Chapter One
There are a lot of benefits to being a witch. Love spells are not one of them, unfortunately. 
Which brings me to my current predicament. There’s this girl on campus that’s been begging me for a love spell. 
Please, Ella, please, just one teensy weensy little love potion. We all know you’re a witch. Drew was insistent after our world religions class last night. Both she and Ana have been trying to manipulate me all term. 
I sigh. Humans. They definitely don’t understand what a witch truly is. They never have, given their history of hangings and burnings, drownings… I could go on, but you get the point. 
I peek up from where I’m cleaning the tables at the student center’s main coffee house, sparing a glance at my intended target. Charmant Blake is surrounded by half the ice hockey team, and his smile is dazzling. Of freaking course. 
If I didn’t know any better, I’d say there was Fae blood in his lineage, but there are no Fae here. This I know for sure. 
“Hey, can we get some of them chocolate chip cookies, Ella?” he calls. 
My heart, treacherous thing that she is, thumps harder in my chest. And Ana wants me to make him fall for her. 
I wouldn’t. Even if I could. Because love can’t be spelled. Lust, sure, infatuation, of course. But not love. 
“Sure thing,” I tell him, and I head behind the counter to grab some more. 
I know I shouldn’t wait on them. Truthfully, I don’t really know why I even bother working here, except that it keeps me dialed in to the campus gossip and I love me some gossip. Besides, it keeps the boredom at bay. I can’t party it up twenty-four-seven at the clubs. And there are only so many times you can ace advanced women’s studies. The course hasn’t changed that much in fifteen years. I have matriculated college a lot. High school too. 
A text from my sister distracts me as I plate the cookies. 
Gran wants to know if we’ll be back for break or not. 
I smile. Ruby can’t stand being at the Ignis Coven Manor, and who could blame her, really? But I love going home. I don’t feel settled when we’re not there.  
Of course, I reply. We always go home for breaks, no matter which city or college town we’ve set up shop in. At least when we start in college instead of high school, we don’t have to find some way to have “adults” with us. But it limits the time we can stay in one place. 
I can feel Ruby’s groan through our telepathic connection, but I ignore her. I’m not going to let her dampen my enthusiasm. I can’t wait to get home. I need some distance from this place. Truthfully, I could just use some distance, period. From everyone. But I won’t admit that aloud. Or let Ruby hear it in my thoughts. 
Whatever you want, Ellie-cakes, she texts back. I’m not even sure why we bother to text. We’ve been able to communicate through magic since we were kids. It’s not a gift all witches have, but being an Elderbrand has its advantages. 
“Ms. Ella?” Charmant asks, “You need a hand with those cookies?” 
From anyone else, it would be grousing. But from him, it’s a genuine offer. “Uh, sure.” I can’t help the small blush that raises to my cheeks. I’ve definitely had the hots for this guy since I spotted him on campus last year when I started posing as a freshman. 
Charmant heads closer, and I smile at him. He smiles back, and for a moment, I sink into those bright green eyes. I want him, and I let him know it. Except, I can’t have him. I blink rapidly and let my gaze fall to the plate of cookies. I will not be labeled the campus slut. Been there done that. 
I shiver. 
Nope, this time, college is all about not making things complicated. 
It’s not that I give a crap what people think of me, it’s just that Rubes and I have to stay on the DL. Too much attention means picking up and moving again sooner rather than later. And I like it here. We’re closer to home than we normally are, and I need that. Even though Ruby needs to be out in the world, I don’t. 
“Thanks, love,” Charmant says. “You’re sweet, you know that, El?” 
I smile at him sweetly but keep myself in check. Keep at least a few inches between us at all times, that way I can’t be too tempted by him. There’s no screwing my way through the college population. We’re going elsewhere for my needs. “Thanks, Char, you, too. Better get back over there with that plate before your boys expire.” 
He nods once, acknowledging our boundaries again. The ones I have firmly kept in place for months. I know he’s interested. He’s not subtle about it. Which I find endearing as hell. Sigh. 
I turn back to pretending he doesn’t exist and casually winding my way through the café to catch up on the gossip. People are always so caught up on the same things. Who’s doing whom, who might be the next disaster, who’s got the best party. Thank Goddess I grew up with Ruby and Gran and the rest of the coven at the manor. I might be half-human, but it’s exhausting pretending to care about this crap all the time. I need… something else. Something more. There has to be more to our lives than waiting for Ruby to find her mate so she can take Gran’s place and bring the Ignis Coven into the 21st Century. 
***
Hours later, when I’m taking out the trash and trying to pretend I’m not bored out of my mind, I can’t help but think what it would be like if I could just walk away from all this. Just hop in the car and drive until I find somewhere else, somewhere away from all this mundanity. All this waiting for the other shoe to drop. I mean, it’s not like I’m the one who has to take over for Gran. The coven doesn’t really need me. But Ruby does. 
I just wish… 
What, dear Ella, what do you wish? The voice behind me makes me shiver. I can feel the kiss of power against my skin before I even turn. Whoever said that is not human. And I’m not stupid enough to fight something I don’t know. 
When I’ve faced the ethereal shape that spoke, my breath catches. The scene of beauty behind the creature is staggering. I stare at it, at the lush green and blue grass, at the foliage that seems to go on endlessly, at the beautiful fuchsia sky, at the animals I’ve definitely never seen before. For a moment, I’m captivated, enthralled by the look of this place, by its feel, by the pull of home. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say that was Azure. Where I come from. Or at least, where the Ignis witches come from. I’ve never seen it. Because it doesn’t exist anymore. 
I shake myself. Whatever I’m seeing isn’t real. The blue figure before me becomes more solid as if it’s becoming more real the longer I stare at it. I throw up every shield I have, locking myself down, determined to keep out any magical parries from this being. 
I know better. I can’t finish the sentence. Not aloud. Not even in my head. I bite my lip and close my eyes, keeping my mind blank. I pull on all the reserves I have, every part of patience I’ve ever needed. I don’t know how it’s possible, but this must be a Djinn. There are legends that some crossed over into the human realm thousands of years ago when the covens came here from Azure. But I’ve never seen one, and neither has anyone in the coven, as far as I know. 
