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        FALL SEMESTER

        EARLY SEPTEMBER

      

      

      

      I was no dentist, but I was sure Trey’s tooth was a goner.

      It would really affect his ego, losing a front not-so-pearly white, but that was just the shitty life we lived, a life where teeth were a luxury.

      Trey was telling everyone that the guy who punched him was so strong he must have been an actual werewolf, but that was also his ego talking. I’d seen the guy who decked Trey, and he’d seemed pretty normal to me—not that I was an expert at identifying Supernaturals—but I didn’t imagine they stole hamburgers out of people’s hands. Some of them probably could magically make juicy filet mignons appear out of thin air.

      Besides, the only real Supernaturals I’d ever seen—a couple of registered warlocks in black cloaks despite the heat—had seemed pretty well-fed to me. Supers weren’t all that common since only certain people had the required DNA to be one or become one, or some such nonsense. Not that I knew much about that. I was just a Regular, according to their terms.

      The Supernaturals kept to themselves for the most part since their coming-out, so to speak, ten years ago. Sure, it took people a long while to actually believe it and by then, the hysteria had mostly settled down. So, there were witches and warlocks, vampires, werewolves, and more lurking among us. They were regulated, though, registered and under control. At least, that’s what we were told on the news. And, I’d never seen anything to the contrary.

      Plus, we didn’t exactly get the news pumped into the abandoned warehouse Trey and I called home. We were too busy trying to survive to worry about who might be riding brooms or howling at the moon. Normal humans were way more dangerous, thus Trey’s tooth predicament and my mission to save the day.

      As I rode on my skateboard, tall buildings surrounded me, their thousands of glass windows sparkling under the scorching sun. Office workers rushed around like ants on their lunch break, suffering the heat that radiated from all the concrete that surrounded us. Summer in Hotlanta had to be as close to Hell as one could get this side of eternity.

      The wheels of my board clacked against the concrete sidewalk as I swerved around one of the suits who worked at the Georgia Pacific Tower. Like usual, I got a dirty look from the man, a stodgy middle-aged dude with a watch so big and fancy it could probably feed Trey and me for six months. Suit types didn’t take well to a homeless teenage girl on a skateboard. Go figure.

      Ignoring him, I pushed with my right leg, speeding up, and turned toward the convenience store. When I got there, I hopped off, flipped the skateboard into my hands, and tucked it under my arm.

      Head down, I walked into the store and stopped in front of the aisle with the small section of over-the-counter medicine. The smell of stale hot dogs from the roller grill saturated the air, reminding me I hadn’t eaten lunch… or breakfast.

      Ignoring my rumbling stomach, I perused through the medicine, searching for something to help Trey with his toothache.

      The big bottle of ibuprofen was twelve bucks, so I picked a small one that looked like a tube of Chapstick. It only had ten pills in it, but maybe they would hold off the pain until he came to terms with his loss and decided to go to the Good Samaritan Health Center where dental students pulled teeth out for free. Also, the ten pills only cost three dollars, which the five-dollar bill in my pocket could actually afford.

      A box of toothache gel caught my eye. I picked it up and checked the price. Five ninety-nine. Damn. Why was medicine so expensive?

      My gaze darted toward the door, then the cashier. He was staring straight at me. Crap. My attention snapped back to the medicine boxes in front of me.

      Out of nowhere, there was a twist in my gut, and I felt like throwing up. I winced, swallowing and rubbing my stomach. Great. All I needed was to get sick, too. But what did I expect from eating street tacos for dinner last night?

      Another wave of nausea hit me, and a whooshing sound filled my ears. My chest tingled. I blinked, head swimming. The entire store started spinning.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and took deep breaths, willing the vertigo away. It disappeared. Suddenly, I was fine.

      What the hell? Was I having a panic attack? A seizure?

      The electronic ding-dong on the door sounded as someone else entered the store. My eyes sprang open as I heard their steps in the aisle behind me. The new customer pushed all the way to the back, where the cold drinks were kept in glass-door refrigerators.

      I glanced back and saw an old lady browsing for something to drink, her back to me. She wore a muumuu dress in a red, funky pattern that suggested a flower garden had thrown up on it. It stopped mid-calf and hung loose around her bent-over shape, looking more like an old curtain than any sort of clothing. Gray, wiry hair hung in thin strips down to her shoulders, and a pair of massive orange Crocs capped her feet.

      As she stood there, she juggled a walking stick from one hand to another, her movements not bad for someone her age. I smiled. I bet she could fend off any pickpocket who tried to slip his hand into her double-wide sized purse. I was enthralled by her confident attitude despite her misplaced fashion sense and extreme age. That was what I wanted to be like at eighty, a badass old lady in orange crocs.

      After a moment of pondering, she opened the fridge and pulled out a bottle of prune juice. I almost gagged. Nevermind. I definitely didn’t want a future with prune juice in it.

      Drink in hand, the lady turned on her heel and headed for the register. This time, she took the aisle in front of me. Her profile was all edges: hook nose, sharp jaw, jutting chin. A huge wart like a ready-to-burst tick clung to the end of her eyebrow.

      Sensing my attention, she turned her two-toned eyes on me and bared a smile with a missing front tooth. I hunched over, lowering my head and wondering why one of her eyes had been so cloudy. Cataracts, maybe? The good feeling drained out of me completely.

      Was that how Trey and I would look after a lifetime of homelessness? Half blind and toothless? Trey wasn’t even twenty, and he was about to lose his first tooth. Would we end up drinking our food and buying prune juice to unclog our pipes? I shook myself out of my stupid thoughts. I tended to get carried away with my imagination at the worst times. Trey needed his medicine, and I was here daydreaming about how our pathetic lives would play out.

      At the register, the old woman dug in her purse, her arm practically disappearing inside its folds. A minute later, she pulled out a zip bag full of coins and dropped it on the counter. The cashier stared at the bag, looking as if he was about to burst a blood vessel. He sneered at the old woman, clearly annoyed.

