear with it. We're only going to get one shot. so we need to make it count."

Lilith gave a sharp nod. “We were discussing ways around the wards earlier. We have enough of Emma's potion for a few of us to get through, but not all of us. Cody believes there are likely external exits that will allow us to gain entry."

Emma held up a hand. "Whoa now, who says I don't have enough potion to get us through the wards? Mila was the one who helped me create that potion, and she had the foresight to make up a batch of her own. We have plenty."

She reached into her rucksack and pulled out what looked like a doctor's kit. Popping the lid open, she handed everybody a small vial. "Drink the whole thing. It only takes a few moments to kick in."

"Then without further ado," Lucy said, stepping forward, "let's go get our Emerald back."

Between Lucy, Drusilla, Birdie, Ivy, and Lilith, who all knew exactly where the castle was located, we teleported there in one go. I was confused because the castle appeared to be a total wreck.

I turned to Ivy, who'd telepor6ed me there. "Are you sure we're in the right spot?"

She nodded, her eyes gleaming with a combination of humor and satisfaction. "Positive. it's one of their defenses. it's glamoured. I tested the ground, and my magic confirms that there’s a fully intact castle standing there. I even checked twice."

Despite how much I loathed Katrina, I was impressed.

"Everybody take your potion," Emma called softly.

I did as she said, and the tingling feeling I was getting used to radiated from my stomach to my fingers and toes.

Emma gave a little shiver and smiled. "That should do it."

Something occurred to me. "Wait!" I turned to Ivy. "Did you have a chance to detect any tunnels around the property?  Cody says there are likely at least a couple, and it probably wouldn't hurt for us to use them. They'd probably put us inside the castle, so we could breach the interior rather than fighting our way through the door."

She closed her eyes, then opened them a few moments later. "He was right. There's a big one maybe a quarter mile from here. It's a solid plan."

Just in case Katrina had actually placed guards around the place, I motioned for everybody to come into a huddle and explained what Ivy had found.

"That's what we're going to do," Lilith said. "There's no need fighting our way through the front when we can sneak up on them from inside."

According to Ivy, there weren’t any physical traps, so since we’d taken Emma’s potion, we cut straight across the part of the property that offered cover rather than skimming the property line. Cautiously, we worked our way to the entrance to the tunnel.

We stopped at a small mound, and Ivy motioned to it. "This is the entrance."

I moved forward and pulled away the bushes that had grown in front of it over the years. That was a good sign that Katrina probably didn't know about it. She wouldn't have left it unguarded if she had. The bushes covered an iron grate. Rather than risk using magic, Oliver, Noelle, and I worked together to swing it open.

Beside me, Noelle shuddered. She wasn't a fan of the dark or confined spaces, so I could only imagine how much she was dreading this. I reached out and took her hand and gave it a squeeze. "We've got this. Just think — at the end of this tunnel is the woman who's tortured our family for decades. It's time to get some payback."

The doubt that had shown on her face only moments before turned to vicious glee, and I was grateful I wasn't the one on the bad end of it. My sister was wicked when she wanted to be, and tonight she'd get the chance to slay the demons that had haunted us. I steeled myself against the sliver of fear that slid down my spine when I realized that was quite literally what was going to happen. Without wasting another moment, she stepped into the tunnel.

Thankfully, we'd managed to find one that was built to carry soldiers on horseback. There was plenty of room so that we didn't have to walk bent over, and we could even walk two and three abroad. Rather than risk using magic, we used the lights on our cell phones to guide us. Within ten minutes or so, we came to a set of stone stairs that led to another grate. Pushing upwards proved much more difficult than opening the other end head. 

Noelle used her special spell she’d crafted for her furniture business to make things lighter, then nodded. Before we did, Lucy sent out tendrils of her magic to see if anybody was in whatever room this was leading to. Rather than speak out loud, she gave the go-ahead with a motion of her hand. Everybody that could fit on the top two steps pushed against the iron. It squealed as we opened it, but there wasn't much we could do about that. Once we were in the room, we wasted no time.

"There are about fifteen people or so, and are all in one room downstairs," Lucy said after a few moments.

We crept quietly down the hallway until we came to the grand staircase. Voices murmured below, and it seemed surreal that such horrible people were discussing what to binge on Netflix.

I turned to Birdie and cast a privacy bubble around us So that we wouldn't be heard. "You said you'd probably be able to feel the stone, so that's your primary mission. I doubt they're keeping it in the living room with them, but they might be. Can you sense it?"

She shook her head. "No, at this distance, I would be able to."

"Then you scour this place and retrieve it, then get out of Dodge. We'll take care of these people and keep them occupied."

She started to protest, and I knew it was because she was excited to be in the thick of battle, but I shook my head. "You're the best hope we have, and  failure isn't an option."

With that, I stepped into the room and fired the first shot.

Noelle was next, she went straight for Katrina. A tall, willowy witch cast a fireball at me, I cracked it with my whip, splitting it in half before it was even halfway across the room. I drew my arm back and slung my with again, this time using it Wonder-Woman style to lasso her and yank her to the floor. Lilith jumped forward and slapped a pair of magical cuffs on her as well as the witch she'd taken down. 

The others fought around us, but everybody other than Katrina was obviously out-magicked. It didn't take long until everybody was subdued except for the head which herself. It was then that I noticed from the corner of my eye that we'd missed one. It was the same man Who’d disappeared with the stone from the last place. He made a mad dash for the staircase, and he was too far away for me to get him with my whip.

Magic crackled in the air around us as I gave chase. "Not this time," I sneered as he glanced at me over his shoulder. "It's my turn tonight."

I made a mad dash toward, and when I was close enough, I cracked my whip at him, then gasped in astonishment. Just like the man earlier today, he brushed it away. Rather than waste a second, I summoned a fireball and hit him squarely between the shoulders, knocking him down on the staircase. At that moment, I caught the glimmer of chandelier light on a black wing and a glint of green as Birdie flew toward the window, pausing to nod at me before she disappeared. She’d found the emerald, and now it was safe. I summoned a pair of cuffs from Lilith's and slapped them on the man, then turned around just in time to see my sister trip over a couch. Katrina’s face contorted into a malicious grin, and she amped up the magic she was throwing toward Noelle. My sister managed to throw up a shield of magical green energy, but that was all she could do.

I bound that direction, my magic swelling within me. The fear, frustration, and shame built from all of those years that I'd been without my magic, and all of the angst that my aunt Beth had suffered since hers had been fragmented boiled from within me. My vision reddened with rage, and pink lightning burst from my fingertips, nailing Katrina in the center of her chest with so much force it pushed her through the stone wall behind her. Rather than close my eyes and look away as I wanted to, I forced myself to make sure she was gone once and for all. We’d made the mistake of thinking she was gone and out of our lives for good once, and I wasn’t about to make that mistake again.

As I stared into her lifeless eyes, a huge weight lifted off my shoulders. Finally, my family was free and good magic was safe. If that was the cross I had to bear, then so be it.
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