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COURTNEY. 

I was going to find the one responsible for poisoning me if it was the last thing I ever did. If it hadn’t been for my fast-thinking sister, Bella... I’d be long dead.

The only problem with my revenge plan... I didn’t even know where to start. Who would do such a vile, terrible thing to me? I didn’t have many enemies... I didn’t think. Afterall. I’d spent my whole life in a secret, private realm. I hadn’t exactly had time to make anyone hate me.

My extended family however... they had enemies. Not just my sister, Ava, who’d pushed the Warlock Council to defy tradition and recognize her as our father’s heir. Or my middle sister, Bella, who’d literally fought a battle with shifters over inalienable rights, including the ability to marry outside of our species. Even my father had defied tradition by secretly being with my mother despite an arranged marriage and fathered the three of us.

They were all bad-asses, and I was so proud of what they’d manage to do. Going up against the forces of evil and injustice. But me? I hadn’t done anything that would warrant being poisoned. Especially back when it had happened, I’d barely stepped outside out private realm for more than a few nights of partying. 

Then again, the bad guys didn’t need a reason to do something bad to me. A warlock had tried to kill me in the library one night too... but our father got him first. 

Thank goodness.

I chewed on my bottom lip, my thoughts in a downward spiral of annoyance. I really should speak to my family about my need for revenge. They’d understand, surely? I had to find out who had poisoned me. But I also didn’t want to worry them. 

They all had their own issues. Ava had a new baby and Bella, a fledgling marriage. Just because I was the youngest didn’t mean I had to ask them for help all the time. I should be able to figure this out myself, the way both Ava and Bella had.

“Hey, Court!” Bella called out to me, “Can I get some help for a sec?” 

I set down the book Bella had given me to read on the small table beside me. “Coming!” I called out as I jumped up from the comfortable barrel chair and left the new library Bella had built as part of the extension to their tiny cottage. 

I found myself visiting here more and more often. I hadn’t been much of a reader before Mother passed away. There had always been something else to do, and I’d never been able to sit still long enough to really get into anything with depth. But now, I found myself enjoying the solitude.

I stepped into the living room and found Bella trying to balance Ava’s squirming son, two books and a basket of eggs in her arms. She looked like she was about to drop all of them any second. How she constantly found herself juggling multiple things at once, I had no idea, but it amused me, nonetheless.

“Can you take him?” Bella asked, sounding exasperated as I just stood there staring at them. She started to topple to the side while the baby reached for something a few feet away.

I raced forward and scooped up the next High Warlock of all the realms into my arms with as much ease as I could. I still wasn’t terribly familiar with babies, but that didn’t make my nephew any less cute. “Of course. Come here, beautiful boy.” 

Ava and Tavlor had named their son Matlock after our father, though everyone affectionately called the baby Matty, which seemed to fit him more. He was three quarters warlock, a quarter Fae, and a hundred percent the most loved baby in the whole world, in my unbiased opinion.

A single egg slipped from Bella’s basket and cracked on the wooden floor, yellow yolk running between the broken shell.

“Damn it,” Bella muttered under her breath, flicking her hand at the mess and cleaning it up with a single spell. “I’ve gotta get a trolley or something. I’m tired of wasting good food.”

I laughed as I juggled my six-month-old nephew from hip to hip. “He’s getting heavy. Aren’t you gorgeous?” I cooed, eyeing him with affection.

My nephew’s chubby face split into a huge grin as he grabbed a handful of my red, curly hair and yanked hard.

“Ow!” I gasped, surprised at how much it hurt. He chuckled away as though it was the funniest thing he’d ever heard. 

I managed to untangle his chubby little fingers just before Bella came along and scooped him out of my arms. She plonked him in a highchair she’d magicked up and buckled him in. Her movements were fluid and natural. I couldn’t help but watch her interact with him. It was a huge surprise to everyone, but Bella was more maternal than anyone had expected. Way more than me. 

Maybe this newfound maternal side of Bella was a side-affect of getting married.

