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      I love you. Thanks for listening to the rambles that turn into books.
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      Joanna’s fingertips settled against my ribs, both of us holding our breath in the still air of the woods. She was invisible in front of me—our skin marked with fresh paint in her handwriting—and I reassured myself of her nearness, brushing one hand against her stomach. I couldn’t wait to wash the words away and be able to see her again. Hand Woods was as quiet as a mausoleum around us. Our coven bond—sealed with the knot tattoo on my left rib—thrummed with Callum’s tension and Aiden’s worry from where they hid not far away.

      A carrion bird screamed overhead and my stomach turned, nausea adding to the uneasy twist of anxiety that lurked in me.

      Illness was approaching.

      Joanna’s breath caught and she brushed against me, swaying with the same wave of queasiness. I stroked my hand up to her neck and felt the fever in her skin. The coven connection wavered, Callum working to block himself out so we weren’t all multiplying the crawling sickness that bubbled up with every step closer Illness slithered through the woods.

      It’s getting stronger, I thought. The Ancient wasn’t even in sight yet and its effects were already leaving my knees weak, bones tired, and head dizzy. The change was so gradual over the weeks since the boundary had gone up that we’d barely noticed what was happening. It wasn’t until the pattern of sickness became so plain in the Scrivens house that understanding finally broke through the haze of fever and headache.

      “There,” Joanna breathed, barely a sound against my ear.

      Illness reached the clearing, its strange, elongated body scaled in green that shimmered wetly and nearly disguised the creature as part of the woods. It undulated as it walked, rising onto its hind legs and arching its head back, those orb-like eyes splitting open with a needle-thin black pupil that grew wider as it sniffed us on the air. I forced my eyes away as bile rose in my throat and sweat dewed on my head. Joanna was stiff at my side.

      Meals, Illness called, the word pounding in my head and making the woods flash bright and dark through my dizzy vision.

      “Now!” Callum barked from the other side of the clearing.

      Now, before we grew worse, if it wasn’t too late already for the others.

      My fist clung to the back of Joanna’s dress, feeling her own sweat against my fingers as we charged out of our hiding place.

      Illness released a rattling noise, a combination of a purr and the screech of nails running down a chalkboard. I swallowed down the need to gag, keeping my eyes on the forest floor, watching the rot-brown claws that dug into the earth, the flurry of grass and leaf and twig that signaled my covenmates’ approach from the other side.

      Joanna screamed as we charged closer—an aching, woozy sound that sent my heart leaping into my throat and my feet stumbling beneath me. Illness echoed her cry, body swaying on its hind legs, and I lost my grip on Joanna, unable to keep myself from bending over and dry heaving to the forest floor.

      There was a shocking crunching sound and my head flashed up—Hand Woods tipping in my vision—only to see black sludge oozing from Illness’ side, blood landing on the earth with a sizzling spit. New, strange growth spiraled up from where Illness’ blood landed, warped and dark vines, and the bud of a wine red flower, sure to poison anyone who dared step too close.

      Joanna had done it, more black blood dripping from the end of her invisible sword into the grass. I scrambled to her back, hands fumbling desperately at her waist as Illness screeched again. My vision blacked at the sound, and Illness scurried away, dodging wildly through the trees, deeper into the woods.

      “Keep pushing!” Callum called, voice close.

      Joanna was panting and I heard a brief moan from her lips, her clammy fingers brushing over my hands at her waist.

      “Are you alright?” I asked. I wasn’t, and I hadn’t made it nearly as close to the Ancient as she had.

      “I will be,” she rasped. “Come on, before it turns in the wrong direction.”

      We raced through the trees. I caught a brief glimpse against the forest floor of Callum charging forward as he made sure to herd Illness to our secret destination. Aiden passed behind me, a brief grunt of sound as our bodies bumped together.

      “Not much further,” he growled.

      There was no sign of the trap as we neared the spot, although I recognized the wild rose growing up an oak, pink buds wilting as Illness screamed again. More blood spilled, a heavy slash across its side, black splattering over the roots of the rose bush. Illness spun, lurching after Callum’s blade to answer the attack, but the trap was sprung.

