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      Being a forty-something, newly divorced, single mom is getting easier every day. Thankfully, so is being a witch, you know, when monsters and power-hungry sorcerers aren’t trying to kill me. And they aren’t the only ones who want to take me down. Too bad for all of them. I don’t die easy.

      Now that my nero-craft has been triggered, I’m off to the Iron Grove compound, along with my hot druid boyfriend and his violently awesome sister, to learn magic from the best of the best. Of course, not every druid or tru-craft witch is happy about me adding water magic to the earth, fire, and air magic I already wield. There is even talk of a test they want me to take that sounds about as much fun as an alien probing. No, thank you.

      I’ll have to rely on allies, old and new if I want to survive the incoming tide of enemies who want me to drown in my own magic.

      Literally.
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      The feel of Keir’s body when he shoved me against the padded wall of the gym at  Iron Grove quickened my pulse. I shivered with delicious anticipation as he held my wrists above my head, then dipped his lips to my ear.

      “Calm,” he whispered.

      I tried to yank myself out of his hold, but his sinewy muscles were stronger than my own. My breath came in short pants as sweat beaded my brow. “Don’t you know you should never tell a woman to calm down?”

      “Adrenaline will get you killed in hand-to-hand combat,” he said. “You have to learn to calm…uhm, I mean, you have to find a way to keep your fight or flight reflexes in check. You’re getting too excited.”

      I leaned in and gave his neck a playful nip. I felt his pulse leap under my tongue. I smiled. “I’m not the only one excited.”

      “Yeah,” he rasped. “But this isn’t a fight.”

      “I don’t think any bad guys are planning to kiss me to death.”

      Keir chuckled. “Maybe we should take a break.”

      He stole my rebuttal with a kiss that left me breathless and weak in the knees. He shifted his hips against me as he moved his mouth over mine. My fingers itched to touch him, but he held my wrists firm. His tongue slipped past my parted lips. His touch electrified my body and stole my will to resist. His kiss became insistent, hungry, and possessive as I went up on my toes to meet his passion with my own. Our bond transcended the physical. Until Keir, I’d never understood “I’d die for you.”

      I moaned.

      Keir moaned.

      Luanne, Keir’s sister, also moaned. “Dudes,” she complained. “We’re supposed to be training Iris in hand-to-hand combat, not auditioning her for a porno.”

      I giggled.

      Keir quirked a brow at me and grinned. “Spoilsport,” he muttered before stepping back and letting my wrists go. He turned to Lu. “Sorry.” He gave her a two-finger salute. “Back to it, Drill Sergeant.”

      “Har, har,” she replied. “If I was a drill sergeant, you’d be dropping and giving me a hundred right now.”

      “A hundred what?” I asked her. “If it’s dollars, I’ll happily pay the price to end this session early.”

      “You wish,” Lu scoffed.

      I really did. When we arrived at Iron Grove to meet Archdruid Freya and her bonded witch Thomas, I’d been super stoked. Then we were told that they’d been called away on “business,” and we’d been instructed to stay put until they returned. This made me understandably less stoked. That had been three days ago.

      As a result of all the free time on our hands, both Keir and Lu insisted that I brush up on self-defense. Blech. I was better at the physical stuff since taking my sister Rose’s hard-core Cross-fit sessions, but I still didn’t love working out. Still, learning to be a better fighter probably wasn’t a bad idea. I’d be the first to admit that my magic didn’t always work the way I wanted it to, so having a backup plan was smart. I just didn’t relish all the residual aches and pains that went along with it. I wanted to be at my best when I met Thomas. I was eager to learn from the old tru-crafter, and I hoped he could help me focus my magic in a way that didn’t involve me dying a horrible death.

      It had been a week since I’d purposely activated nero-craft, and so far, I’d not been able to perform a single spell. Reflecting back, I’d been full of hubris when I’d rubbed my spit on my grimoire. After I’d finally managed to wrangle air magic, I’d really thought I’d discovered the key to all tru-craft. But so far, I hadn’t been able to do anything with water that didn’t involve employing earth, fire, and air.