Bella sat down in front of Matty with a bowl of some sort of goop. I wrinkled my nose, not envying his meal whatsoever.

I crossed my arms over my chest and leaned back against the kitchen counter. “So much for minimizing your use of magic around here, huh?”

Bella scooped up some of the mixture that looked a bit like yogurt or custard and thrust the spoon into the baby’s waiting mouth. “Yeah, well, when I have Matty, magic is necessary. No wonder Mother conjured up a whole lot of servants to help her. Babies are hard!”

The mention of Mother and everything she’d done for us had a wave of sadness passing over me. She’d hidden so much from us, for so long. It was hard to forgive her now that I knew everything. 

I pushed against the sadness, and it quickly flipped into anger. “Yeah... well. She did have us all on purpose. Well... maybe not Ava. But us, she did. So, she made a choice about how much ‘hard’ she was willing to take on.”

Bella glanced up at me, her eyes sparkling with humor. “Yeah, Ava was the accident. Not us. I think we should remind her of that on occasion.”

Bella agreeing with me didn’t help extinguish the pain in my chest. My mother’s choice to have three children by herself and keep them trapped in a private realm for twenty years was still something I had issues with. It was the main reason why I wasn’t sure I could move past the ‘fun aunt’ phase of my life and transition into potentially being a mother myself. I didn’t want to repeat any of my mother’s mistakes.

I dropped my head and stared down at the lovely wooden floor, “Do you think she thought about what sort of danger she was putting us in?” 

Surely, she must have. Mother was the least stupid woman I’d ever met.

But that didn’t stop me from wondering what sort of woman would deliberately have children to a man with unlimited enemies. The Council and their many factions had tried to kill all three of us multiple times. 

Did Mother consider that danger when she’d chosen to conceive Bella? Then me? Did she realize what the consequences of her actions would be? Did she even care? 

I wasn’t sure we’d ever get an answer.

“I know she thought about it,” Bella responded, then twisted her lips in a thoughtful smile. “She must have decided she’d be able to keep us safe.”

“Hmph... yeah. Maybe.” And she had, for a long time. For twenty-one years she’d hidden Ava, then begged our older sister not to go in search of our father.

That had lasted about an hour, then Ava had been off in search of the High Warlock who had fathered us all. 

“Speaking of family things... sort of,” Bella began, “Dad was talking about possibly throwing us a joint birthday party, since you’re turning twenty-one in a couple of weeks.”

I wandered over to the small dining table and sat down on one of the wooden seats. “Ah, yeah. I suppose that’s a good idea. I hadn’t really thought about it.”

I’d been thinking about my actual birthday, of course. Twenty-one was a big deal, especially in a world where that age meant I was officially an adult, and the Council would want me to join them.

Something I’d avoided so far, partly thanks to our cousin Clarissa vouching for my lack of health and partly because of my age. But in a few weeks, I’d turn twenty-one, Bella would turn twenty-two and Ava would be twenty-three.

If only Mother could be here to see us.

Bella wiped the baby’s face and turned towards me. “Well, Dad wants to put on a big party, and he’s told me to invite everyone. The wolves, the Fae. It’s gonna be a melting pot of people.”

I inhaled sharply, the first thought being one of fear and worry. With that many different species at one party, surely a fight would break out? “What about the Council? Will they be there?”

The Council was made up of only witches and warlocks. All the members were elitist assholes who believed in ‘pure bloodlines’ and other bullshit like that. Every council member was part of an old family that had held onto power for too long, for too many generations.

And they needed to be taken down.

Bella shrugged and waved her hand over the table to conjure up a hot pot of tea. “They could be... But celebrating our existence isn’t exactly on the top of their priority list.”

“Hmmm...” I nodded, agreeing with her but not wanting to express my thoughts aloud. The council were more likely to put explosives in our birthday cake rather than actively celebrate Ava, Bella and my births. 

I put a hand to the side of skull. My head was beginning to ache. “Is Ava coming to grab the baby soon?”

Bella poured me a cup of tea, her eyebrows flickering with interest. “Why? Do you need to go?”