      Light glittered down from the tree branches, like sheets of glass shattering in reverse, forming themselves around Illness. The ground crunched beneath the cage, shards growing into the earth and transforming into a geode at the base of the cage, milky blue and sweet pink crystals blooming up as Illness thrashed behind a hard shell of Scrivens magic. Along the base of the cage, sigils shone. We’d found Illness’ true name in an old text in the library, built out of the same symbolic alphabet as the Hollow’s. Starvation. Gvisaidravig.

      And now Illness. Axition. Spiraling woozy symbols and shapes that appeared to be inexplicably facing the wrong way.

      I tore my gaze off the cage, taking a deep breath and opening my eyes up wide at the sky, the blur of my vision clearing.

      Joanna gasped, shoulders relaxing back against my chest, as all the compounding symptoms vanished at once. No pounding headache, no feverish blood, no stomach that coiled and turned like a snake in our guts. Illness was caught in a prism that shimmered in sweet shades of violet and pink and blue. My lips twitched as a playful glint of light shimmered off the peak of the cage. Bekka’s design was more beautiful than the Ancient deserved, but it would keep us safe and that was all that mattered.

      “We need to go,” Callum said, blade tapping with a hollow clink against the surface of the cage. Blood sizzled on the surface and evaporated in an awful stench. Behind the cage the rose bush rustled, branches already wrapping thorny teeth around the crystal. Illness pressed one bulbous eye to the hard opalescent interior, fury stirring in the slitted black pupil.

      “We should burn the roses,” I said, watching as blooms burst larger and darker than before, blood red and muddy brown swirling together on petals, struck through by inky veins.

      A familiar, grinding roar echoed in the distance, and I heard Callum’s huff. “If we can come back. Right now we need to get to safety before any of the others arrive. We only had the one name for one cage.”

      Joanna’s fingers stroked down over my sleeve, tangling with my own and tugging gently. “He’s right. This is only a first test. If it doesn’t hold at least we know it works to cut off their influence completely.”

      A loud crack rolled through the woods from the southern edge of the boundary and Callum bumped against my shoulder.

      “Time to move,” he said.

      For the first time in over a month—since the night the Ancients crashed into the Great Hall of Canderfey University—my body felt whole and healthy again. Joanna squeezed my hand and the strength in her grip made my heart pound with relief, the beat picking up as I followed her urging tug to run.

      After the month of occupancy with the Ancients, it was clear they didn’t seem particularly interested in each other’s company. Now, thankfully, there were none close enough to Illness to catch up with us before we were within sight of the Scrivens house. It was a topsy-turvy little building in the corner of the woods, its strangely angled frame tucked into the outline of surrounding trees. A lamp sat in one of the low windows, the glow illuminating a small face pressed to the glass. I grinned as I saw Bekka waiting for us, answering her wave before I realized she couldn’t see me.

      My heart pounded in my chest, body thrilling with the run, with the sudden memory of strength and health that was returned with Illness now trapped. Joanna hummed, a sweet and almost whimpering note, and my cock twitched at the familiarity of the sound. All at once there was a woman in my arms, our feet jumbling and skidding dangerously in the tangle of weeds and roots on the forest floor. Lips caught mine in a needy hunger, teeth scratching and tongue laving in their wake.

      A tree trunk scraped my knuckles as I pressed Joanna against it, my eyes slammed shut against the confusion of having her surrounding me and not seeing her. One perfect, long leg twined itself around my hips and I nestled hard against her, hand searching for the nape of her neck to fit her mouth more firmly against mine.

      “Don’t get yourself caught, you fools!” Aiden bellowed from the Scrivens house.

      “Ecstasy,” Joanna moaned, tearing away from the kiss even as she rocked herself against my stiff length.

      “Damnit,” I mumbled, biting down on the curve of her neck.

      It was an effective and tempting trap, something so exquisite and affectionate, desire complimenting perfectly with the adrenaline of the chase.

      “We have to…” Joanna began before tugging at my hair and sliding our lips together again, tongues stroking.

      “We have to get inside,” I finished for her, words rasping. I had to get inside of her, I thought, but I forced myself away. There would be time for that later, tonight, together with the others in our bed.