      Keir told me to be patient, but I had to constantly fight to keep the panic to a minimum. I’d nearly died learning my first element, tera-craft. It had taken weeks for ignis-craft to flare to life. Aero-craft had taken hold within a few days, but it had been unstable as all get-out. I was determined to embrace nero-craft. To face it without fear or apprehension whenever it chose to rear its watery head.

      I had been excited to go to Iron Grove, but now that I was hundreds of miles from home in a remote location in Northern Michigan, I missed my kid, Linda the Gnome, and Bob the butthole-less imp.

      “When do you think Thomas and your grandmother will get back?” I asked as we lined up for our next go-around.

      Lu made an annoyed sound. She had a big bug up her butt about her grandmother. She blamed the woman for her beloved grandfather’s death. The fact that Keir didn’t share Lu’s animosity toward the powerful duo made me wonder if Lu’s anger was a case of misplaced grief.

      A man with platinum blond hair and dark brown eyes, wearing gray workout gear and holding a duffel bag, knocked outside the room before he entered. I’d met him earlier in the week. Lu had introduced him as Simon, one of a dozen druids tasked with guarding the Iron Grove. His gaze shifted around the room to take in the scene. He raised his brows. “They’re back,” he said. “The Archdruid wants all three of you to join her for dinner.”

      “And people in Hell want ice cream,” Lu replied. “You can tell her eminence that it’s a hard pass from me.”

      Simon made a noise of dissent and shook his head. “Tell her yourself at dinner.” He didn’t wait around to listen to the onslaught of curses that came rapid-fire from Lu.

      I placed my hands on Keir’s shoulders. “It’s showtime.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I don’t know what I’d expected when I found out we were having dinner in the archdruid’s quarters, but a rectangular farmhouse-style table with mismatched chairs in a large cozy kitchen hadn’t been on my archdruid bingo card. Even with the window open and a fresh breeze coming in, the savory scent of roasted carrots, onions, and cooking wine filled the space and made my mouth water. Freya Quinn was a tall, slender woman. She had a mass of frizzy gray hair that spilled down her back. Her eyes were gray, reminiscent of tumbled smoky quartz, and her gaze was sharp, clear, and shrewd. I imagined she didn’t miss much. Some people equated being old with being frail. There was nothing frail about the archdruid.

      She smiled as she greeted us. “Keir, my darling.” She held out her arms. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Mam-o.” Keir embraced the older woman and kissed her cheek. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Where’s your sister?” she asked as they parted.

      “You know Lu,” Keir said. I smiled when he reached back and held his hand out to me. “This is Iris.”

      The woman gave me an assessing look and then nodded. “We finally meet.”

      “It’s a pleasure, Archdruid.” I did an awkward half-curtsy, half-nod, with a two-finger salute as I searched for a hole to crawl inside. I was making a terrible first impression.

      The archdruid’s eyes widened, and her frown deepened. Then, she started to laugh. “Oh, my dear girl. There is no need for such formality. Please, call me Freya.” She gestured to a covered Dutch oven on the stove. “I’ve made coq au vin.”

      “You made it?” I asked, unable to keep the incredulity from my voice. “I mean. I didn’t expect….”

      “Mam-o makes a mean coq au vin.” Keir walked over to the stove and tipped the lid up on the pot. “Damn, that smells great. You’re going to love it.” He smiled at his grandmother. “My mouth is watering already.”

      Mam-o smacked his hand before he could dip his finger into the sauce. “Wash your hands and have a seat.”

      Keir and I went to the sink and washed up. He handed me a hand towel to dry with. As I patted my hands, I asked, “Can I help you with anything?”

      “No,” Keir said quick enough to give me whiplash. He grinned sheepishly. “No offense, but you’re better at potions than you are at—”

      I raised my hand to stop him. “I wasn’t offering to cook, just help.” He looked so relieved I was a little wounded. “I make a mean mac-and-cheese.”

      “With cut-up smoked sausages,” he added. “I remember. It was…edible.”

      I flicked his shoulder. “Hey, that’s Michael’s favorite.”

      He rubbed the spot and chuckled. “Maybe when he was seven.”