      “It’s money, ain’t it?” the woman asked in a voice that seemed to rustle like dry leaves. “Ain’t it?” she repeated in a louder tone, her head thrusting toward the man with insistence.

      The cashier jumped back, eyes widening. “Get...get the hell out of here,” he barked. “We don’t serve your kind here.”

      The a-hole! Why was he being so rude?

      The poor lady was constipated, and she had to put up with this guy’s ignorant ass because she was homeless, like me. All the signs were there. I’d been living on the streets long enough to spot one of us.

      Unsure of what made me do it—I seriously despised confrontations—I stepped out of the aisle and let the cashier have it.

      “What the hell’s the matter with you? No one taught you to be nice to your elders, you jack wad? Give her some respect.” I gestured toward the old lady, my hand tightening around the ibuprofen as anger roiled in my chest. It was one thing to push around a teenage kid, quite another to disrespect a poor grandma.

      He glanced at me, looking pissed. “You’re… with her, aren’t you? I knew you were no good!” He leaned forward, a hand reaching under the counter.

      Uh-oh. Just the reason I’d learned to mind my own business.

      Defensive instincts kicking in, I took two strides toward the lady and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “Let’s get out of here,” I said.

      At the touch, a crawling sensation traveled up my arm, feeling like the hairy legs of many spiders marching toward a trapped fly. I shivered as my ears started thudding with the beating of my own heart.

      I jerked my hand away, unsure of what was happening to me.

      The old lady’s head swiveled in my direction as if in slow motion. Her good eye focused on me, while the other one stood blank. By degrees, her wrinkled skin turned gray, while her nose widened and flattened, warts sprouting all around it. Her lips blackened and doubled in size. Her thin hair grew fuller and longer until it resembled a lion’s mane in shape and color. Small leaf-tipped branches sprang around her ears, and metal claws replaced her fingertips. She lifted her walking stick—now a gnarled, rotting branch—and shook it in my face.

      Either I really was having a seizure or she was really a… a Supernatural.

      I took a step back, my insides trembling like gelatin. What the hell was she?

      “Oh, shit!” the cashier exclaimed, jumping as far away from the counter as he could, pressing his back to a glass display of cigarette cartons.

      “I have holy water,” he spat, reaching a trembling hand into his pocket. “I command you to go back to the pits of hell, evil spirit.”

      “I’m not a spirit, you ignorant human. I’m Yama-uba, and I’m hungry.” She looked at me as if I were a medium-rare steak with a side of mashed potatoes.

      Fear cracked across my body like a whip, and something inside me seemed to splinter. The nausea returned, and I felt physically ill again as if a flu virus from hell were threatening to fracture me in two. What was wrong with me?

      Something like electricity sparked and crackled inside my chest as if I’d turned into a human taser gun, and I felt surrounded by an aura that was not my own.

      The hag’s face morphed from hungry to terrified. “Witch!” she cried out, pointing a knobby finger in my direction. Her mouth opened wide, sharp, filth-encrusted teeth forming a terrifying maw. She hissed.

      She was afraid of me?

      The cashier screamed.

      I screamed.

      Then I ran.

      Ran like my ass was on fire. I pushed out the door, threw my skateboard to the ground, and jumped on top of it, my heart hammering out of control.

      Like a horror movie, the old woman’s face played on repeat inside my head, the image of her gaping mouth imprinted in my brain. Why had she yelled witch at me? And what was happening to my body? Forget Trey’s tooth, I need a psychiatrist, an electrician or both.

      “Stop right there!” a hesitant, trembling voice shouted.

      I had no idea who was screaming or exactly what was happening until someone shoved me from behind, and I went rolling on the ground, my knees and elbow hitting the sidewalk as I spun two or three times. Pain blared from multiple scrapes and cuts, but the constant thrum of fear and nausea blotted everything else out. I was being attacked.

      I sprang to my feet on my last tumble and found the cashier bearing down on me like a madman.

      “It was all a trick,” he said in a trembling voice, “so you could steal from me.”

      My eyes darted behind him, searching for the old woman. No one was there, not even inside the store. But what the hell? Why was this doucheface out here accusing me of stealing, instead of cowering inside?

      I pulled my hands behind my back, desperately trying to figure out how to get rid of the medicine I’d accidentally taken with me.

      As my luck would have it, the commotion attracted the attention of a Path Force police officer who was riding his bicycle in the opposite direction and, on a dime, turned and started pedaling toward us instead.

      People stopped to gawk. Sweat trickled down my back as I clenched my teeth and tried to decide whether or not to run for it. I glanced around looking for my skateboard, but it had rolled under a parked car. My body ached and my ankle felt tweaked, if not sprained. Running wouldn’t really work.

      My throat closed off, panic climbing up from my chest. There was no way I could outrun a cop on a bike even in tip-top shape. I was screwed.

      Too fast, the cop was there, hopping off his bicycle and demanding what was happening.

      “She’s a thief,” the cashier said. “She stole from me, pulling some con with one of those Supernatural freaks.” He pointed toward the store as he said the last word like a nasty slur.

      “I’m not a thief,” I said. I’d never stolen anything in my life, despite needing to many times over. This was all just a big misunderstanding.

      “Young lady, did you steal something from this man’s store?” the cop asked, glaring down at me from under his stupid bike helmet.

      No, I didn’t.

      I knew I hadn’t, but the proof was in my hand, behind my back. If only… if only I could get rid of it.

      “I… didn’t,” I croaked. My chest tingled with that same energy from before, a sort of crackling burst of electricity that didn’t hurt so much as light up every neuron in my body.

      “Yeah, right. All you freaks are the same,” the cashier said, crossing his arms over his sunken chest.

      “Can you please show me your hands?” the cop asked, gesturing to them with one gloved hand.

      Aware that there was no other alternative, I extended my hands forward, palms up.

      To my surprise, they were empty.
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      Never in my life had I been so happy to see the abandoned building where Trey and I lived. It was rat infested, leaky, and dangerous, but at least it wasn’t the inside of a prison cell.

      My mind reeled as I skated around raised sidewalk sections toward the cut in the fence that would let me in.