      I still suspected Ecstasy had made themself a roost on our roof for how much I needed my coven in the past month. Or maybe it was only fear that drove us together, for comfort and reassurance.

      Joanna’s breath kissed my cheek, and for a brief moment she pressed herself against my chest as I backed away, the draw of the nearby Ancient too strong. I risked my own control and wrapped my arms around her waist, dragging her with me toward the house. Her boot kicked against the blade she’d dropped to the ground in our mutual frenzy and I waited for her to retrieve it before we rushed inside together.

      An invisible Aiden held the door to the house open, voice laced with irritation and amusement. “Get inside, you two.”

      The door shut behind us, the space inside warm and dim enough that it was too dark to see after the bright day outside. Desire waned now that we were in safety, but not enough to make it easy to let go when Joanna pulled away. Ecstasy might have lit the match, but my love for any of my covenmates was enough to keep a blaze burning long after an Ancient’s influence was safely locked out.

      Aiden’s hand stroked down my back as I caught my breath. Joanna paced to the kitchen, her boots clapping on the wood floor, and my eyes adjusted to the low light of the house.

      “Did it work?” Bekka asked us in Vermenian, her native tongue, perking up in the bench seat of the window where she’d waited, eyes searching for us.

      Footsteps stumbled into the front room. First Gwen and Hildy, followed by more of the Vermenian Scrivens, appearing at the announcement of our arrival.

      “Perfect,” I answered Bekka, my tongue clumsy on the foreign language. “It was as pretty as your drawing.”

      Corina slid out from behind Joanna’s Aunt Irene, joining the little girl in the window, sunlight haloing around her blonde curls. “And my pretty words?” she asked, lips twitching with a smirk and gaze hovering in my direction without landing on my skin.

      Anger spiked in my blood, so hot and sudden, I glanced out the window expecting to see Warfare. My vision simmered and I left the room, tracing Joanna’s steps. Corina meant as little with her teasing as she’d meant when she’d written me in love with her. What was an amusing game for a bored and shallow young woman had nearly broken my heart and left me at terrifying odds with my coven just months ago. I hated her and that hate, the rage it drew up in me—and the urges to lash out—were impulses I’d battled my entire life to suppress.

      My breath caught in my chest as I stepped into the kitchen. Joanna stood in full and perfect color at the round stone sink, hair tangled with a twig caught in her dark curls and a sprinkle of black blood spattered on her cheek.

      “There you are,” I said, muscles easing at the sight of her.

      Her lips curled up and her eyes flicked over her shoulder, skimming the air and missing me. “Come here and I’ll fix you too,” she said.

      There was a tear in her skirt, one of her old ones Aiden was always trying to hide at the back of the closet. It was hard to believe I’d had Joanna in my life for less than a year. Love was a natural reflex to any of my covenmates, and for a decade I’d lived every day with the understanding that I was blessed to know Callum and Aiden, to build a life with them. But the minute I’d first seen Joanna, standing in front of my painting of the wheat fields of Hammish, it was as if the work hadn’t been complete until she was there. It was the same to see her sitting at the dinner table with us, or in the living room curled up in a chair reading. We’d left room for her in our lives before ever meeting her, and having the space filled went beyond a sense of rightness.

      “You don’t know how much I missed the sight of you,” I said as I reached her at the sink, sliding my arm against her hands so that she could find the place where she’d painted the words.

      I watched her blush flood her cheeks with pink, enjoying the last seconds of being able to observe her with all the hunger I had and not making her feeling shy.

      “It was only an hour or two,” she said, taking the damp cloth smudged with ink and stroking it over my skin.

      “You’re one of my favorite views,” I said, studying her delicate smile as she cleaned away her magic.

      There were many more of her words now tracing my skin that couldn’t be washed away. Words of protection carefully arranged to keep some of the Ancients’ forces at bay without risking any unnatural repercussions. The tattoos had hurt, even tenderly applied by a lover’s hand, but I was growing fond of the sight of them. Especially the ones that bound our coven together, a knot of Joanna’s own design.