      It was hard to defend mac-n-meat, but I tried anyhow. “I elevated the dish by not using hot dogs.”

      Keir grinned. “Lucky me.”

      My lip curled into a snarl, and I bared my teeth. “Not tonight, you’re not.”

      “Behave, children.” The archdruid took the coq au vin from the stove and set it on the table. “Now sit.”

      The table had four settings, including plates, napkins, forks, and butter knives. Freya retrieved a boule of bread from the oven and set it down next to the pot. I took the chair closest to the entry. “Is Thomas joining us?” Keir sat in the seat next to me.

      “Our trip was taxing, and he was eager to get home.” She took the lid off and slipped a ladle inside. “He’ll meet you tomorrow.”

      Keir held out his plate as she served him a helping of the chicken and veggie dish.

      “Taxing, huh? Anything you can talk about?” he asked.

      She ladled a serving of the savory chicken dish onto my plate and gave me a tight smile. “That’s why I invited you both to dinner.”

      Keir’s brows narrowed. “Was your trip about Iris?”

      “Me?” I stopped salivating and gave the woman a sharp look. “Why would it be about me?”

      “Unfortunately, word gets around,” Freya said. “The North American Council of Groves found out that you can command multiple elements.”

      “Who told them?” I asked.

      “Word has a way of traveling in our world.” Freya waved her hand as if to clear the air, then sat in the chair to my left. “The point is, the other groves know about you now.”

      “Okay.” I took a bite, and it was heaven. “Damn, this is so good.” I wagged my fork at her. “Did you put peaches in this?”

      “Close.” She gave me a nod of approval. “You’re tasting the chanterelles.”

      “Mushrooms?” I’d heard of chanterelles, but I don’t think I’d ever eaten them before.

      “Yes.” Her gray eyes brightened. “They give a slight fruitiness to the dish without adding sweetness.”

      “Genius.” I took another bite.

      “Can we stay on topic?” Keir asked. I heard the concern in his voice and knew he was worried.

      Freya sighed. “Representatives from all the North American groves and their tru-craft covens are coming to witness Iris’s test.”

      I paused between bites. “Ugh. I am not a good test taker.” I paused, my fork aimed at a tender piece of juicy chicken. “What kind of test?”

      “There will be four challenges that you will have to master using cunning, craft, and control.” She kept her gaze steady on me as she added, “It’s an ancient rite of passage for tru-craft witches called the malificionito.”

      “No.” Keir stood up, anger hardening his eyes. “Not the malificionito.”

      “From what you’ve said, Iris is strong. She’ll be fine.” Freya wouldn’t make eye contact. That made me nervous. She didn’t strike me as a woman cowed by truth.

      “Every time people start throwing around foreign words, I’m worried. What’s this maleficent, and why is it neat-o?”

      “Malificionito,” Freya corrected. “It’s an ancient test designed to weed out false witches.”

      “I’m not a false witch.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” said Keir, his voice tight with anger.  “Anyone claiming to possess tru-craft can be tested in the malificionito. They have to face a single trial for the element they claim. Pretenders died.”

      I gave him a sharp look. “And the real deals?”

      “They sometimes died as well.” Keir glared at his grandmother. “The test can push your magic to the point of burn.”

      “Aether dust?” I asked.

      Keir nodded. “Aether dust.”

      Okay, that was bad. Aether dust was a result of magic burning so hot the unfortunate witch would feel like she was puking and crapping solar flares until her flesh and bones disintegrated into magical ash. I’d felt this way when earth magic nearly killed me, and I had no desire to suffer through it again. I wouldn’t risk my life just to prove to a bunch of bitchy witches that I possessed tru-craft.

      “I don’t need to prove my witch-worthiness,” I said. “So that’s a maleficent-no.”

      Freya looked at me, her expression grim. “I’m sorry, Iris. You don’t have a choice.”
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      Blindsided. That was the only word to describe how I felt. I’d come to the Iron Grove compound in good faith. This was supposed to be a simple face-to-face introduction to Freya and Thomas. I’d hoped to learn more about tru-craft while I was here and, maybe, unlock some of the secrets to my past.  But being forced into taking an ancient witch-killing test? Wow. I had not seen that coming.