I nodded, grabbing the pretty teacup and taking a sip to calm the anxiety rising within me. “My head’s starting to hurt, but if Ava isn’t far away, I’ll wait to see her.”

It had been a few weeks since I’d seen my eldest sister, and I missed her.

Bella opened a tin of cookies covered with icing sugar and pushed them towards me. “You’re still feeling unwell?”

I nodded and chomped on a cookie, my usual coping mechanism for the pain. “Clarissa’s medicines help, but...” I shrugged. I didn’t want to talk about how shitty I felt all the time. The fatigue and headaches were just another reminder of the fact that the Council hated us and how much they wanted us all dead.

I shook myself. Focus. “So, Ava...”

“Won’t be back for a few hours.” Bella finished for me. “She even pumped some breast milk so I could give Matty a bottle and put him down for a nap.”

A wave of nausea passed over me and I gulped at the tea, forcing the feeling down. “I might get going then.”

“You can lie down here,” Bella said, jumping to her feet as I staggered to the door.

I shook my head. “No. I need quiet, and I love our nephew but...”

“He’s not quiet,” Bella agreed, scooping up the gurgling baby and holding him on her hip.

I took a moment to absorb the image my bookworm sister made. Bella was married, glowing, and had a baby on her hip. I’d never thought I’d see the day. “You know you look really good with a baby, Bella.”

She chuckled and shook her head. “Thanks, but I’m nowhere near ready for my own. Though I love being an auntie.”

I took a step towards them and kissed Matty on the top of his soft curls and bid my sister goodbye. I managed to get back through the portal and into the magical realm before I lost the will to go any further. From there, I was going to take a way home that my father had given me to get back quickly and safely. Although it wasn’t exactly ‘legal.’

According to the laws by the Council, I was supposed to hop through half a dozen checkpoints and portals to return to the place I slept, the High Warlock’s office. My father had converted it into a 3-bedroom apartment for us.

I didn’t have the energy to go through the protocol today, so I reached for the necklace beneath my t-shirt. I cast my spell and within a moment, I was standing in my father’s office, only a few feet from my bedroom. 

A groan rose into my throat just before I collapsed onto the couch, finally able to let go of my façade of control. “Fuck... I feel like shit.”

And I really did. My eyesight had reduced into tunnel vision and my head throbbed with the pounding of a hammer against an anvil. I had to lie down. But not out here.

I managed to stagger over to my bedroom, focusing on putting one foot in front of the other. The door opened under my frantic pushing, and after a few more painful steps, I fell face first onto the bed with a sigh.

“Gah...” I crawled up my super comfy, huge mattress and put my head on the pillow.

I closed my eyes and relaxed into the softness, the pain immediately going dull now that I was safely back. I had to admit I loved our home. Because my father was so important, his office had been built in a private, secure realm, to keep him safe while he worked. 

When his arranged marriage had fallen apart, he’d built a bedroom and a bathroom onto the office so that he could sleep there.

When Ava had found him and had needed somewhere safe to sleep, he’d extended the office and created her a bedroom as well. After she’d married Tavlor and moved away, Bella had come to the Magic Realm and moved in, and she’d slept in Ava’s room too. 

Dad had built me my own bedroom. It was huge, twice as big as Ava’s, with a luxurious bathroom and every sort of fancy thing I wanted. It had made me feel special and spoiled after the first attack on my life.

That attack, where a hot guy at the local bar had poisoned me, still had me physically reeling. 

Case and point. 

I rolled onto my side, tucked my hand under my head and tried to fall into a painless sleep. Clarissa, our cousin who’d been helping me since I’d first been poisoned, told me sleep was key in my recovery. I’d spent days, weeks, months resting in bed, but I wasn’t getting any better.

Even so, I had nothing else to do, so I was trying to concentrate on getting better. The Council hadn’t appointed me a job, and my sisters didn’t need me. I may as well sleep. 

Pathetic, really. I’d grown up being the fiery one. The flame-haired hellion that my mother always said would become the most powerful of the three of us. But she’d been wrong. 