      Where had the ibuprofen gone? I was still racking my brain about it. It was in my hand one second and gone the next. Had I dropped it in the commotion? That was the most likely scenario in a day gone completely crazy town.

      But what the hell had been up with that hag and the strange sensation in my chest. I felt okay now, a little shaken up and achy from my fall, but my heart wasn’t pounding, and I certainly wasn’t feeling like my insides were wired directly into the mainframe.

      The hag had called me a witch. Why?

      I shook the thought away, willing myself not to dwell on the insanity I’d experienced. Maybe the ancient crack cocaine Trey and I had found downstairs a few weeks ago had gotten into my system even though I’d only touched it to throw it away.

      Nope, that didn’t make any sense. That was three weeks ago. But there was no logical explanation for anything that had happened today.

      The only thing that did make sense was that I’d failed Trey. No medicine for his tooth. No pain relief. I was going to need to convince him to go to the clinic with me.

      Good luck with that, my inner critic chimed in.

      Trey was my best friend. Okay, my only friend since I left home two years ago. My mom had died in a car accident when I was thirteen and dear old dad had taken up drinking after that. He was never a peach before the alcoholism, but he became increasingly worse as the years wore on. Mom had been the glue of our family. She went to work, cleaned, cooked, took me to school, read to me at night, helped me with homework, and a million other things. Without her, our home fell apart, as well as my heart.

      Dad stopped working and spent his days in his bedroom with the door shut, coming out only to grunt at me or stare into our nearly empty fridge. Then one day, he was just gone. I’d lived alone for three months until someone tipped off Child Protective Services. There was no way I was going into a foster home—I’d heard enough horror stories—so I took off before they came for me.

      Trey had also run away from abusive parents at seventeen and had been on the streets since. Thank God we’d found each other in a shelter not too long into my new life as a homeless teen. Trey was tough and funny and great at scaring away creepy meth heads. Though he often took risks he shouldn’t, putting his personal safety and wellbeing to the bottom of his priority list. He could be stubborn, bullheaded, and self-destructive when it came down to it, making me wonder if he had a bit of a death wish.

      Thus, the punch in the mouth that put his front tooth in its current precarious position.

      If he’d only reigned in his temper, for once, he wouldn’t be facing the possibility of a gapped-tooth smile. He was meticulous about his appearance, even though we both had to bathe in public restrooms and the occasional shelter—fulltime shelter living would separate us, so it wasn’t a long term option. Going toothless would really hurt Trey’s self-esteem. How could he get an upscale beauty salon job, his lifelong dream, with a smile like that?

      I sighed.

      We both need a spa day, I thought wryly as I hopped off my board, gripped it, and lifted up the cut chain link, entering our humble abode.

      Our abandoned building was pretty standard as far as buildings like it went. It was five stories of boarded-up windows, graffitied walls and tumbling brick. Near the center of Atlanta, the crime was pretty bad, but our corner was relatively quiet, thanks to the string of empty buildings and the lack of any tourism, employment, or anything particularly interesting to steal.

      And yet, we did have one thing going for us. Our buildings hosted many famous drawings, elaborate graffiti art paintings created in the early 2000s before the city put a stop to it. Sometimes, artists and brave tourists drove by, marveling at the multicolored drawings and tagged brick sections before speeding out, the stench of poverty sticking in their air vents.

      Our building’s claim to fame was one drawing by a semi-famous artist known as Gin Minister. His clever name accompanied his clever art. I walked past his now-fading painting of a trippy, psychedelic owl, the word “Never” spreading out on either side like wings.

      Everything in my world lately was freaky and psychedelic, and I didn’t even use drugs. Lucky me, not living up to the homeless stereotype.

      I gave our Never Owl a pat as I walked along the side of the building, dodging Styrofoam take-out containers, a soggy pillow, and an empty ten-gallon bucket with the stench of human waste wafting from inside.

      I definitely did not want to know what that bucket had most recently been used for.

      Entering the side door where the particle board had been pried away, I called up so Trey knew it was me and not Homeless Randy who sometimes stopped by to harass us for cash.

      “Trey, it’s your favorite person!”

      There was a shuffling down the hall and a head peered around the corner.

      “Angelina Jolie? Is that you, here to adopt me? All my dreams have come true!” He pantomimed running toward me and then stopped, putting his hand to his chest in exasperation. “Oh, it’s you, Charlie. Dream shattered.” He flopped against the wall dramatically.

      I chuckled despite myself. Trey was hilarious. Seriously, he was the reason I didn’t spend my nights crying myself to sleep. He always had a joke or a biting quip that made me forget how damn depressing life was.

      “Angelina has enough trouble on her hands without the likes of you,” I said. “She and Brad broke up. Or was that a rumor?”

      “Angelina can handle anything. Did you see her red carpet look at the 2009 SAG awards? If she can pull off a blue potato sack, and own it, she can parent the likes of me. What’d you get at the store?”

      I set my skateboard down, my stomach churning with the knowledge that I had to tell Trey I’d failed him. I could already deduce from his muffled speech that his tooth was still hurting. I hated letting him down. Absolutely hated it.

      “So here’s the thing…” I dug my toe into a clump of paper trash, scattering loose pieces and hoping not to expose any pink rat babies like I had last week. “Something happened at the store.”

      “What? A sale on Flamin’ Hot Cheetos? What could have possibly happened at the store?” His eyes narrowed. He could read me like a book.

      How could I say this? That I ran into a hag that transformed into some weird tree person and she’d called me a witch? That I almost got arrested and made the evidence disappear just in time to save my ass?

      Nope.

      “The cops…” I started.

      “Cops? Harassing you? I swear to God, the cops in Atlanta can kiss my—”

      “Trey, it wasn’t that. They thought I stole something. I guess I did. Accidentally. There was a lot going on. I just… walked out holding it. But then…”

      He strode over and put his hand on my shoulder. “Babe, you don’t need to steal for me. If you went to jail, who would stop the rats from taking over this place?”

      I gave a sad smile. “Rat exterminator is not my only life skill,” I murmured.