“I do not wish anything.” I make my voice firm as I say it, and then I turn my back to this creature and go about my business, ensuring I am wishing for nothing. Djinn are tricksters. Even if I wanted something I couldn’t get myself, I would never use a Djinn to do it. I have to tell Ruby about this. And the coven. 
If there’s a Djinn loose in Seattle, we better be on the lookout for the consequences and figure out how to save the humans from its power. I feel the breeze of energy around me as I finish cleaning up and get ready to head back to the apartment Ruby and I share. 
Except, I don’t want to lead it home with me. I know it’s following me, hoping for a weakness, waiting for me to make the wrong move. One single utterance, even an errant thought, is all this being needs to wreak havoc. A college campus is rife with people desperate enough to make wishes every five seconds. Someone summoned it here. 
I reach out to my sister through our mind-link. We don’t use it all that often, each preferring to keep our thoughts to ourselves, not to intrude too much. But this requires immediate discussion. 
Ruby, we have a big problem. Meet me at Q in ten. 
A nightclub might not be the best place to bring a Djinn either, but if it’s focused on us, it won’t be focused on the desperate humans around us. 
I head to the club, knowing I’m not dressed for it but uncaring. Ruby always gets us in anyway. 
“I could help with the outfit change?” the voice whispers in my ear. 
I ignore it, and it doesn’t speak again, but I can feel the damned thing following me the entire ride there. I will have to be mindful of every thought, every utterance until it’s gone. There are legends on how to outwit a Djinn and how to get rid of one. I just have to find the right way to outsmart it before the third wish from the summoner is cast. Otherwise, it’ll be set free to terrorize the world with its magic. 
Chapter Two
When I get to Q, Ruby is already waiting at the door for me. I can feel how on edge she is, see it in her body language. Crap. Maybe bringing her in on this is a mistake, but I’m not stupid enough to try to figure this out on my own. I know she gets emotional when I’m in trouble. I haven’t exactly been the easiest sister to be around. She has reason to feel like she constantly has to watch out for me. I’m working on that. 
“Hey.” She glances around like she can feel it too. I’m sure she can. 
“Djinn.” 
“Damn.” She nods once and then grabs my hand and pulls me toward her. 
The bouncer opens the door for us without a word, and we slide inside, where the music is thumping despite it being almost dead in here. 
“I didn’t want to bring it home.” 
“We got this, sis. Let’s grab a drink.” 
We head to the bar, and Ruby orders us two gin and juices. We’re regulars, so the bartender knows that means ginger ale and cranberry juice. Much as we’d love to, witches can’t get drunk. And really, a drunk Ruby is not something I want to see. 
“Just showed up on campus, promising me the world, of course.” No need for much preamble here. We head toward a corner with a few tables and decently comfortable chairs. 
“Well, what do you say I introduce myself and blast it back to whatever lamp it crawled out of?” Ruby’s anger is apparent in her words. 
I hate knowing that she might lose control over this. I hate that I can’t handle it on my own. Ruby has more raw power than anyone in our coven, including Gran, and we all know it. 
I hear a chuckle and a shiver runs through me again. Ruby shows no sign that she’s heard it. Well, isn’t that just ducky? My own personal little magical trickster. Just what this semester really needed. 
“You could just wish me away,” it says in my ear. 
“You know they don’t actually live in lamps.” 
Ruby shrugs. “As if I care.” 
She’s going to go in all half-cocked and hot-headed and cause a natural disaster. A forest fire. A volcanic eruption. Something horrible that will end with casualties. I never should have told her. 
“And before you speak, I know you can’t change the past,” I tell my unwelcome passenger. 
Ruby cocks her head and her high ponytail swings to one side. 
“You’re looking cute,” I say instead, not bothering to explain. 
“Thanks, sis.” 
“I better stay on campus a few days. Keep my distance.” 
I try to ignore the hurt in Ruby’s dark eyes, but it stings. We work through a few more options, half mentally, half aloud in our own shorthand, trying to ensure we aren’t understood by anything other than one another. The plan boils down to this: I keep my mind and my mouth shut while Ruby investigates where the Djinn came from and what it’s doing here and how we can send it back to whatever hole it crawled out of. 
We head out of Q and as soon as we’re outside, my blood sizzles with the fire of magic. I flick my gaze to Ruby, but she’s calm beside me, her gaze searching the dark sky above us. “What the hell?” she demands. 
I follow her gaze up, up, up. A dragon is barreling down on us. Screams erupt from every direction as people catch sight of the stuff of their nightmares. It flaps its wings, and somebody shoves past us, knocking me into the street. 
“Ella!” Ruby screams as the giant creature aims its claws right at me. 
Then she spins, hands up, and flames shoot toward the dragon. “Get away from my sister!” 
More screams from around us. I shove myself upright and grab for her. This is not good. Public displays of magic are messy. Dragons? How in the world are we going to get out of this one? 
“I’m fine,” I tell her. 
The dragon darts out of the line of fire, but the building next to it isn’t so lucky. Flames engulf it quickly, spurred by Ruby’s magic. 
“Sis, come on, stop!” I holler. But she doesn’t hear me. 
She’s lost in her own rage now. The dragon comes at us again, and Ruby flings more fire. People are shrieking in earnest now, dark clouds of smoke billowing out around us. I get in Ruby’s face. Someone is going to get hurt. And the bright gold scales of the dragon are fading behind the black clouds above us. I can’t tell if it’s still there or not, but honestly, Ruby poses a much bigger threat now. 
I get in her face, making sure she can see me, and scream at her, verbally and through our mind link, “Rubes, enough. We’re safe. I’m safe.” 
Soon, the people around us won’t be. I hear sirens in the distance. I have to get us out of here. She lowers her hands, her red eyes slowly morphing into the normal brown color. She blinks, and her wild gaze darts around us at the fires. She swears and I take her shaking hands in mine. 