I wasn’t strong. I was the useless sister. Now and forever.

I woke up to the sounds of bumping and movement in the living room. “Dad? Is that you?” 

It had to be. Who else would come here?  

When Dad didn’t answer, or come to see me, I pushed myself to sit up and stretched my arms above my head. Another strange bump sounded and this one made me hop to my feet and walk to the door. That wasn’t my father. I wasn’t sure how I knew, but I could tell. The noises were... wrong.

I drew what little magic I had nowadays into my body and got ready to defend our home, as it was. I still had my belly tattoo, the one Bella had branded me with years ago. It would protect me from a single death shot, and that in itself made me feel stronger. But it didn’t stop my heart from thumping in my chest and making adrenaline zing through my veins. 

I reached for the doorknob, grabbed the chrome handle and threw the door open.

The woman I saw on the other side froze in shock, and she was the last person I wanted to see.
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“WHAT ARE YOU DOING here?” I demanded of the High Witch, or whatever the hell they called my father’s estranged wife. I would have preferred to call her ‘high bitch.’ 

But since I wasn’t up to my normal levels of kickass, I needed to hold back or else I would be blamed for whatever happened between us. 

Stepmother dearest.

I sneered at her, not bothering to hide the true nature of my feelings towards her. Her position as my father’s first wife had granted her certain levels of respect, but since she’d been sent to a prison for trying to kill Ava years ago... I’d thought she was locked up forever.

Chastity... or Charity... or whatever her name was, rose sleekly from her crouched position on the floor. She’d obviously been looking for something, the area around her littered with books and furniture she’d moved in her search. 

There was no other reason she’d be on the floor on purpose. Hell, she probably paid someone to do her floor searches for her, though where that person currently was, I had no idea.

My eyes flicked up and down her person, narrowing slightly at the heels and jewelry. She was still a good-looking woman, with high cheekbones, big eyes and stunningly expensive clothes. 

So much for prison, huh?

But as I studied her even further, I realized that the aura around her resembled a black cloud. Even as I stared at her, I couldn’t stop the shuddering chill that passed through me. I didn’t like her. There was something inside her soul that I couldn’t fathom, couldn’t understand. It made me shift with discomfort.

She was the ice queen. Evil to the core. How my father could have married her...

Not like he had a choice.

My anger began to bubble when she didn’t answer. “I said—”

“I heard you.” She snapped; her tone as sharp as a whip. She locked her eyes onto me, glaring as though our positions were reversed and I was the invader.

What a piece of work.

I would have been impressed if I didn’t hate her so much. “Get. Out.”

She walked to the door, and it flicked open for her, something it was not meant to do. My father’s security was supposed to keep her out. And yet... What the hell had she done? And how had she done it?

My gaze scanned her again. Had she pocketed something? Had she found what she’d been looking for? What was it, exactly?

I took a step towards her, ready to stop her from leaving. She’d obviously come here to steal something from us, and I wasn’t about to let her get away with it. “Hey, you can’t just—”  

She hit me with magic powerful enough to knock me off my feet. I didn’t even see her flick her hand or speak a spell. One moment I was taking a step forward, then I was being whacked back so that my ass landed on the sofa.

“Oof.” I cried out as I flung my arms out for purchase on anything I could grab. When I glanced up my stepmother was gone, and the door was shutting behind her.

I froze, breathing hard. I tried to make sense of what had just happened but found I couldn’t. 

Sliding to the edge of the couch, I took steady, even breaths. “What the hell was that?”

The door opened once more and I jumped up, hands clenched and ready for a fight this time. She wasn’t going to catch me unaware again. 

I conjured a spell, creating a fireball in my palm. I was ready. I could already picture the look on her face the second I released it at her. My lips curved into a smirk at the thought, and my stomach bubbled with anticipation.

But the person who stepped into the room wasn’t a stranger. “Dad!” I cried out with relief, releasing all the aggressive magic coiled inside my palms. 