      “But, love, it definitely isn’t your fashion sense.” He gestured jokingly to my ripped jeans, dirty Vans and thrift store T-shirt, then patted my arm. “It’s okay if you didn’t get it. It’s fine. The tooth doesn’t even hurt anymore. I think it’s fixing itself. Like I’m an X-man or something. Or one of those warlocks.” He twiddled his fingers as if casting a spell. “Tootho repairo.”

      I froze. It was too unnerving to joke about magic after what happened. “That’s not funny. Those Supernaturals are creeps.” I thought about the hag and the way she’d reeled back from me.

      “Okay, Miss Sensitive,” he said lightly. “Now, come on. I panhandled enough at the college to buy us a Hot-and-Ready and a two-liter of Mountain Dew.”

      “I think Mountain Dew’s slogan is ‘The best thing for a busted tooth.’” I rolled my eyes. “Did you get water too at least?”

      “Yes, yes, mother. Don’t ruin my pizza party vibe. Can we do hairdos tonight? That would cheer me up at the disappointment of my dreams deferred as Ralph Waldo Emerson would say.”

      “It was Langston Hughes who said that, and sure. Hairdos it is.”

      Trey was an amateur hairstylist and, frankly, my tattered ponytail could use the attention. Whatever it took to cheer him up after I’d failed him so badly, all as long as he didn’t burn a hunk of my hair off like that time he used that curling iron he found in the trash.

      He took my arm, strolling with me down the debris-filled hallway like we were a royal couple at the ball. We lived on the third floor, farthest away from the aforementioned rats, and high up enough to flee if anyone broke in. The fourth and fifth floors were waterlogged from the non-existent roof. Mildew and mold ran rampant. Not good for respiration.

      Still, our situation wasn’t particularly safe. A handful of times we’d been woken by people rifling through our stuff, the last one a few months ago where we literally had to punch our way out. Once, someone had set fire to trash on the first floor, nearly burning down the south half of the building before the fire department put it out. We spent a few weeks in shelters and church basements until we couldn’t stand to be apart anymore and made our way back here.

      Be it ever so abandoned, there’s no place like home.

      Up the creaky stairs we climbed. At the third floor, he pulled me down a hallway and into the open space we used as our apartment. When I rounded the corner, I could see the set-up he’d concocted.

      A few candles flickered in the center of the room, creating a welcoming ambiance. On a blanket on the floor, he’d placed the pizza box and the soft drinks to make it appear like an outdoor picnic. Quiet, acoustic guitar music played from an old boombox that had been recently out of batteries. Newspaper garlands hung in loops from the rafters, reminding me of old Christmas streamers my fourth-grade teacher used to hang as we counted down to the big day. He’d even cut paper hearts and butterflies and taped them to the walls to cover up the peeling drywall.

      The effect was magical. Transformative.

      “Oh, wow,” I whispered, gaping. “How did you do all this?”

      He smiled, proud of himself. “What can I say? I’m a god with paper crafts. And, really, I have a lot of free time on my hands. I’d been storing it for a few weeks, waiting for the perfect opportunity. And it seems like today is that day.”

      I strode in, feeling the weight drop off my shoulders. The windows glittered with candlelight. The mood was jolly and festive even though it was only September.

      “Trey, this is really amazing.”

      He led me over to the blanket and popped open the pizza box, the gooey cheese and spicy pepperoni making my mouth water. It had been nearly a full day since my last meal and that pizza smelled to-die-for.

      I sat beside my best friend, grabbing a slice. He poured me some Mountain Dew into my favorite Harry Potter mug, then filled his metal tumbler.

      “A toast,” he said, sitting cross-legged, and tossing his dark blond hair out of his eyes. “To the best friend a guy could have.”

      I held up my mug. “To the best interior decorator a girl could ask for. Thanks for making our night magical.”

      He winked at me and clinked his glass into mine.

      “About that tooth,” I said, but he held a hand up.

      “I don’t want you to worry about it anymore,” he said dismissively. “It’s going to be fine. I haven’t been to a dentist in ten years and I haven’t died yet.”

      “Trey,” I whined, sounding very much like the mother figure he’d complained I was trying to be. Maybe it was because my mother died when I was so young that I was always throwing myself in her role. Or maybe I thought others should have the benefit of some mothering since it had been tragically ripped from me.

      “Char, honestly. It’s fine. I’d rather talk about something else. Oh!” He waved his free hand excitedly in the air. “I saw that guy I want to set you up with on the quad today. The one who looks like a young Heath Ledger.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Right. I’m sure he’d be super interested in all this.” I gestured to my dirty clothes and waggled my shoulders in mock seduction.

      “You’re a babe, little sister. If he can’t see beyond the superficial, he doesn’t deserve you.” His eyes glowed in the candlelight as he smiled at me. It wasn’t just flattery, Trey meant every word.

      There was nothing romantic between us. He always called me his little sister, and he sure felt like the big brother I never had. Both of us had such a great need for a family that we didn’t want to mess up what we had with a stupid boy/girl relationship. As brother and sister, we could always count on each other no matter what, and we would never have to be alone again.

      “The only person I need in my life right now is you.” I leaned toward him, letting my head rest on his shoulder.

      Suddenly, the building around us shook. The floor rattled, knocking the Mountain Dew over the picnic. The sound of breaking glass echoed up each floor until the windows around us exploded in sharp shards that pelted our bodies. Bricks tumbled and boards clattered as they snapped off wobbling foundations.

      I grabbed Trey’s hand, staring up at the swaying paper garlands. What was happening? An earthquake? In Atlanta?

      Trey’s terrified eyes locked into mine. This building couldn’t withstand an earthquake. It was already structurally unsound. If we didn’t get out of here, we’d die under a pile of rubble.

      We didn’t need words. Standing up, we tore toward the staircase.

      Just as a group of people was running up toward us.

      Trey and I skidded to a halt, clutching each other as we took in the invaders crowding the stairwell. Our only exit. But that wasn’t the shocking thing.

      They were Supers.