      “She said no.” Keir stood up and dropped his napkin onto his still-full plate. “We’re leaving.”

      A tell-tale tingle started in my lips and tongue as my peripheral vision dimmed. I grabbed the edge of the table and took two sharp, quick breaths to clear my head. Passing out face-first in the archdruid’s coq au vin wasn’t an option.

      “Keir, you know how this works,” said Freya. “The council voted, and we must abide by the ruling.”

      “Iris is not a member of the Grove,” said Keir. “She doesn’t have to abide by their archaic rules.”

      “If the decision was mine, I would outlaw the malificionito. Thomas and I stopped the practice in our territories. But it remains an option in other Groves, and unfortunately, the majority of the Council voted for the malificionito.”

      “Obviously,” I muttered as the light-headedness cleared and I found my legs. I stood up from the table. Keir’s face was a mire of anger, confusion, and betrayal, but even more, I saw fear. Whatever these tests were, they frightened him. He was scared I couldn’t survive. Freya gestured to the chairs. “Please, sit back down, you two.” Keir scoffed. “Goodbye, Archdruid Quinn.” He grasped my arm and tugged me toward the door.

      “Iris, the Council doesn’t believe that you’re faking tru-craft. They want to test you to see if you can control your powers.”

      Keir and I stopped and turned once again to face the archdruid. “I can control my magic,” I protested.

      “Barely,” she said. “Trust me, Iris. The malificionito is the lesser of two evils.”

      “What do you mean?” Keir asked. He crossed his arms over his chest. ”Five minutes, Mam-o. Then we leave.”

      I nodded to the older woman. “What he said.”

      “But we’re not sitting,” he added.

      “Stubborn children,” Freya said. “Sit or don’t sit. It won’t make any difference in the telling.”

      Freya might look like a hippy, artsy, kind and cool grandmother, but you didn’t get to be archdruid without some serious mojo. If she thought the malificionito was the least evil, what the heck was the other option?

      Freya pinned her gaze to mine. “The Council is understandably worried. Your inability to regulate your tru-craft magic has resulted in real-world consequences. For example, you called up a powerful god-like creature and almost destroyed an entire mountain.”

      “In my defense, I didn’t call him, he came all on his own, and I did manage to defeat the jerk and save the mountain.”

      “You started a pixie mating ritual several centuries early and endangered humans by fighting multiple magical creatures.”

      “To protect the pixies,” I said. “It all worked out in the end. And the queen named her baby after me.”

      Freya pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes for a moment before meeting my gaze. “They wanted to bind your magic, Iris. But the Green Grove leader, Derrick Asher, suggested the malificionito. I seconded the motion to prevent the greater injustice. Luckily, the vote passed four to two, with dissent from the Bezoar and Luna groves.”

      Keir told me that Iron Grove ruled the North American druids. “But aren’t you the head druid, the arch over all the arches? Can’t you just tell them to go to Hell and be done with it?”

      Freya gave me a sad smile and shook her head. “I’m afraid the Iron Grove wouldn’t be in charge for long if I didn’t give the other groves some say in the way we govern our kind. Including having a voice in this decision. It’s a great way to incite a rebellion, and I’ve already lost too much to the last civil war.”

      An empty pit of despair formed in my gut.

      Three months ago, I might have gotten in line for the binding train. Magic had been nothing but trouble in the beginning. If I was being honest, it still had its challenges. But I loved my life, mountain-destroying gods and all. I couldn’t imagine a world without Linda the gnome, or Bob, my cuddly butthole-less imp. I glanced at Keir. He was my soulmate. If it wasn’t for magic, I wouldn’t have him in my life. Truth be told, I love being a tru-craft witch. I didn’t want to lose that part of me. The pit in my stomach grew sickeningly large.

      “The bottom line,” said Freya, “is that if you don’t participate in the malificionito and prove you can control the elements, the Council will bind your magic.”

      “They can’t.” I shook my head. “I won’t allow it.”

      “Iris,” Keir said, his voice tense. “Your hands.”