      Her eyes lifted to mine, brightening as they caught my gaze. “Yes, I know what you mean,” she said, her gaze soaking me up now that I was visible again. She leaned in and I caught her kiss against my lips, humming in pleasure, some of the craving that had struck me senseless outside returning at the taste of her on my tongue.

      “Don’t forget the rest of your coven, Jo,” Callum teased, his hands stroking down my back.

      “This first,” I said, taking the cloth from her hands and cleaning away the fine drops of Illness’s blood from her skin, relieved to see they didn’t seem to leave any trace behind.

      “I’m afraid I’m more of a mess than that,” Callum said as I rinsed the cloth.

      “I’m going to go check on Adele,” Joanna said, hand hovering in the air until I hear Callum drop a kiss against her palm.

      She ‘oofed’ on her way out of the kitchen and I turned to catch the strange sight of Joanna rising up to her toes, eyebrows lifting in surprise and lips compressing as the fabric of her shirt bunched under invisible hands. Then Aiden rumbled and I laughed as he released her.

      “We’ll let you know before we’re ready to leave,” Aiden said to a blinking Joanna. She nodded as Callum nudged against my hip, reminding me he was waiting.

      I took his arm in my hands, frowning at the slippery, oily feeling of Illness’ blood on his wrist, and worked quickly to scrub away Joanna’s words. Was the sudden squeeze in my lungs worry, or an effect of the blood?

      Callum looked gruesome, blood splashed across his white shirt and his hand in mine coated in a thin layer of black.

      “Oh gods, Pike, what did you do?”

      Callum huffed, a sweaty strand of copper hair falling against his glasses as they sat crooked on his nose. “I got a good swipe in at the right moment.”

      I couldn’t resist washing my hands and I dragged Callum’s grip under the spray of water with me. “Do you feel alright?”

      “I didn’t until the cage sealed,” he said with a shrug.

      Aiden’s warmth appeared at my other side and with a brief nudge of his arm against my knuckles I washed away Joanna’s magic on his skin, sighing at the sight of him fading in before me. Our foreheads bumped together and we both closed our eyes, a commiserating stress at our more reckless covenmates echoing through our connection.

      “Fusspots,” Callum mumbled under his breath.

      “Speaking of, did you see what the Ancient’s blood did to those roses?” I asked. “There was another spot, where we hid.”

      “I’ll go back and check,” Callum said with a nod. “It could be an issue, for the cage at least. If not the woods.”

      “Not alone, you won’t,” Aiden said, face torn with a frown.

      Callum’s hands braced the edge of the sink as he pushed his shoulders back into Aiden’s chest. I smiled as Aiden’s hand cupped around Callum’s hip.

      “You can come if you like,” Callum said, head tilting just enough that Aiden could rest his forehead against Callum’s temple. “I’ll take Gast and Ito and a couple of the Scrivens with me. But not today. Everyone will stay inside for the rest of the day.”

      “Joanna and I have patrol,” I reminded them both and raised my eyebrows as Aiden’s grumble grew in volume. “You’ll stay home and rest. We take shifts for a reason. You can’t be out all night with us every time.”

      “I don’t like having any of you out of my sight,” Aiden whispered, and Callum took his hand, wrapping it across his chest.

      “Keep me company at the house tonight,” Callum coaxed him, winking at me as Aiden’s face turned away. “We’ll make sure Warfare doesn’t tear the neighborhood down.”

      The Ancients had torn down the staff housing after it was evacuated. Joanna’s writing ensured they couldn’t come inside any building in Canderfey—with the exception of Bryce. The Ancients found a way around those words, destroying two dozen homes, university properties, and storefronts before the Scrivens spent a long day and night scribbling words on floorboards in every standing structure that remained. No building had been destroyed since, but as Joanna’s Uncle Myles took care to remind us, no words were a guarantee. Scrivens magic was a constant riddle, a balance of how to make language as tight as a lock, but still allow nature to breathe. There was always a chance the Ancients might out-think the Scrivens.

      “It’s getting late,” I said, glancing out the window.

      The sun was only starting to set, turning Hand Woods golden and bronze, but something about the cage sealing out magic seemed to play with time. A sunset could last for hours one day and minutes the next. Better to be cautious.