“Breathe, Rubes. Get it under control. Now.” I don’t normally order her around like this. But I need her to hear me. The fires around us are intense. I can’t control the flames she’s started. It’s her magic, not mine, and she has to get a handle on it. 
She takes a few deep breaths, and the fire around us begins to recede, leaving ash and soot in its wake. Several people around are still running, screaming, but others have stopped, helping anyone who’s coughing or injured. I look up, and there’s no dragon. 
It’s as if it was never there. 
The firetrucks have arrived, and I pull Ruby past the chaos of people around us so she can focus on bringing the fire under control. 
The firefighters are running into the building, either not recognizing or not caring that the flames were not behaving properly. Ruby takes a few deep breaths, and I can feel the magic being pulled back into her, see the flames slowly lower then disappear altogether. Then several people are being pulled from inside the building. 
“Is anyone… Did I?” Ruby’s horrified voice snaps my attention back to her. 
I shake my head. I don’t know if she’s hurt anyone. And it’s all my fault. There’s no doubt that dragon was coming for me. I have no idea why, but if Ruby had just left it alone… “Damn it, Ruby, just stop trying to protect me.” Just once, I wish I didn’t have to worry about my sister and her temper.  
“Oh, Ella.” Ruby’s face falls. 
But it’s too late. How could I have been so stupid? I didn’t say it aloud, but Ruby heard it loud and clear, and that means…
“Done,” the Djinn says. And then, before my eyes, Ruby begins to disappear. 
Oh, Goddess, no. I lunge for her, grasping again for her hands, but all I catch is air. She smiles at me as her body shimmers before me. 
I’ll be okay. Love and light. Ruby’s voice whispers through my mind. 
And then she’s gone. 

Chapter Three
Twelve hours. I have twelve hours to undo this, and then the magic is permanent. The magic of these creatures is intense, but it’s volatile, and it has rules. Much like our fire magic does. That’s my only saving grace. 
My phone rings, and I know without pulling it from my pocket that it’s Gran. 
“What happened?” she demands as soon as I hit answer. 
“It’s a Djinn. Ruby’s… I don’t know. Gone. I made a wish. I didn’t mean to. But you know those creatures…” 
“Find who summoned it,” Gran says without admonishing me, or asking any further details. “Get the Djinn to break the contract before the human makes their final wish and sets it free upon the rest of the world. Until then, it’s bound to them. It can still wreak havoc, but only to a point, and only when close by its human tether.” 
“I’m sorry,” I feel compelled to say. 
“Tosh, dear. Shall I send in some help?” 
“Not yet. I don’t want to risk anyone else getting hurt.” I should have handled this on my own from the start. Then Ruby wouldn’t be… I shake the thought away. I can’t think of her as gone. Not yet. There’s time to save her. I just have to figure out how. I’m all-in on the campus gossip. I gotta figure out who wants what they can’t have and is willing to go to any lengths to get it. Someone like Ana. 
“Okay, my darling. Call me if you need us. We’ll be there in a flash.” 
So much for keeping things low key. A dragon. That Djinn conjured a literal freaking dragon to come after me so I would make a wish. I’m gonna find this effer and make it pay. A lick of rage unfurls inside me. It’s… unnatural for me, but I can’t say I hate it. 
“Thanks Gran. Love and light.” 
“Love and light,” she says, and then she ends the call. Not one for wasting words, my Gran. 
A small smile spreads at the love I feel for her, despite my rather dire circumstances. She could have yelled at me. She should have, by all rights. I know better than to make such a stupid mistake, it’s just that sometimes, I feel like my sister’s keeper, and I hate it. I just want her to find her flipping mate already so that she can get control of her powers and I can figure out who I am outside of my role as the baby sister of the hot-headed future leader. The one who’s so like our mother it terrifies everyone. 
I hover around the edge of the scene of the fire that disappeared without any water for a few, trying to see if anyone was hurt because of our foolishness. I’m fairly certain there aren’t any major injuries. Goddess knows what the heck the news reports will be. I’m sure someone captured the dragon on a phone. But I got much bigger issues. 
Even if Ana isn’t the one responsible for the magic, she might know something I don’t. It’s as good a place as any to start. I have eleven and a half hours left. I head toward the Beta Phi sorority, intent to find Ana as quickly as possible and get her to talk to me. I can no longer feel the Djinn’s presence, but that doesn’t mean it isn’t hovering. 
I knock, but don’t wait for someone to answer before I check the door and then push my way inside. 
After a moment, one of the new pledges is coming down the stairs. How do I know she’s a pledge? Well, she’s wearing a potato sack for a dress, and her face is covered in applesauce. I fight the urge to sneer. This whole concept of humiliating your sisters is lost on me. If these people knew anything about true sisterhood, they’d never treat each other like this. 
I give her a small smile. “I’m looking for Ana. It’s urgent.” 
The young woman looks around like I’m making a mistake. “Me?” she squeaks. She’s beautiful. Even in a potato sack. Even with applesauce on her face. I want to tell her she’s far too good for this nonsense. Even though I barely know her. I’m pretty sure her name is Cindy. 
“Do you know where she is?” 
“I’m not supposed to talk,” Cindy says. 
Okay that’s enough of this crap. “Why don’t you get out of here?” 
“I… can’t,” she whispers. 
“Of course you can, Cindy. Just come the rest of the way down the stairs and walk right out the front door. No one’s going to stop you. I’ll make sure of it.” I let her see the truth in my face. I’m going to help her leave if that’s what she wants. Ruby’s faded into nothingness, and I have precious few hours to save her, but this person needs my help. Ruby will understand if I’m delayed a little. I take a few steps toward her, and the instant terror on Cindy’s face makes me pause.  
“Pledge four, where the hell – ” Ana’s voice cuts off as she sees me in the foyer. “Ella?” 
“I have that, um, thing we talked about last night after class,” I lie. 
Just her reaction will probably tell me whether or not she’s made a wish with the Djinn. Her eyes sparkle and she grins. So, she probably still wants the love spell. I try not to be discouraged. 