      I looked at him, then down at my fingers. They were dripping with flames that licked the tiled floor. Crap. So much for my self-control. I clenched my fist and extinguished the fire. I didn’t need to give the druids more reason to cut me off from my powers.

      “The malificionito is your best option for a positive outcome,” said Freya.

      “As long as I don’t die. I mean, those are my choices, right? Have my powers taken away or risk getting killed.”

      “It won’t be easy, but you are no ordinary witch. I believe you can and will survive.”

      “When is the test?” asked Keir.

      “The Council will be here tomorrow. The challenges will begin two nights hence.” “That’s the autumnal equinox,” Keir said. “When the sun crosses the celestial divide, her magic will be super-powered.”

      “Extra magic is good, right?” I asked.

      “It will make your tru-craft…unpredictable.”

      “So, the opposite of good.” I turned my gaze to Freya. “Two nights from now isn’t good for me. Let’s schedule for some time next month.” I said it like a joke, but I was deadly serious. I knew what my magic would do to me if it went wild. Poof. Dust.

      Freya shook her head. “I’m sorry, Iris. They know you possess a fourth element, and the Council worries about your magical aptitude.”

      “Mam-o, did you tell the Council about Iris’s nero-craft?”

      “You told them? What? How?” I cast an accusing glare at Keir. I knew he had to report to his people, but he told me that he didn’t tell them everything.

      He shook his head. “It wasn’t me.”

      There was only one more person I could think of who I interacted with regularly and who had ties to the grove. It hurt to think she might have betrayed me. She was like a sister now. Chosen family. I’d made her part of my coven. Would she have ratted me out? It didn’t sound like the druid-warrior I knew and loved, but I still had to ask. “Luanne?”

      “It wasn’t either of my grandchildren.” Her expression wasn’t happy. “Thomas told me.”

      “The rat-fink,” I muttered. I’d forgotten that I’d mentioned triggering the water symbol in the grimoire to him, but I’d expected his discretion.

      “We’re bonded,” Freya said. “He could no more keep it from me than you could keep a similar secret from Keir.”

      I sighed. It had been naive of me to assume Thomas would keep our conversations to himself. But what did it matter? “Well, my water magic hasn’t sparked yet.” So far, it had been a big fat drought when it came to nero-craft. “So, I’ve only mastered three of the elements.”

      If I was being honest, mastering was a strong word when it came to magic. My level of witchcraft was on the shy side of adequate.

      Freya’s gaze met mine. “I think that’s part of what’s got the council worried.”

      There was still something I didn’t understand about the situation. “I get why Thomas told you about the nero-craft, but if neither of you told the council, then how did they find out?”

      “They had already been informed before I arrived,” she admitted.

      Keir’s jaw flexed. “By whom?”

      Freya shrugged. “I wish I knew. As it stands, I’m afraid we have a mole in the Iron Grove.”
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      When we got back to our room, a big orange floof was stretched out on the bed.

      “Bob!” Tears clouded my vision as I raced to my loveable, cuddly imp. The moment I scooped him into my arms, he began to purr. I could feel the stress melt from me. I glanced up at Keir, his expression tight with worry. “How did he get here?”

      “Imps are mysterious creatures.” He smiled. “He sensed you needed him.”

      I hugged Bob tighter. “I really did.”

      “I’m not well versed in the malificionito. And the Harvest Moon will magnify your magic, so we don’t know what to expect. I’m going to the library to do some research.”

      Reluctantly, I set Bob aside. He plopped back down on the bed with a snort and an adorable sneeze. As bad as I felt, I couldn’t stop the smile tugging at my lips. Bob really was like diazepam, chamomile tea, and cookie dough ice cream rolled up into a warm fuzzy hug.

      I wrapped my arms around Keir’s waist. “If researching is what you need to do, then go do it. As the old saying goes, we have a long way to go and a short time to get there. Get to getting.”

      “The old stories of the malificionito aren’t good, Iris. More people die than survive. Maybe we should pack up and leave.”

      I shook my head. “A life on the run? No, thanks. My son is in his senior year of school. My family finally knows about my secret witch life. And I love living in Southill Village. Besides, I’m the only one who can protect the town and my family when things get magical.”