      The first man wore a black trench coat to cover his body, but there was also something disguising his face, though he wore no mask. As I stared, I realized his features were shifting and blurring as if I was viewing him through a camera lens that could not find focus. What the hell was wrong with him? His nose and eyes were nothing but a blur.

      The next person coming up the stairs didn’t make me feel any saner. Beside Mr. Smudge Face was a freaking werewolf, though, at the moment, he was walking erect like a man. He was eight feet of muscle and fur, a snarling wolf snout and glaring red eyes. Large ears tilted toward me as his eyes narrowed. The growl that pushed between canine teeth sealed the deal.

      We were going to die.

      Behind him, a shimmering shape hovered, made entirely out of darkness, as if a human’s shadow had separated from its body and was now hovering in my stairwell. But that was the least of our worries.

      My heart pounded in my ears. I wanted to scream, to run, but I was frozen.

      What the fuck? More Supernaturals.

      I’d only ever seen two warlocks in my lifetime, but never a werewolf, nor hag, nor whatever else the other two were.

      All looking like they were about to rip us limb from limb.

      The man with the blurry face stepped forward, legs akimbo and arms out as if to snatch us up if we made one false move. Three of his fingers were missing on his right hand, letting me know this was not his first fight. I wanted to scream at him or give him a punch in the mouth, but I couldn’t really pinpoint his features since they oscillated faster than a hummingbird’s wings.

      “Who...” he growled, his nasally voice vibrating as if it too were out of focus, “Who used magic?”

      My mouth fell open. What were they talking about?

      I tried to speak, to tell them it was all a big mistake, but then Trey attacked.

      He ran toward them, his fists raised, a battle cry tearing out of his throat.

      He was going to fight them just as he had done with that meth head. Only this group was not one strung-out, old man. These were three freaks of nature. They had magic.

      “Trey, no!”

      I reached for him just as the werewolf stepped forward and raked his paw through the air.

      Claws hit Trey in the chest, two quick slashes. The sound of ripping fabric and flesh rent the air. Blood splattered the wall, hitting one of his precious paper butterflies. Staining it red.

      Then Trey crumpled to the ground and didn’t get up.
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      I was on my knees, my hands on Trey’s chest, blood seeping through my fingers. His eyes were open. Blank.

      He’s not dead. Not dead.

      It was all a nightmare. I just had to wake up, and he would be humming a Janet Jackson song, folding his bedroll to keep the rats out of it.

      “It was her,” the man in the trench coat said, walking closer.

      I kicked back, trying to pull Trey with me but he was too heavy, and I fell on my butt barely moving him an inch. The creature loomed over me, growing blurrier the closer he got.

      “Yeah,” he said with satisfaction, his voice vibrating as if he were talking through a running fan. “It was her.” He extended a hand in my direction. “I can feel it now that she’s truly spooked.”

      The werewolf growled deep in its chest, its red eyes growing brighter as it dropped its forepaws to the floor. It began walking on all fours, claws clicking as it advanced.

      Feet scrambling desperately, I slid back, putting a few yards between me and the creatures. Trey. My gaze lingered on him for a moment. The freaks were after me, not him, so he was safer back there. I would come back to help him as soon as I could.

      I rolled to one side, jumped to my feet, and ran. I hadn’t gotten far when a sheet of darkness spread before me, shimmering like an oil spill. My heart leaped in my chest, almost jamming itself into my throat. A strange coldness slithered over my skin, worse than taking cold showers at the shelters. I clawed at my arms, trying to get rid of the awful sensation that now seemed to be filtering all the way into my bones.

      “Don’t struggle, girl,” the rattling voice said from behind me. “It’s useless.”

      Teeth clenched, I fought against the numbness that was spreading over me, but despite my efforts, it seeped into every corner of my body, like water soaking into dry soil.

      The werewolf padded into my field of vision, leering at me with its evil eyes. I tried to take a step back, but my legs remained nailed to the spot. I tried again to no effect.

      I was paralyzed.

      What the hell was going on? Why couldn’t I move?

      A throaty laugh sounded to my left as the blurry guy appeared behind the werewolf, his face a smudge. “I told you it was useless.”

      He gestured down toward my feet. I followed his gaze to my shadow on the torn floor. It was dark with a well-defined shape, even though there was no proper light to help cast it. The shadow lifted a hand and waved at me. A gasp caught in my throat, my eyes darting to my raised hand. I hadn’t moved it. Yet, my fingers were up in the air, wiggling as if saying toodle-oo.

      It’s just a hallucination, Charlie. A bad dream.

      “I told you there was no reason to come,” Smudge Face told the werewolf. “Easy as walking through a ghost.” He leaned into me, laughing. “The noobs always are. She doesn’t even know how to use magic yet.”

      Repelled by his undetermined face, I tried to move away from him, but my muscles didn’t respond.

      “Probably never heard of a Shadow Puppet,” he said, just as my arms and legs started moving out of control as if some master puppeteer were pulling on invisible strings. The movements felt real, even if I hadn’t controlled them.

      Maybe this wasn’t a hallucination, after all.

      Shit, I’m in trouble.

      I tried to scream for help but no sounds escaped my throat.

      He laughed again and so did the werewolf, if the convulsive semi-growls could be called laughter.

      Suddenly, the werewolf went still, his ears perking up and tilting in the direction of the stairs.

      “What is it?” Smudge Face asked.

      The two supernaturals exchanged a glance and, as if they could read each other’s thoughts, they sprung into action. The werewolf took off down the staircase, jumping over Trey. At the same time, Smudge Face turned down a side corridor and took off running. Against my will, my legs pumped, following. I fought to stop, but my body wasn’t my own.

      Oh god. Was I possessed? Was a Shadow Puppet some kind of demon? If it was, then I would need an exorcism, preferably before my head started turning in circles and I threw up pea soup all over myself.

      My body jumped over a massive hole in the floor, landed gracefully on the other side, and followed Smudge Face to one of the few undamaged windows in the building. Coming to a halt, he put both hands on the glass and turned even blurrier, his entire body quaking on the spot. He stood like that for a couple of seconds, then the window turned to dust and fell to the floor like a curtain.