      “Go check on Joanna,” Aiden said, his chin resting on Callum’s shoulder, the two fully wrapped up in one another. “Now that I don’t feel as if I might be sick any moment, I find I’m quite starving. We’ll have dinner before your patrol starts.”

      I nodded and left them, relieved to find Corina missing from the window and only Bekka sitting in the frame, curls shining with sunlight and fingertip tracing drawings on the glass.

      “Have you run out of your special paper?” I asked her, mixing Enmarian and Vermenian together where I could. Language was often jumbled in the Scrivens house, what with our coven and Bryce’s and the remaining Canderfey residents passing in and out so often.

      Bekka chewed at the inside of her lip, suddenly reminding me of Joanna in a way that struck me hard in the heart, and then nodded.

      “We’ll make you more,” I said, referring to the paper Joanna marked carefully with a little symbol she’d designed to prevent Bekka’s playful drawings from becoming accidental reality.

      Speaking of which, a snuffling huffing sound followed by galumphing steps down the stairs heralded the arrival of Lars—the world’s most unusual house pet—heading directly for his young owner, mossy green head dropping into Bekka’s lap.  She scratched her fingers into his knotty curls and Lars huffed once more against her lap.

      “Next visit,” I promised the girl, and then turned to take the strange, curling hall—that shouldn’t have lead anywhere if the house followed any logic—to Adele’s room. Myles and Irene were inside, curled together on a long couch against the wall.

      Adele was sitting up in her narrow bed, some of her color returned to her cheeks, although she still looked weary and pale. Joanna sat at Adele’s side, their hands linked on her lap, and beamed at me as I entered.

      “It worked,” she said, leaning into my touch as I reached her and stroked my hand down her back.

      “Just in time too,” Myles murmured and I met his gaze with a nod of understanding.

      Illness had an effect on us all, but it had taken Adele nearly to death’s door before we’d found a solution. I hoped she was able to recover fully before our first attempt at a cage failed.

      “Sunset has started and we need to eat before we patrol,” I said to Joanna.

      “Go on, leina,” Adele rasped, smiling at her granddaughter and adding in Vermenian, “This old woman needs another nap.”

      Joanna kissed her grandmother’s cheeks, rising up from the bed, and then tangled her fingers with mine on our way out the door.

      “How long will it last, do you think?” she whispered.

      I resisted the urge to sigh, wrapping my arm around her shoulder and kissing her temple. “Long enough for us to find another solution. We’re good at those, love.”

      Joanna smiled and gazed up at me as we reached the kitchen where Aiden and Callum waited for us. “I love you,” she said, the emotion ringing through the bond. She turned to smile at Aiden and Callum, adding them to the declaration, all of us answering the words, and together we took a cupboard door home to our kitchen.
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      Even with all the lamps unlit, the stacks missing the soft whispers of students, and the eerie weight of the air after keeping the building locked up for so long, the Canderfey Library was still magical. If anything, having it all to myself and Isaac, walking over the tile and hearing every step echo, gave me a possessive kind of thrill. The Library was ours alone for the night. We’d have to pass through more buildings before morning came, my chalk words creating doorways to rooms whose walls didn’t connect, but my coven knew I liked to spend any idle hours of patrol in the stacks.

      There were other advantages too.

      Isaac pressed me up against the end of a bookshelf, arms circled around my waist, our lips linked in a lazy dance of strokes and nibbles and long, aimless presses. I ran my palms over his shoulders, up his neck, tracing his sharp jaw with a fingertip, combing through his long hair and clutching as he teased his tongue against mine.

      My boss, Gwen Woollard, would be safely at home with her own coven for the night, but there was still a playful charge racing in my veins at the thought of being caught necking like students in the stacks. And lovelier still was the simple joy of kissing Isaac, talented as he was at the act, and knowing that there was no race to a destination. Only the pleasure of closeness and affection, our love echoing between us and down the coven bond to Callum and Aiden at home.