“Out, four!” she yells Cindy.  
Cindy gives another squeak and then she disappears back up the stairs before I can say a word. 
I hear a door open, then loud screams, and then slam. I can’t let myself get derailed. If Ana isn’t the summoner, I’ll have my work cut out for me finding who is, but I’ll be back for Cindy. And anyone else who wants out of this hellhole, I promise myself. 
“Great, come on up.” Ana turns with a practiced flourish, convinced I’ll follow her every order. I’ll play along as long as it suits me. 
I sprint up the stairs and down the hall to her room. No doubt it’s the biggest one in this Italianate house. I’d call it old, but given where I grew up, that’s a silly comparison. Ignis Manor is centuries older than this house. 
“So what do you have for me?” she says like she’s the kingpin in a mob movie. She sits on the bench at the foot of her four-poster bed, and I fight the urge to gag. I’ve had plenty of interaction with people like Ana before. Entitled, bored, convinced that they’re the best thing since sliced bread. Which is also not that old and was obviously the best thing since the birth of Betty White, and that’s it. 
I’m getting sidetracked. I feel the Djinn’s presence stronger here. 
“What is it about Charmant that makes you want him so much?” 
A little practiced pout of her pink lips. She’d be pretty, ya know, if she weren’t such a witch with a B. Her ugliness stems from within. Just like most of the other sorority sisters here. There’s a knock on the door but Ana yells, “Not now,” and turns her attention back to me. “He’s the most wanted guy in school. So, he must be mine. It’s that’s simple.” 
Gag. 
“Right. Okay, so you haven’t already gotten some magical help elsewhere?”
She stares at me like I’m an idiot. “Would I have come to you if I already had help?” 
Right, because in her mind of the social hierarchy, I don’t even rate an honorable mention. I roll my eyes. “Fine.” 
She glares. She’s not used to anyone not fawning at her feet. 
“Don’t screw around with magic, Ana. It won’t end well for you,” I warn. 
This time she rolls her eyes. “Whatever. Do you have a spell for me or not, witch?” 
It’s the witch that does me in. I stalk toward her, pinning her with a killer stare. The one reserved for men who touch when they’re not invited. She holds her glare on me. Not so easily intimidated, huh? Well, we’ll see about that.
“Do not screw with me, little girl.” The four candles on her dresser light, their flames a foot high. “And stay away from Charmant.” He doesn’t need this viper in his life. Just because I can’t have him doesn’t mean I’ll let her sink her fangs into him. The flames shoot higher, and I step back from her, just enough so I can catch a little ball of fire in my hands. “Understand?” 
I proffer her the ball of flame. She stares at it, wide-eyed for a moment, and then the shouting from down the hall steals our attention. 
I extinguish the flames and rush to the door. 
“Cindy! Cindy, over here!” 
“No, this way!” 
The shouting is getting louder as I near the end of the hall. 
When I get to the door, Ana is beside me, and the fear is still in her eyes. Good. So much for being the good girl on this campus. I can’t worry about that now. I push the door open before Ana can grab the handle, and inside is utter bedlam. 
There are overturned tables and chairs everywhere, wine and beer pouring out of open bottles, cups, and cans, applesauce everywhere. And Cindy is standing on a table in the corner of the room. I can see the glimmer of glamour around her. Why didn’t I notice it before? Maybe it wasn’t there, or maybe I was too distracted by the sad horror in her eyes. Now, she’s fending off all the women in the room with a beer funnel, swinging it wide as she shrieks. 
“No, this isn’t it. This wasn’t what I wanted. It wasn’t a wish!” 
Wish summoner found. 
Now I just have to get her out of here and figure out how to save her from the Djinn’s trickery. 
And, ya know, bring my sister back from the ether. Can’t forget about that. I push my way through the throng of co-eds, bashing this way and that. The floor is slick, so they slip and slide out of my way easily enough. I don’t want to hurt anyone, but I’m not exactly being gentle. They’re trying to get to Cindy with a fervor that means only one thing, magic.  
“Cindy!” I yell to her. 
She looks down at me, eyes wide, terror etched on her every feature. 
“Help me. You said you would help me.” 
“And I will. But I need you to stop talking. And as much as you can, stop thinking!” 
“Little witch!” The Djinn’s voice is like thunder in my ears, but I ignore it. 
“You bitch!” Ana screams, and then she’s running toward me, just as I reach up to grab Cindy’s hand to help her down. 
Ana slams into the side of me and then we’re falling in a mess of limbs and sticky substances. Cindy careens to the floor with us as the table gives way under the press of people. 
Ugh! 
Enough of this crap. 
I light one of the curtains on fire, and the sudden rush of heat and smoke distracts the spelled women, providing just enough commotion. I scramble to my feet and grab Cindy’s arm. I help yank her to her feet and then pull her against me and run for the door, half supporting her body weight. She’s sagging against me. I power through the hoard and then extinguish the flames before slamming the door closed. I push a table from the hallway in front of the door, knowing it won’t hold them for long. 
“Are you okay?” 
She nods. Clearly, she understands the dangers of speaking. I can only pray that she’s schooling her thoughts enough not to give the Djinn another opening. That had to have been wish number two. Which means that one more, and she’s going to set it free. Whatever I do, I have to stop her from making another wish. 
We get to the bottom of the stairs and just as I’m about to pull the front door open, it flings inward, and we jump back. Cindy lets out a scream and then we’re being swarmed by people. Every one of them yelling for Cindy. 
Wish fulfillment at its worst. To be popular or well liked, even loved, maybe? This kind of psychotic devotion and demand for her attention is the closest the Djinn can get to creating real feelings inside people. It’s only because of my half-witch side that I’m mostly immune to it. Though I have to say, even to me, there’s a sparkle in Cindy now that I didn’t quite notice before the wish. 
How in the world am I going to get us out of this? 
There’s an open window behind us. “Out there. Hide. I’ll find you. And whatever you do, don’t make a wish. No matter what happens. Whatever comes next will be way worse, I promise.” 