      I couldn’t even be surprised anymore. I was too terrified.

      Wasting no time, Smudge Face climbed out the window and jumped. My body followed, even though I was fighting with all my strength not to, ordering my legs to stop. When that didn’t work, I tried going limp, but it was useless. Next thing I knew, I was perched on the windowsill, looking down at a three-story drop.

      I’d barely had time to process the fact that Smudge Face wasn’t a bloody stain on the concrete below when I was hurled down to my doom.

      A scream of terror filled my head.

      Heart thundering in my chest, I closed my eyes. My hair flew in all directions, buffeted by the rushing air. I waited for the crack of bones and the pain, but there was only a slight thud, and then the pounding of my own two feet.

      My eyes sprang open. I was running again, quickly catching up to Smudge Face.

      Where were they taking me?

      I tried to scream for help again, but my throat didn’t obey my command.

      Beyond the chain link fence, a black SUV waited, its engine idling. A perfect rectangle was missing from the fence, appearing as if it’d been cut with a laser, Smudge Face’s handiwork, I was sure. Christ, what more was this guy capable of? I didn’t want to find out.

      Crashing sounds came from behind us. Smudge Face threw a quick glance over his shoulder, then sped up toward the SUV.

      If they got me inside that car, I was screwed. Trey and I had heard enough stories about homeless kids disappearing after taking a ride with a stranger. No one heard from them again, and they probably ended up preserved and seasoned inside cans of dog food.

      Well, I had no time for that. I had to get back and help Trey. I had to get him to a hospital before he… I pushed the thought away. He was going to be fine. He had to be.

      Smudge Face ran through the hole in the fence. My body pressed forward, ready to go through it, too, the Shadow Puppet still controlling my every move.

      I’d had enough. No creature, no matter how powerful, was going to make me leave Trey. I, Charlotte Rivera, wanted to, had to, would stay and help my friend.

      Focusing all that I was into a single thought, I formed the word “stop” in my brain. I shaped it as carefully as I could and injected my pure, unadulterated will into it. Then I thought it as hard as I could.

      STOP!

      I came to an abrupt halt a few yards from the fence, my body trembling as if my own personal quake were raging inside of me.

      Smudge Face opened the door to the SUV and hopped onto the driver seat. He glanced my way and had to do a double take when he found me frozen on the spot.

      “What the hell are you doing?!” he exclaimed. “Hurry up. It’s probably the Academy.”

      I clenched my teeth as my body lurched forward in a jerky step. The Shadow Puppet wedged itself harder into my very being. My other foot began to lift. I tried to keep it firm on the ground, but the force controlling my limbs was too much.

      I was losing.

      A snarl and a whimper came from behind. I wanted desperately to see what was headed my way, but I couldn’t. Then, a massive furry body collapsed against one of the huge abandoned pipes Trey and I often used as a hiding place. The pipe broke—exposing its steel skeleton and falling apart in big chunks of concrete. Sliding down its side like a rag, the werewolf collapsed in a heap, twitched, then went completely still.

      What the hell was tougher than a werewolf? I did not want to find out.

      “Dammit, c’mon!” Smudge Face hissed through his teeth while the SUV’s engine revved up.

      My tenuous hold on my own body broke, and I staggered forward, arms windmilling. Quickly, the Shadow Puppet drove me toward the hole in the fence, and no matter how hard I tried to stop it, the thread of will I’d had over it was gone.

      I was almost through the fence when a flash of blue light hit me, and I went flying sideways, falling and rolling over the ground as if I’d wiped out from my skateboard. As I came to a stop, my shoulders and chest lifted from the ground of their own accord.

      Halfway sitting, halfway floating, I watched a dark cloud detach itself from my body and dash like a bullet toward the SUV. Unhinged, I collapsed down with an umph, my back hitting the ground.

      Tires screeched as the SUV tore down the road.

      I blinked at the dark sky, testing my feet and hands to make sure they were mine again. My body ached and my head was fuzzy, but I could move.

      “Oh, thank God,” I murmured as my toes wiggled.

      A dark figure appeared to my side. I flinched, pushed myself into a sitting position, and tried to scurry away.

      “Are you okay?” A deep voice asked. It was a neutral question, no real concern or care behind it, like an EMT who was completely over it.

      I narrowed my eyes to see better, but all I perceived was a man’s outline: tall, broad-shouldered, a cloak billowing behind him.

      A warlock?

      I knew some of them wore cloaks, even in the middle of the Georgia heat, as ridiculous as that sounded. I’d heard they could be proud individuals, very aware of their heightened status among Supernaturals as well as their ancient lineages.

      But to me, he just looked like a guy dressed a bit early for Halloween.

      He waited without moving, only his cloak fluttering, stirred by the light breeze that always blew around the building.

      “I… I think I’m fine, but... my friend!” I exclaimed, jumping to my feet and nearly collapsing back to the ground.

      My head spun. My legs threatened to give out. It took me a moment to find my balance, and when I did, I paused, afraid of falling on my face.

      “My friend is injured,” I said. “We need to call an ambulance.”

      The man’s head turned to the side and if listening to something, then he said coldly, “Your friend is dead.”

      My heart clenched in my chest. “No. No. He’s not. Trey’s fine. He just…”

      Tears started falling down my face, and I barely felt them. I wanted to believe this man was lying, but I had seen Trey’s blank stare. I had seen a truth I didn’t want to admit. My soul broke in two, grief dragging its claws down both halves.

      “I need to see him,” I stuttered gulping on tears.

      “Follow me,” the man said, his cloak whirling as he turned.

      “No. I need to see, Trey. I need to go to him.” I stood rooted to the spot. Only one thought occupied my mind: Trey. I needed to… I had to...

      Something moved to my left where the werewolf had fallen. Holding my breath, I slowly turned my head. The beast had gotten up and was about to—

      The werewolf leaped toward the retreating warlock.

      “Watch out!” I screamed as the creature flew through the air, maw flashing with enormous canine teeth.