      I leaned my head back against the wood to catch my breath and Isaac’s lips traveled to my cheek and down my throat, voice humming as he stopped at the curve of my shoulder. His hips pinned mine to the shelf, just like he’d held me to the tree that afternoon as Ecstasy soared above us. Now any desire was our own, tempered by the long day and our own patience, willing to wait to return home to our covenmates.

      “You know I’ll make you check those books of yours out, right?” I asked, grinning and eyeing the stack of old art texts Isaac had collected before we’d become distracted with each other. They sat waiting at the corner of a small desk, ready to topple with a wrong nudge.

      “Ever the librarian,” Isaac said, pressing another kiss to my skin, one of his fingers creeping around to unbutton the collar of my shirt. He pushed fabric aside and leaned into me, making me gasp as he licked along my collar bone, body hard against mine.

      Not quite a librarian yet, although without our usual work to do, Gwen had made a point of focusing on my training when we needed breaks from researching the Ancients. It was turning into a strange kind of summer, the threat of the creatures we were fighting against dimmed beneath long lazy days of reading and the eerie emptiness of Canderfey.

      Isaac lifted his head, nose nudging at mine, stealing another kiss from my lips just before I broke out into a grin. “Will you write us to the studio? I have some supplies I want to rescue.”

      I nodded, sliding out from between Isaac and the shelf, scooping up his books and carrying them over to the main desk. I drew out Gwen’s tome of check-outs and returns, flipping it open to a new page.

      “You were serious?” Isaac’s laugh was at the edge of his words.

      “‘Course I was. I know my coven. We’re book hoarders, even you and Aiden.” I looked up from my careful accounting of the texts as Isaac reached the desk and added, “Someday soon we’re going to find an answer to this situation and then Canderfey will go back to normal and the students will come back and this library will need to be fully operational again.”

      Isaac stretched across the desk, hands reaching for my face and dragging me to meet him halfway for a long, deep caress of his mouth against mine. “I love you, Joanna Wick. You are the most practical woman I’ve ever met, and if anyone can defeat nine ancient beings set on revenge, it’s you.”

      The heat of my blush seared up my cheeks and I pushed Isaac back across the desk, my eyes rolling at his grin. My gaze froze as movement flickered behind him on the other side of the enormous wood and glass entrance to the building. I gasped, brow furrowing and brain fumbling, as Isaac whipped around.

      “Do you see it?” I asked.

      “Yes and no,” Isaac said, shoulders broadening so that I had to lean to keep my gaze fixed on the creature.

      It was the strangest of the Ancients, the one I called Confusion who was somehow impossible to look at and understand what I was seeing.

      “Let’s move to the next building,” Isaac said, voice low.

      But his words were interrupted by a bright chiming sound, bone or nail or metal against glass, and he and I both froze, staring at the Ancient outside the doors.

      I beg an audience with the Wordsmith.

      The voice was gentler than Warfare’s, and easier in my head than Illness’—although, like the appearance of the Ancient, it didn’t fit together quite right. It wasn’t a voice like a human’s, but instead a collection of sounds that might conveniently be misheard as words. Wind in the trees, or a symphony of instruments.

      I walked out from behind the desk and paused as Isaac’s hand wrapped around my arm.

      “You can’t come in,” I said.

      And it would be safer for you to stay inside, the Ancient said. That doesn’t prevent us from communicating, so if you are assured, then I am satisfied.

      “Let’s go,” Isaac whispered. “We don’t know enough to be certain this isn’t a trap.”

      “Callum was sure the library was safe,” I answered back, not taking my eyes off the murky spot beyond the glass. “Better to speak here in this way than anywhere else.”

      Isaac sighed, the small fold between his eyes appearing, but stepped closer and wrapped his arm around my waist.

      “What is it you wish to say?” I asked. I didn’t bother raising my voice. I wondered if the Ancients needed us to speak aloud at all, but I didn’t want to offer any kind of accidental link to my thoughts.

      I am often called Mystery, the Ancient said and I stiffened at the sudden explanation. It fit, and my guess hadn’t been so far off. I would offer you an easier illusion to look at, but this is all I am without my strength.

      “How you look isn’t my greatest concern at the moment,” I said, unable to resist the dry tone in my words.