She heads for the window, and I shove as many people back from us as I can. I suck in a deep breath and concentrate, pulling in as much energy as I can. There’s power in wishes. And I can use it if I can harness enough of it. Fire is my specialty, and that’s where the Djinn’s magic stems from as well. 
I surround myself in a ring of fire, flames dancing ten or twelve feet in the air all around me. I have perfect control over my fire. Unlike some people. 
I push the fire closer to everyone in front of me and a few step back, but others do not. Crap. Crap! 
I pull the flames back before I hurt someone. If I go out the window with Cindy, they’ll just follow me. I can’t kill them. They don’t know what they’re doing. They’re pawns in a magical game they know nothing about. What would Ruby do? 
If I let any of these crazed zealots near Cindy, they’ll love her to death. Or until she’s desperate enough to make her third wish. 
Screw what Ruby would do. I have to figure this out on my own. What would Ella do? I’m always trying to figure out who I am separate from Ruby, from our mom and the disaster she left in her wake. I’m not Ruby. I’m not my mom. Or my Gran. 
I’m me. Ella Elderbrand, half-human, half-fire-witch. The one who’s always laughing and carefree on the outside. I’ve been the party girl, the campus slut, the bookworm, the class clown. But none of them is me. 
I’ve wanted to figure that person out for a very long time. And now, because of an awful wish, I’m going to have to find the answers. Okay, plan. I need a distraction, like upstairs, but bigger and one that isn’t going to hurt anyone. I don’t have any supplies with me. I’m sure there’s something in the kitchen I could use. If I can get to it. I lower the level of fire so I can see better. 
Charmant pushes his way toward me. I hadn’t even noticed him in the crowd. 
“You okay?” he shouts over the noise. 
He’s not spelled. 
How is he not spelled? 
I reach for him, and when our fingers touch, I gasp. He startles, and something inside me shifts. I… oh Goddess. I pull him toward me, and he walks through the ring of fire like it’s nothing. 
“You’re…” 
“Not human.” He shakes his head. 
Right, yeah, noticed that. But he’s also, not getting burned by my fire. Which means only one thing. Charmant Clement is my mate. 
I cannot deal with this right now. “We have to get to Cindy. She’s in trouble with a capital T. But every time I try to get out of here, I burn someone. They’re not in control of themselves. I don’t want to kill anyone.” 
He nods. “I can help with that.” The fire around us morphs into brambles, woven around and around so thick I can’t see through it. The hoard bashes against it, pulling, scraping. I hear cries of pain, but they don’t stop. At least no one will kill themselves on the sticks. Charmant opens a small section, creating an archway for us to scramble through the branches. We climb out the window and I look around for Cindy. 
I don’t see or hear her. Which hopefully means she’s well enough hidden from all her admirers as well. I must have provided enough distraction with the fire that they didn’t notice her slip away. 
Charmant glances up, and his gaze lands on a small, white bird. It chirrups at him and then flies away. 
“Come on.” He grabs my hand, and that zing sizzles through me again, and my heart stutters. I’m trying to think back over every interaction we’ve had through the past several months. Have I seriously never touched him? Not once? The mating bond only starts upon first touch of skin, magic, or blood. 
When we reach a dark corner of campus, full of trees and bushes, the bird lands atop a branch and Charmant nods at me once. Who needs a locator spell when you can talk to birds?
He hasn’t let go of my hand, and I can feel the pulse of magic arcing between us. My fire, and his deep earthiness. 
“Cindy, it’s me. It’s safe to come out.” 
She slowly emerges from beneath the branches of the hazel tree and the potato sack has turned into a stunning gold gown. “Cindy, you didn’t!” 
She shakes her head. “I didn’t. I swear!” 
“Sorry, that one’s on me,” Charmant says. He grins wickedly at Cindy, and she blushes furiously. “Not that you couldn’t pull off that whole potato sack look. Better than Marilyn in fact, but I thought you might like something clean.” 
She glances at our clasped hands and then smooths her fingers down the silken folds of the dress. She looks back up at him. “It’s beautiful. Thank you.” 
 “Of course. Though I suppose it’s probably impractical, given how conspicuous it is.” Charmant smiles at her.
I think my mate is likely to stay a bit of a flirt, mating bond or not. I suppose it’s good I’ve never been the jealous type. 
I can feel the tug of our bond, but I do my best to ignore it. I won’t be able to for long, but I have to save Ruby first. Lust can wait. 
“We have to go back to where you summoned the Djinn,” I tell Cindy. “And get rid of it.” 
Char lets out a small whistle. “That will not be easy, love.” 
“I know, but we don’t have a choice. I…” I swallow hard. I hate admitting it aloud. Especially now, especially before Charmant, who Fate has chosen for me. I want him to want me for me. I want him to like me for me. Not because of some stupid mating bond neither of us has control over. 
“What is it, El?” he asks. “Whatever it is, we can fix it. We can figure it out, together.” 
“Did you know?” I ask him, suddenly desperate to figure him out. To discover why he’s here. “Did my gran send you?” 
He laughs, shaking his head. “I don’t know your Gran, love. But did I know you would be mine one day?” He lifts my hand to his and kisses the back of it like he’s Mr. Darcy. “Yes, that I knew for sure.” 
And then he shifts a glamor I didn’t even know had been there, and I see him in truth. Bright silver hair trailing down his back, long, elegant ears that end at the top in a lovely point, swirling purple and blue eyes. But that smile. That smile is the same. Dazzling. Making my stomach flip and my heart pound. His skin shimmers with the sparkle of diamonds in the brightest sunlight and for a moment, I’m utterly captivated. I lean toward him and touch his lips with mine. Power blasts through us knocking me back with its force. I land on my ass a few feet away. 
“Ella!” he shouts, but he’s just as flat on his rear. 
Ella, hurry. 
Ruby’s strained voice in my head pushes me back into action. 
“We have to go. Right now. Cindy, show us where it started.” Ruby needs me. Really needs me this time. Not to save her from herself or her magic. But to save her from my stupidity. 