      The warlock began to turn, hands raised, but whatever he planned to do would be pointless. The werewolf was too fast.

      A loud crack sounded. A gunshot. For a split second, the werewolf seemed to hover in mid-air, then dropped to the ground with a muffled whump.

      The warlock’s head swiveled from side to side. I couldn’t see his face, but he seemed confused. A second figure, also wearing a cloak, peeled away from the building’s shadows. It strolled casually and confidently toward us.

      “Rowan,” the warlock said in his deep voice. It was a name but uttered as a pissed-off growl.

      “Father,” an also deep, yet more youthful voice responded.

      Father? Who the hell were these people? It didn’t matter. Where was Trey?

      “What are you doing here?” the warlock demanded.

      The newcomer, Rowan, tsked. “Is that how you thank me for saving your life?”

      “Saving my life?” the older warlock huffed.

      “I saved his life, didn’t I?” Rowan directed the question at me. “You saw it. The werewolf was about to bite his head off?”

      I squinted, trying to see their faces, but managing to see little more than their silhouettes. Was that a spell of some kind?

      “Um, yes,” I answered stupidly.

      “See,” Rowan said, holstering a gun into a shoulder strap.

      “A gun?” his father asked in a tone that made his disgust and disapproval clear.

      Rowan shrugged. “Just giving it a try,” he said nonchalantly, though I perceived something like shame in his response.

      “You disobeyed me again,” the warlock said. “But I will deal with you later. I’m on Academy business, at the moment. Come, girl.” He started to walk away once more, acting like someone who was used to having his every little command obeyed.

      Well, I wasn’t going anywhere with him, warlock or not. I had to go to Trey. I couldn’t leave him alone. Turning in the other direction, I marched toward the building’s side entrance.

      “I think you’d better listen to him,” Rowan whispered behind me.

      I ignored him.

      He sighed. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      I’d only taken a few steps when the warlock noticed I wasn’t following him. “I said come with me, girl.”

      He waved a hand, and my body became unresponsive again, though this time it felt different—more like invisible walls around me rather than cold seeping into my muscles and bones.

      “What the hell? Let me go,” I said, discovering I had full use of my voice. “I need to go to my friend. I need to—”

      “What friend?” Rowan asked. “I can go check.” Steps sounded behind me, then Rowan appeared at my side.

      “Don’t bother,” the warlock said, joining us. “Her friend is dead. We need to go. More might be coming.”

      Again, there was that cold indifference in his voice as if he couldn’t care less another human being had died. Maybe he knew Trey was just another homeless kid, nothing but a Regular no one would miss.

      Except I would. I would!

      “Let me go to him,” I sobbed, tears sliding down my cheeks, while I tried to stop them because letting them out felt like accepting that Trey, my big brother, was gone. My heart kept telling me he couldn’t be… gone. There had to be a mistake. I would go up and see he was alive, albeit hurt. We’d go to the E.R. They wouldn’t turn us away.

      “Father,” Rowan pleaded.

      “I don’t have time for this. It’s not safe here.” The warlock moved closer, and laid a hand on the side of my neck. Everything went dark.
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      I awoke to the sounds of AC/DC blaring all around me. Trey was blasting the boom box again. God, he was so inconsiderate sometimes.

      I opened my eyes and realized I had no idea where I was.

      Nothing about my surroundings made sense. First of all, it seemed like I was suddenly in an episode of Hoarders. From the dusty couch I was lying on, I could see nothing but piles of what appeared to be a yard sale gone wild.

      At the foot of the couch stood an eight-foot-tall tiki statue with big grinning teeth, a bicycle, and what seemed to be an old phone booth from the 1950s. Next to that was a ceiling-high stack of National Geographic magazines, which soared at least fourteen feet. A stack of afghans lay six or seven deep at my feet.

      As I sat up, more piles became evident—mounds of mismatched shoes, a life-sized stuffed tiger, a naked mannequin wearing only an old fez and a smile.

      Where the hell was I?

      Behind me, a black and gray ferret stretched and jumped onto my lap. I lurched up with a yelp, unseating him. He scurried under a pile of clothes.

      “Oh, crap. Who are you? Where in the hell are we?”

      He peeked out from his hiding place. I leaned down and patted his head, and that was all the invitation he needed because he climbed my leg and began sniffing in my pocket for treasures. He looked a bit rat-like, but at least I knew something was alive in this crazy place.

      The AC/DC switched tracks to Back in Black, one of my dad’s favorites. Not that I needed to think about him right now, not when….

      Trey.

      Oh god.

      What had happened to him? Was he still in that building alone? That thought slammed into me like a lead weight. I needed to go back. I needed to find him. I didn’t care if those awful people were still there. I had to go back to him.

      The thought of my friend made my heart crumble much like the window Smudge Face had disintegrated. If I got my hands on that man… Violent images flooded my brain as I pictured all I’d do.

      Tears welled in my eyes, threatening to drown me.

      I refused to believe he was dead. It wasn’t real, not if I didn’t see… his body.

      I needed to get out of here and catch a ride back to our building.

      Fists clenched, I wound my way through the piles, seeking out their owner. I figured all of this had something to do with the man who had paralyzed me and knocked me out. He could use a good swift kick in the balls as far as I was concerned. Then I’d make him give me cab fare back.

      I followed the footpath through the mess, dodging a teetering stack of taxidermied crows, of all things.

      As the piles dwindled, an office appeared. It wasn’t clean by any means, but it was cleaner. There was more room to walk and the walls and ceiling were visible—all oak paneling and scrollwork that made the room seem more 19th-century British study than storage room. A giant wooden desk dominated a raised platform and behind that, bookshelves crammed top-to-bottom with books.

      Then I saw her.

      An older woman on a wooden ladder, reaching for a tome on a high shelf and rocking out AC/DC’s Thunderstruck.

      “Hello?” I tried, but the music was too loud.

      Her bottom—in a green, flowered skirt— swayed to the music. She had on orange and yellow striped tights and blue orthopedic shoes. My anger turned to confusion.

      “Hello!”