      “You’re my world, Iris, and our bond makes me feel crazy sometimes. Especially when you put other people before yourself.”

      “You put me before yourself all the time.”

      “It’s as natural as breathing for me,” he replied.

      Divine intervention, if you believed in that sort of thing, solidified our partnership in the womb. But the bond between us was unequal, magically designed that way—probably by the same idiot who devised the malificionito. I knew I was the most important thing in Keir’s world. I loved him with every cell in my body. It would kill me if anything happened to him. But, if a bus was barreling toward him and Michael, and I could only save one of them, I’d pick my son. Keir understood that he wasn’t number one, and he didn’t hold it against me. But now wasn’t the time for lamenting. I had to pass the biggest final exam of my life because failure meant death.

      He kissed me. “Hopefully, the archives will hold a nugget of wisdom that will give us a strong chance of succeeding.”

      I hugged him again. “I’ll keep the good juju that you find wisdom nuggets, then.”

      “You should get some rest. We’ll have a lot to do tomorrow to prepare you.”

      “You got it. Go.” I kissed the tip of his nose. “Use that big, beautiful brain of yours to find out what we need to know.”

      His smile widened. “I love you.”

      “I love you back.” I slid my hands down his back and patted his ass. “Do your thing.”

      “You’re my thing.”

      I laughed. “Do your other thing, and then come back and do me.”

      “Deal.”

      I let him go, and he left the room. My imagination took me through dozens of scary scenarios, all of them ending with me turning to aether dust. Worrying didn’t bring solutions, so Keir’s research was my best shot at survival.

      Bob, who’d jumped down from the bed, weaved his body between my legs. I held back the sob threatening to choke me. “Nope,” I told the imp. “Not going to do it. I’ve faced worse situations in the past several months, and these tests can’t be any worse, right?”

      Bob let out a quick myip sound, then rubbed his face against my calves as he continued to purr. I’d left my phone in our room to charge and retrieved it from the bedside table. Two missed calls and a text. The calls were from my sister Marigold with no voicemails. The text was from Michael.

      Dad is here. Can he stay at the house?

      I typed out, “No. Our home isn’t his hotel.” I paused before pressing send. I thought of the house as mine now, and I had erased Evan’s presence with the angry thoroughness of a wife scorned. But now? I had Keir. I had a new life. And I was a freaking witch. More than all that, Michael was finally in a good place with his dad. He’d been angry with Evan for a long time for having an affair with the football coach and breaking up our family. It had taken a year of counseling for him to forgive and heal. I wouldn’t undo all that emotional growth with one angry text.

      I deleted my first response, then texted, fine.

      Being an adult was hard.

      I hit send, then called Marigold back.

      “Hey, Iris,” she said when she answered. “Have you talked to Michael?”

      “Sorta. He texted and asked me if his dad could stay at the house. Is the motel all booked up?”

      “Michael thought because you weren’t home, you wouldn’t mind Evan hanging out there for a couple of days.”

      “Honestly, I don’t want Evan breathing all over the house.” After my ex moved out, I completely redid the bedroom. Without a cheapskate husband to shoot down every expenditure, I’d finally bought the deluxe mattress I’d always wanted. I put Marigold on speaker, then quickly texted Michael.

      He can sleep on the couch.

      I got two thumbs-up emojis in reply.

      “Why is he in Southill? Oh my God, did Adam kick him to the curb?” My stomach dipped at the thought of Evan never leaving my house again. He’d be there, moping and eating all the ice cream and lamenting his broken heart. Seeking comfort from the wife he dumped…really? Oh, the irony.

      “The opposite of breaking up, actually,” Marigold said. “Evan and Adam are getting married. He wanted to tell Michael in person.”

      “Um, he could’ve mentioned that to me before telling Michael. Do I need to come home?”

      “Nah. If there’s anything that kid of yours has proven over the last few months, it’s that he’s resilient. He takes after his mom.”

      “So, he’s doing okay?”

      “He’s handling the news well,” Marigold told me. “You raised a capable young man, Iris.”