      I tell you my name as a gesture of goodwill, the Ancient continued, a little bite of irritation streaking through the words in my head. You will find me buried in your book shrine somewhere no doubt, my true name tucked between pages.

      I stiffened and resisted the urge to glance at Isaac. His fingers squeezed at my hip in understanding. If we had Mystery’s true name we could do the same to them as we had done to Illness. This was either a trap or a peace offering and, based on our experiences with the Ancients, the former certainly seemed more likely.

      “What do you want us to do with your true name?” Isaac asked.

      Nothing, I only offer it as a reassurance so you might hear what I have to say next. We are not the only Ancients in your world. We are only the ones who were caged. You may find allies in our siblings if you search for them.

      “Allies for you, or for us?” I asked, eyes narrowed.

      It would depend on who you found, Mystery answered and Isaac bristled at my side. I will not lie. When your ancestors offered us the choice between disguise and entrapment, there were those who chose to blend in with great reluctance. Time may have given them regrets. It has given me many.

      “And where would we find these sympathetic siblings of yours?” Isaac asked as I mulled over the creature standing on the other side of the glass. It was impossible to know if Mystery was telling us the truth—it was in the Ancient’s nature to be a secret. I wondered if they even knew what side they were on.

      Have you forgotten? I have been in a cage for hundreds of years. Ask the Child without Nature, they may know.

      That was what the Ancients called Bryce and I could see the way it prickled at my friend. Bryce had a great deal of nature, but—as they had explained—was apparently somewhat of an accident. Their two parents had taken on the disguise of humans, not realizing their new forms might lead to other human biological norms. Namely, conception and child bearing. Bryce hadn’t told me what Ancients their parents were, or ever mentioned them still being alive or around, but that didn’t mean they didn’t know. Bryce’s information came and went based on their moods.

      “What do you want from all of this?” I asked.

      I will hide like my free brothers and sisters, Mystery said. I want my freedom, Wordsmith.

      “You’re going to have to do more than offer us hints,” Isaac said.

      Perhaps. We’ll see if you stand a chance of winning.

      The tangling pressure of staring at something which refused to be seen relaxed as Mystery retreated from the doors of the Library and into the dark night.

      “Do you trust it?” Isaac whispered to me.

      “Of course not,” I said, leaning into his side, letting him pull me against his chest. “They as good as told us they’ll choose whatever side looks like it has the advantage. I think they only came to us tonight because we managed to trap Illness.”

      Isaac sighed, a weary, frustrated sound, and I tore my eyes away from the door, tipping my head back to look at him. He was tired. No, more than that. There were new lines digging into his forehead, and a sprinkling of gray around his hairline I’d caught him frowning at the other morning in the bathroom mirror. I understood why. The past year had been packed to the brim with the worst kinds of conflict. The Hollow—Starvation—escaping its cage and terrorizing the campus, Callum captured and kept prisoner in Vermenia, all of the recent turmoil with the Scrivens, and now this. Being cooped up in Canderfey, without his magic, hunting and hiding from Ancients.

      For all of that terror and trouble, it had still been the best year of my life. I had my coven and, good or bad, I was learning that adventure made my blood sing in my veins. I just wasn’t certain if Isaac felt the same. I knew he felt the same about me, about our coven. But I suspected when it came to the adventure, it was taking a toll on his happiness.

      I rose up to my toes and immediately his face relaxed, the right corner of his mouth twitching with a smile before he met me halfway in a kiss. It was gentle and steady, but I shivered as Isaac’s hands mapped up and down my back, settling just above the swell of my hips. His shoulders softened under my touch and he sighed against my lips as I stroked the back of his neck, but this time the sound wasn’t unhappy.

      “Worrying can wait until the morning,” I said, drawing slightly back before pressing in again for another sweet pull from his mouth, humming into the kiss as he dragged me closer, tongue flicking the seam of my lips.

      “I think it is morning,” Isaac said, glancing over the top of my head to the front doors. “Or very nearly. Let’s finish our route through town and get home, hmm?”

      “What about the studio?”

      “Let it wait for daylight,” he said. “I’d rather be home with the others.”