I won’t let her down.

Chapter Four
 I stare at the window to the basement of the off-campus house. “In there?” 
Cindy nods. “I was just sitting down there feeling sorry for myself when…” 
I hold up a hand to stop her from saying anything else. I can feel the Djinn is close. He’s not going to go down without a fight. I can’t communicate with Char or Cindy without risking the Djinn hearing us. I can’t clue it in. 
“I’m going in. Alone.” I stare at Charmant, trying to communicate with him that I am not serious, and hoping the mating bond will make him stupid enough to disobey me. It usually does. “I don’t care what you hear or see or feel. You don’t come in after me. Got it?” 
“El…” he starts. 
“I can take care of myself. Which you would know if you paid any real attention.” 
He quirks a brow. Just one. And my insides quiver. No, damn it, Ella, get control of yourself. 
“I need you to stay out here with Cindy. If I mess up in there, she needs some kind of protection.” 
Before we left the darkened hill where Cindy was hiding, Charmant created something less flashy for her than a bright gold dress and gold slippers! I knew this boy had a flare for the dramatic, but sheesh, I didn’t realize how much. 
“Okay, I get it.” He winks at me. “You don’t need some knight in shining armor or even your big sister to fight the dragon for you.” 
Guess he saw that then. 
How embarrassing. Ugh. Has he been following me? “You’re sure you don’t know my gran?” 
He shakes his head, and I get caught up in watching his hair move around him like it’s caught in a breeze. He truly is beauty. Fae. I’ve been mated to a Fae. I didn’t know any of them survived the collapse of Azure. 
I shake myself and turn toward the window of the basement. I pry it open and shove myself inside before I can throw myself at Charmant. Those hormones are riding me hard, and I cannot do anything about it right now. 
I clear my throat. 
“Djinn, I’m ready to make a deal. Show yourself.” 
“Is that a wish, dear Ella?” he asks as he materializes before me. Purple and blue hues sparkle around him in brilliant kaleidoscopes. 
“Not yet. Let’s get some things clear first. I’m going to let Cindy make her last wish to free you from your prison.” 
I can see the spark in his eyes as I say this. But I know he won’t just believe me. I have to show him that I’m serious. That there are things I want, things I need and will do anything to get. 
“I want my coven. I want my sister back. I want some more power. I want things I’m sure you can’t give me, but…” I let my voice trail off. 
He narrows his eyes at me. “We shall see. Once you make an official wish, of course.” 
Ah, so he isn’t going to fall that easily into the trap, is he? 
“And I want out of my mating bond. No power in existence can do that. I want the bond itself to disintegrate. I don’t want anything to happen to that doofus out there. I just want us to be free of one another.” Goddess I hope Charmant won’t take that to heart. I’m sure he can hear me. Fae hearing is at least as good as werewolf hearing. Thank the universe that Fate didn’t match me with one of those things.  
I refocus my attention. Charmant will either understand what I’m doing or he won’t, but I need all my wits about me to face off against this Djinn. 
“But mating bonds are set by powers far beyond mine or yours. And you know it. There’s no way for you to give me what I want.” 
“I could just kill him.” 
I sigh dramatically, pulling on all my years of blending in with normal humans. “Stupid mating bonds. If you kill him before we’ve sealed our Fate, I’ll go insane. If you do it after, I’ll always feel as if part of me is missing.” I pout, sticking out my bottom lip as far as it will go. 
He grins at me. “I know.” 
“Is there anything you don’t know?” If I play into this creature’s ego enough, I’ll convince him that I need the help, that my situation has changed enough to want this more than I want my sister back, even. “If anyone knows how to get out of a mating bond with my sanity and soul intact, it’s a Djinn. Hey, what’s your name, by the way? I hate just calling you the Djinn in my head. It feels so impersonal.” I risk a small smile, like I’m not sure he’ll accept my olive branch.  
I know names have power. I can’t control it if I know the name, but it helps. It creates a rapport of sorts at least. 
“You may call me Kala.” Kala gives a slight dip of his head. Djinn don’t really have gender. 
“Thank you, Kala.” I sigh. “Any thoughts on how you might get me out of this bond? Some way I can… you know, do the special asking thing for it?” I’m careful not to say the w-word.
“I might. But you’re asking an awful lot of me.” He cocks his head to the side. “How do I know you’ll keep up your end of the deal?” 
Djinn love a good deal. 
“If you don’t give me what I want, I’ll kill Cindy.” 
He laughs, and I can tell he doesn’t believe me. “Of course you wouldn’t. You witches are all the same. Virtuous. Meddlesome.” 
Kala clearly has a long memory. I’ve heard the stories of when the covens bound the Djinn to objects that could contain their powers, and the prison cells they were trapped in when they still tried to wreak havoc in Azure. If I kill Cindy before she’s wished her final wish, it will send Kala back into whatever object he was contained in here. Kala’s smile is devious. “Unless, of course, you’re different.” 
I cross my arms. “I might not be that different. But I am highly motivated to get out of my bond. I never would consider this otherwise. You’re my only option.” I try to sound as desperate as I am, even if the reasons are not the ones I’m giving Kala. I need my sister back. The hours are ticking by. I don’t have that many left. It’s almost daybreak already. “I’ll do whatever I have to do.” And I mean that, mostly. My sister is too important to me. If it means giving up Charmant, of letting myself go insane, I don’t care. As long as Ruby comes back in one piece. I don’t think she’d ever forgive me if I killed an innocent woman to save her though. That’s the line I can’t cross. But I have to make Kala believe I will do just that. 
“So, let me get this right, if I give you your sister, break your mating bond without you going insane or missing part of your soul, you’ll give me that human and make her wish for something so I can be free?” 
“Yes.” 
“And if I don’t do those things…” 
“Mr. Wrapped Around my Pinkie out there will kill your human tether, and you’ll go back to whatever hellhole you crawled out of for another thousand years until someone summons you again. What do you think I brought her here for?” 