      I knew that it was down to Michael’s own character and personality more than anything I’d done. I’d gotten lucky in the son department, and I didn’t take it for granted. Still, Marigold's praise made me feel good. “Thanks.” After a reflective pause, I asked, “Are you at the house now?”

      “Yep. Evan called me while he was on the way to town, so I came over to support Michael. Turned out to be a big-nothing burger. I didn’t want to leave without talking to you first.”

      “Hence the two missed calls.”

      “Hence,” she agreed. Marigold’s voice lowered., “I’m in the garden, and I’m not alone.”

      “Is a grouchy rock-throwing gnome nearby?”

      “Yes. And she wants to know when you’re coming home.”

      “I’m not sure. There have been some…complications.”

      “That doesn’t sound good.”

      In the background, I heard Linda say, “What has the ignorant Kleinkind done now?”

      I fought the urge to duck. “Tell her I didn’t do anything. I’m just out here trying to live my best life, and there are forces at work trying to make it impossible.”

      “What’s going on, Iris?” I heard the worry in Marigold’s voice. “How bad is it?”

      “There was a big meeting between all the PICs.”

      “P. I. C.?”

      “Pricks-In-Charge.”

      “Ah. Go on.”

      “They’ve decided amongst themselves that I can’t be trusted with my magic. They want to bind my power.”

      I heard a string of Germanic cuss words in the background.

      “They can’t do that,” Marigold protested.

      I sat on the bed, flopped back, and let out an exasperated sigh. “It turns out it’s an actual thing.”

      “But you can stop them, right?”

      “Well, if I pass this test of theirs, then yes.”

      “You’ve always been great with tests,” she said. “Wait a minute.” She was no longer talking to me. “Uh, huh,” I heard her say, followed by an “Okay.”

      “Everything all right?” I asked.

      “Evan wants to talk to you,” Marigold said.

      I frowned at the request, but managed to keep my tone neutral. “Why?”

      “I can tell him to piss off,” she told me. I heard a grunt of protest from my ex.

      I chuckled as I considered her offer. “Nah. Put him on.”

      “Iris,” Evan said, his tone smooth. “Thanks for letting me crash at the house.”

      “On the couch,” I remarked.

      “Of course. On the couch. I, uh, was hoping you’d be home so we could talk.”

      “You’re marrying Adam. Congrats.”

      “Um, thanks.” He sounded nervous.

      “Nice chat,” I told him. “Give the phone back to Marigold.”

      “That’s it?” asked Evan. “You don’t want to yell at me or anything?”

      “Nope. It’s all good.”

      “Iris, I know you well enough to know that all good means go to hell.”

      “Well, it’s not the ideal honeymoon spot, but I hear the Lake of Fire is magnificent this time of year.”

      “And there it is,” said Evan. “Does sarcasm make you feel better?”

      “Immensely. Did you need anything else?”

      “Michael said you were meeting Keir’s grandmother for the first time.”

      Thank you, Michael. Ugh. “Yep. That’s true enough.”

      “Meeting the family is a big step. So…are things serious between you two?”

      “What are you, my dad? You’re not part of my life anymore, Evan. Our connection is Michael, and that’s it. Go spend time with your son. He’s missed you.”

      I hung up before he could respond. Evan loved controlling the narrative when it came to our relationship. I’d been mad at him for a long time, but my anger had mostly faded. I’d made being Evan’s wife my full-time job for too many years, and because of that, I’d lost sight of who I was. Keir, for all his protectiveness, didn’t try to control and manipulate me.

      Bob lay down next to me, his warm, fuzzy body vibrating against my arm. “Bob, you are the best.” My phone beeped—a text from Marigold. Call me if you need me to unload a can of whoop ass. I got your back, front, and both sides.

      Her message made me smile. Marigold was my sister, but she was also my best friend, and I knew without a doubt she’d take on any danger to protect me. In the last few months, that meant danger of the supernatural variety, and she’d done it with barely a blink.

      I was glad she was back in Southill with Michael because I knew she’d protect him the same way.

      There was a knock at the door.

      “Yep,” I said loudly.

      Luanne opened the door and popped her head in. “You up for a distraction?” she asked.

      I sat up. “Oh, God, yes.”
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