The ball of magic burned down into wisps of smoke and my shoulders sagged. So much for getting the revenge I so desperately wanted.

“Courtney, what’s happened?” Dad shrugged out of his long, black coat and set his large bag down on the sofa. He eyed me with curiosity mixed with concern. I began to recognize the look as belonging to me and me alone.

“Your... your...” I was shaking now, still angry, but the adrenaline was quickly leeching from my system, turning me into an utter mess. I raked my fingers through my hair, trying to get a hold of my senses. “She...I don’t...”

“Oh, sweetheart.” My father conjured a fluffy purple blanket and came over to wrap it around me. His hands lingered on my shoulders in a comforting manner, and I let myself sag into the paternal affection he offered. “Sit down and tell me what’s happened.”

I fell back towards the couch and collapsed onto the cushions. 

I didn’t understand why I was responding this way. Nothing terrible had happened. I was just taken by surprise. “Your... wife...” That sounded so wrong. I sneered, shaking my head. “She... came here looking for something.” 

My father, who was in the middle of conjuring dinner for us both, froze with his hand waving about in mid-air. “You mean—”

“Yeah, Charity... Chastity... whatever her name is. She came and was looking for something. She obviously didn’t know I was here.” I’d gotten most of my voice back, which was good. Now I had to get control of my body once more. I pulled my knees up and rearranged the blanket to cover myself from neck to toes, forcing the cold from my blood.

My father had managed to start moving again and handed me a mug of hot chocolate, white and pink marshmallows floating on the surface. “Here.”

“Thanks.” I said, taking the drink from him. “When I came out of my bedroom to see who was making suck a racket, she was kneeling down on the carpet, looking under the chairs and the table.”

My father sat on the sofa opposite me, perched on the edge, his back ramrod straight. “I can’t believe she managed to get past my wards. Are you sure it was her?”

I nodded, wrapping my hands around the warm mug. “Absolutely. Ava and Bella showed me a picture of her ages ago. Just in case. But I thought she was in prison... or something. Didn’t she try to kill Ava in front of everyone?”

Matlock sighed, clasping his hands together. “She did, which is why she was sentenced to house arrest for the remainder of her life. She’s supposed to be in her family realm, unable to leave.”

I snorted out a laugh. House arrest in a private family realm? A council, old, rich family? Oh yeah... she was really suffering. 

“Well, someone let her out and she was looking for something.” I met my father’s gaze, curious now. “Do you know what she was trying to find?”

He slid back on his sofa, crossing his ankle over his knee. “It could be any number of things. A jewel, a book, my...” His hand went to his chest.

“What is it?” I asked, putting the mug down on the coffee table.

Matlock reached into his shirt and lifted a thin gold necklace over his head and showed me what he was wearing.

I stared at the locket, a piece of jewelry I’d looked at every day of my life before my mother died. “It’s Mother’s necklace.” The one Ava had told us Mother resided in. 

He placed the gold locket on his palm and moved his hand closer to me. “Yes. It’s the only thing in my possession that is irreplaceable. She... is irreplaceable.”

“She?” I repeated, my throat tightening with emotion. Was it possible? What Ava had once told us? That mother’s soul was really in that thing.

Dad smiled and gestured to me. “Take it. Please. Wear it.” 

I reached out and took the necklace from his hand. I’d wanted to speak to my mother for so long, but I’d never thought to ask for such a thing.

“I’m afraid,” I whispered, my hand shaking as I stroked the front of my locket with my fingertips.

Matlock chuckled. “Of what?”

“Of what she’s gonna say.” A smile trembled on my lips. “I know she’ll be mad at me over something.”

Dad burst out laughing, a sound I didn’t hear nearly enough. Tears trembled on my eyelashes as I put the chain over my head and let the locket fall onto my chest.

I waited, and nothing happened. I glanced up at him and met his worried gaze with my own. “What am I supposed to—”

Courtney? Baby girl, is that really you?

“Mother?” I gasped out, reaching for the pendant and holding it tightly in my hand as my mother’s voice filled my mind.
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