      I kissed his chin, thrilled to see a real smile bloom on his face, and nodded. “The Solstice is tomorrow,” I said, leading the way to the door behind the front desk where I could write us a way into town.

      Isaac grunted in agreement. “I don’t think we’ll be spending the night out of doors this year,” he said.

      That was true, and it would be Bryce and Gwen’s night for patrols, but perhaps there would be a way for everyone to celebrate together. I hated to waste the holiday feeling as though we were hiding. I would have to think of a way for us to stay safely inside, but undeniably happy. I scribbled our way to the grocer’s at the farthest end of town. It sat on a triangular corner and had wrap-around windows, giving the best view of the street. We emerged out of a stock closet and made our way into the front room, hands linked.

      As a straggling community, we’d long since cleaned away the last stock of the grocery and parceled it out amongst ourselves. The Ancients had barreled down the phone lines running into Canderfey, trying to cut off our contact with the outside world. With the help of Corina’s carefully detailed attention to words, I was able to write our way into contact with Aiden’s parents. We received bi-weekly rations of supplies and food now by meeting someone at the edge of the boundary, three of us standing guard as two others exchanged the cart.

      “One of them is in the street,” Isaac murmured, standing back from the glass windows where it was darkest in the store.

      “Can you tell which one?” I asked. I liked the quiet nights when the Ancients kept to the woods and we could walk down the street and take in the fresh air. I wasn’t as attracted to the outdoors as Isaac was, but a month of keeping indoors, in the summer no less, was starting to make even me stir crazy.

      Isaac’s back heaved under my touch and he spun quickly away from the window. I thought I caught sight of Terror’s bone white, spindling leg ducking down an alley, but Isaac only said, “Sorrow,” his throat tight. “Let’s get home to the others.”

      I glanced out the opposite window. The sky wasn’t even pink yet, barely dusky purple, but nothing had been destroyed in the night and it was nearly morning. I nodded and took Isaac’s hand in mine, our fingers linking as I led him back to the supply closet, wiping away the last Scriven’s words and writing out our way home, back through the pantry door in the kitchen that’d become our most common pathway.

      The cats met us at the door, now used to the routine, immediately crying out for their breakfast.

      “You go on up,” I said to Isaac, nudging him toward the hallway. “I’ll follow once they’re fed, and we’ll convince Callum and Aiden to sleep in with us.”

      Isaac’s mouth opened briefly, an objection on his lips, and then he looked around the kitchen and realized there was no need to protest. We were home again. We were safe. “See you upstairs,” he said, brushing a kiss against my cheekbone and then heading for the stairs.

      I filled the cats’ bowls and freshened their water. I glanced at the kettle on the cold stove and considered making myself coffee. Despite my words to Isaac, I knew he’d be asleep by the time I made it upstairs and I wondered if I might find the answers to Mystery’s clues in any of Callum’s collected texts. Before I’d decided, a yawn crawled its way up from my chest, so long and deep my jaw cracked.

      To bed it was then. I made it to the stairs before I heard the scratching on our doorstep. Awareness shot up my spine, tightening my muscles as I took careful, silent steps closer. It was more than scratching—the sound extending over the entire door—and I held my breath as I crept into the front room and over to the bay window that would give me a view of our doorstep.

      A red and black gleaming hide took up most of the window. Warfare, curled up in front of the entrance of our home like a blockade, or the world’s most horrifying dog. He turned and turned, body shifting grotesquely in front of the door, and then settled with his enormous face pointed to the window, as if he’d known exactly where I would be standing. Perhaps he could smell me.

      Fury burned through me, making my hands itch to pick up one of Callum’s swords from the front closet and swing open the door and go to battle. One acid yellow eye, slitted like a snake’s, blinked at me and I stepped back. I refused to look away, even though I knew it was my own fixed gaze that kept the fire building in my chest, Warfare’s rage coursing through my veins. I forced my feet one after the other back to the hall and out of sight of the window. Then, with every bone in my body protesting, I went to the stairs and up to my coven.

      Warfare could build himself a nest on our roof too, if he liked. He wouldn’t trick me into a battle before I knew exactly how to go about defeating him. For good.
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