I’m running out of time. “Tick tock, Kala. This deal expires when the sun rises. Because this itch of needing to seal my mating bond is already irritating the crap out of me. I want it gone. Now. So either do it, or I’ll tell him to kill the human.” 
“Won’t that be like cutting off your nose to spite your face?” 
I shrug. 
“I don’t trust you.” 
“I don’t care. Now, stop stalling. Either you’re powerful enough to give me what I want, or you’re not, and this is a complete waste of my time.” 
He presses his lips into a line. Kala apparently doesn’t appreciate my calling his powers into question. Good. I’m trying to goad him into giving me what I want. 
“Bring my sister back first. As a show of good faith.” 
“I can’t undo a wish, and you know it.” 
“Wow, you really are as useless as the others say. Okay, clearly this isn’t going to work.” I turn and raise my voice. “Do it, darling! She’s of no use to us any longer.” 
I don’t wait for a response but turn back to watch Kala’s face contort in anger. He lunges for me, morphing into a small dragon as he moves. I crouch and roll to the side, and even pint-sized, a dragon is a dangerous creature. I shoot fire at Kala, and he darts my blast. 
Fire soars past me, scorching the edges of my hair. I’m not used to that. I’m immune to most types of fire. But not dragon’s breath. I cough at the sudden burning smell. Ew. A moment later, Charmant and Cindy are in the room. 
“You idiot!” I scream at him. “You were supposed to kill her.” 
I know Charmant has no idea what the hell is going on, but he has to know I couldn’t possibly mean that. I lunge for Cindy at the same time as I shoot another mass of fire at Kala aimed right for his throat. The dragon dodges, but the magic connects with the wing, and it screams. 
“Cindy,” I whisper, praying I won’t be heard. 
“I wish for a full-sized, usable, silver sword to materialize on the floor before me, touching nothing else in the room except for the floor,” Charmant, clever little Fae that he is, has made a wish in an infallible manner. Fae are almost as tricky as Djinn. 
A sword clatters to the floor before him as I tell Cindy, “Wish for the sword to kill you.” 
“What?” she demands. 
“You’ll be okay. Trust me. Do it. Hurry.” 
She stares at me wide-eyed, like I’m absolutely insane. I’m sure I sound like I am. 
Charmant picks up the sword and charges Kala. “I’ll take you down, beast.” Bless him. He may not know exactly what I’m up to, but he knows I need the Djinn distracted. And he’s giving me time to get us all out of this mess alive, trusting that I’m going to succeed. That I don’t need him to fight my battles for me. But, hey, we all could use a little help from time to time, right? 
Charmant and Kala circle each other, and he advances on the dragon, then backs off when flames threated to turn him to cinders. 
“Cindy, now. Say exactly that. ‘I, you know what, for the sword to kill me. It’s not going to be fun, but you will be okay. I swear.” 
She’ll die, but only for a second. 
A Djinn is forbidden to kill who summoned them. Or they would simply kill the summoner and be free from their prisons forever. And who the hell would use a wish to kill themselves? No one. It’s a loophole in the rules. If Cindy wishes for death, and uses her last wish to do it, the last wish can’t set him free, because a dead summoner means a voided contract. And the magics Kala brought down upon us all will cease to have ever existed. 
Ruby will come back. Cindy’s wish to be popular will disappear and no one will remember their actions. The evidence of a dragon terrorizing downtown Seattle will disappear, and the memories will seem like a fuzzy bad dream. 
“I wish for the sword to kill me,” Cindy whispers, her voice warbling. 
The sword shoots from Charmant’s hand and straight toward Cindy. She shrieks.
“No!” Kala shouts just as the sword pierces through Cindy’s heart. 
“I’m so sorry.” I grab her body as it falls. And then the sword disappears. She gasps. “You’re okay, you’re okay Cindy. It’s okay.” 
“It is not okay. You killed me! I was dead.” 
“Yeah, but only for like a second, right?” Ruby asks. 
I risk a glance around the room. No Kala. And no Charmant either. Just Ruby. 
What. The. Hell. 
Chapter Five
“Seriously, El? Like you can’t just stay in with your big sister tonight?” 
I’m going out of my mind with need. I absolutely cannot. I have to find Charmant. Right this second. Or I’m going to lose my mind. I can feel him. He’s close. He’s been close for hours. But he won’t show himself. 
Poor Cindy will probably never speak to me again, no matter how many times I tell her that this was the only way to, well, save the world. Okay, maybe that’s a touch dramatic, a little bit of a stretch. But not by much. 
“Just for a little bit. I promise I’ll be back soon.” 
One way or another. Either I’m going to put a high heel up Charmant’s rear, or I’m going to finish this mating ritual. Perhaps both. Both is good. 
I like both. 
I adjust said high heel, securing the shoe around my ankle and then clear my throat. I know I should tell Ruby where I’m going. Not because I need her protection, but because finding my mate is huge but I just can’t. 
I deserve something to myself. My whole life has revolved around my family. My place in the coven, my place as the youngest Elderbrand, my place as the future leader’s little sister. Right now, here, this isn’t me as any of those things. This is me as Ella. Just Ella. 
Ruby shakes her head, throws a piece of popcorn at me, and then blows me a kiss. “Love and light, sis.” 
“Love and light.” I chuck the piece of popcorn back at her and head out. It’ll be a while before memories are fuzzy enough for us to be back out in the world around here. So we’ll keep to ourselves. I’ll take the rest of the term off for medical reasons, and next semester, when the rumor mill has moved far past the weird fires, appearing bramble walls, and that girl who saved Cindy’s life, Ruby and I will reemerge. Like we always do. 
As soon as I’m a few feet from the front door of our apartment, Charmant comes out of the shadows. 
“Okay, so I kind of lied. Well, sort of. I really don’t know your gran, but I do know who she is and who you are and who your sister is,” he says without any more context. “And by the grace of all things holy, can I please, please touch you? I feel like I’m dying.” 
The urge to kiss him overwhelms the urge to kick him. “You lied to me.” 
“I know. I suck.” 
“You could have knocked on the door.” 
“Your sister scares the shit out of me.” 
I glare. 
“But you scare me way, way more, I swear. Did I mention I suck? And please, kiss me. Please, love, we’ll figure out the rest once my blood stops boiling.” 
“You only want me because of the mating bond.” 
He shakes his head. “Not true. I told you I knew you’d be mine. Long before we touched. I made sure that didn’t happen until it couldn’t be avoided.” 
He’s rambling. Damn. He’s so cute when he’s rambling. Wait… “Just how long have you been hovering at the edges of my life? Just how did you know we’d been mated?” 
His glamour no longer works on me, so when his eyes darken from silver and purple to the deepest midnight blue, I see every detail. He tilts his head, as if debating just how much to tell me. “Honesty, Charmant, total honesty, or I will walk away from this. I will lock myself in a dungeon and let the time expire, come what may. I won’t be mated to someone who lies to me.” I never thought I’d have to have this conversation. 
“Since before you were born.” He stops breathing. I can see the sudden preternatural stillness that only Fae and vampires have. 
“How old are you?” 
We’re starting to get odd glances from passersby. He threads his fingers through mine and electrical magic shoots through my entire body. I want him with such fire that it is earth-shattering. I let him tug me into the alley beside my building. But I yank my hand back. 
“Three hundred or so human years.” 
Witches age differently than humans, so I’m no stranger to being a lot older than I look, but I’m not anywhere near that old. He’s vibrating now with the magic, with the need, with the desire I can see pooling in his eyes. He crowds me against the wall. “Ella, please,” he begs. 
“Tell me all of it, right now Charmant.” I know I’m torturing him. I’m torturing us both. But I want the truth. I deserve the truth. 
“Fae have been here since the gateway between Azure and this world were opened. We managed to save centuries of prophecies from our world before it was destroyed. You’re in them. So is your sister. And others. I haven’t been near you until recently. But I always knew where you were. I was always waiting for the right time. For the right push.” 
I can feel the sincerity in his voice. I can see it in his eyes. Fate. It plays with all of us, doesn’t it? 
“I was supposed to wait longer. But when I saw you in that mob of people, surrounded by fire, alight with power and magic and strength… I couldn’t wait any more.” His body is inches from mine, his head lowering toward me. 
Listening to the way he describes me when I felt at my weakest… it makes my heart squeeze and my belly flip. I want him. We both know it. I’ve wanted him a long time. Was that Fate? Was it the bond waiting to be ignited? 
“Please, Ella, please forgive me. Please have me. Let me be yours. For all eternity.” His lips are almost touching mine. 
I ache for him. I yearn for him. Does it matter if it’s Fate? Do prophecies have to come true? Or do we simply make them come true because we know them ahead of time? 
Screw it. 
I don’t care. All that matters is that Charmant is here, that the boy, the man, I’ve wanted to be closer to for months, the one that saw me at my weakest, at my most indecisive, and who saw not weakness, but strength, is here. Mine for the taking. He trusted me to defeat the Djinn without interfering, without trying to play the hero. 
I thread my fingers through his silvery hair and seal my lips against his. He surges forward, his body pinning mine against the wall and kissing me with such emotion that my legs wobble. I kiss him senseless, until my lungs are burning for air. We have a lot left to discuss. We have hours of conversations ahead of us. But right now, right now, I need him. And we need somewhere a lot less public. Sex magic is powerful. 
“Bring me home with you,” I whisper when we come up for air. 
He picks me up and then we’re in a meadow. We could be anywhere, but I see the same hazel tree Cindy was hiding behind at the edge of the clearing. “You mean to tell me there’s a Sidhe mound in the middle of campus?” 
He shrugs sheepishly. “Uh, yeah.” 
I stop resisting the urge to kick him, and he feigns injury to the hip my heel connected with, stumbling and almost “dropping” me. When he gets to one knee, he gently sets me on the grass before him and lowers his head. “No more half-truths or lies or secrets. I swear it. You will only ever have truth from me from this moment forward, this is my solemn vow.” 
A solemn vow from a Fae is an unbreakable bond. Charmant has just made it impossible to lie to me. Forever. He looks up at me then. 
“So, if I asked you if I looked fat in this dress, you’d have to tell me?” 
“You say fat like it’s a bad word.” 
A smile curves my lips. Sometimes I forget that I’ve probably been just as influenced by being around human culture as any whole human has. I haven’t been intimate with anyone magical before.  
“But to answer your question, I do not think you are anything less than stunning. Now. Always.” 
“That’s always the right answer,” I tell him with a smile. 
“Outstanding. Now, sweet, dear, wonderful Ella, will you please put me out of my misery?” That begging edge in his voice does me in. 
I reach for him then and pull him against my body. “Yes, please.” 
He lifts me again and kisses me over and over again as he walks us across the meadow and toward the village. I take no notice of where we are until he’s laid me on his bed, and I can instruct him on exactly how to make him mine. Forever. 
***
When I stumble back into the apartment at dawn, Ruby’s waiting at the kitchen bar for me. 
“Did you seriously hook up with some rando while I was disappearing?” Ruby shakes her head. “Sis. I can’t even with you.” Her smile is wide, but I can see the touch of worry in her eyes. She knows something else is up. But I can’t tell her Char’s Fae and my mate without telling her the rest. Prophecies, big baddies coming our way, the fate of the world in the balance… Nuh uh. Ruby’s already made it her mission to fight the need to have a mate because of Fate. If I put this on her, she’ll just fight harder. She’s too stubborn for her own good. And I’m not going to put that kind of pressure on her. I won’t. It’s not fair. 
“Look, girl, I can’t help it. You know how I am.” I wink at her. Let her think I’m still the party girl. Still the carefree silly sister she’s always known. Maybe someday soon I’ll tell her that I’m dating Charmant, and then, down the line, I can tell her the rest. I know she’ll be pissed at me, but I can’t be worried about that right now. 
I only wish… nope. No way. Uh uh. 
Never doing that again. 
Ruby will have to find her mate on her own. I ain’t gonna wish her one. I learned that lesson. 