      She startled, lurched sideways, lost her footing, and began to fall.

      Oh, no! I’ve killed an old lady.

      But in my second of panic, the woman waved her hands and stopped herself mid-fall, then hovered there, staring at me.

      I stared back because, well, magic.

      She waved her hands and, simultaneously, lowered herself and turned off the music. Silence fell around us as we eyeballed each other.

      Her face was lined, but in a soft, well-loved sort of way, as if she’d spent most of her years smiling. Bright blue eyes regarded me and assessed me in one sweep. Her gray hair was long and curled in messy waves that fell past her shoulders. A green beanie that matched her skirt sat atop her head and pink beads swayed on her neck. The outfit made me think of an old hippie who had never lost her flower power.

      “Um, hi?” I said. I was a verbal genius in odd situations.

      “You’re awake. Welcome. Please, sit down. I’m sure you have questions.” She gestured to an old wingback chair near her desk. It was occupied by a stack of manila folders brimming with papers. I eyed it, then straightened my back. I had no intention of sitting, anyway. I just wanted out of here so I could go back home.

      “Oh.” She flicked her hand and all the folders disappeared off the chair. The distinct crash of items falling and cascading sounded at the back of the room. Well, that explained the mess in the back. She was a disorganized witch.

      There had to be a spell for that, but what did I know?

      “Please, darling, sit,” the woman insisted.

      I stood my ground and, next thing I knew, I was staggering toward the chair as the witch wiggled her fingers in my direction.

      What was wrong with these people? Did they think nothing of free will?

      Satisfied, she sat across the desk and laid her clasped hands on a stack of papers.

      “So, how are you feeling?”

      “How do you think I’m feeling? Confused as hell. That’s how. Where am I?”

      “This is my office.” She gestured around the room like I was an imbecile.

      “I mean, other than this room, where am I? Last I remember, I was on the street while some guy commanded me to follow him and, since I wouldn’t, he knocked me out. So kidnapping, which I’m pretty sure is illegal even for warlocks. I need to get back. Right away.”

      Just remembering what happened brought the rage back, which the flower power lady seemed to sense. She wiggled her fingers and soothing acoustic music began to play. The lights dimmed and she lowered her voice.

      “Yes, that warlock was Macgregor Underwood. He’s not really a people person, but he is very good at what he does. Handsome, too.” She tilted her head, smiling as if picturing him.

      Macgregor Underwood and his son, Rowan, were the men who had both rescued me and kidnapped me. I made a mental note of their names for later use.

      “And you are?” I demanded.

      “Irmagard McIntosh. Counselor McIntosh to the students here. I’m... well... the school counselor.”

      “Students? School?”

      “Why yes, dear. You’re in the Academy, a bit North of Aberdale, Georgia.”

      The Academy.

      I vaguely remembered Macgregor Underwood had mentioned something about that.

      But the Supernatural Academy? I couldn’t be here.

      “No, no, no. You don’t understand. My friend…” I choked on the last words. Was Trey alone in that abandoned building, the rats circling his lifeless body? My hands trembled as I gripped the chair for support. “I have to go.”

      From what I knew, this damn Academy was in the boonies. For most of history, it had been hidden from Regulars to help keep its existence a secret. Though, these days, Supernaturals could build anything they wanted, wherever they wanted. God, it would take me forever to get back.

      “Oh, dear,” she said, as if reading my emotions again, though this time I was sure they were plain on my face.

      When she wiggled her fingers, a strange warmth spread through my chest. I started to protest, but then all my bad feelings were whisked away like leaves in a stiff breeze. A feeling similar to opening presents on a Christmas morning, when my mother was alive and my father actually cared about me, flooded my chest.

      I was happy. Almost giddy.

      A giggle escaped my lips, and I clamped a hand over my mouth. I wasn’t just happy. I was high. “What did you do to me?”

      Irmagard ignored my question. Standing up and walking to an ancient rotary phone, she murmured something about “... understanding the necessity under the circumstances.”

      I fought another giggle, the joy nearly bursting in my veins. I felt like singing, skipping. Was I drugged? If I was, I never wanted to come down. I stood up, then twirled around. The fat ferret wandered up, and I scooped him into my arms, twirling him, too.

      I felt so good.

      “Hello, little buddy. What’s your name?” I kissed the ferret’s nose.

      “Yes, send him in,” she was saying, though I wasn’t paying too much attention. My dance partner wanted out of my arms, but I had decided to keep him.

      Irmagard set the phone down and stood beside the desk, watching me dance with a withered expression on her face.

      “Your guide is on his way. He’ll get you situated. In the meantime, while you’re feeling so... jolly, I think it best if I give you some news.”

      “Hmm?” I dropped my ferret dance partner, but nothing could quash this mood.

      Irmagard sighed. “Your friend, Trey Goodwin, is dead. He was killed by one of the subversives who attempt to snatch up young talent and use them in causes to thwart the Academy. Your friend’s body has been collected and cremated. Dean Underwood thought this would be the best course of action. The ashes will be delivered to your room.”

      “Okay.” I knew I should feel sad about what she was saying, but all I could feel was extreme happiness. I grabbed one of the feathered hats from a pile next to the chair and tried it on, grinning.

      “Also, the building where you lived has been condemned and destroyed. You cannot return there. It was structurally unsound, and from what I understand, full of rats.”

      “Rats!” I pressed my hand to my mouth, giggling again. There were questions I should be asking, hundreds of them. I could feel them piling as high as Irmagard’s magazines, yet all I could do was giggle.

      “Oh, my. I think I’ve overdone it. You are quite delirious.”

      “You’re telling me,” I said, before falling into the chair in a fit of laughter.

      The door opened and footsteps headed our way. When I glanced up, one of the most attractive young men I’d ever seen was staring down at me.

      His jaw was angular, his eyes intense and brooding. Dark brown locks fell around his perfect face in such a way that made them seem effortlessly messy. His outfit was similarly styled, sloppy chic, in a plain, white V-neck tee and jeans. A very expensive and ancient looking medallion hung at his throat.

      The jewels in that thing alone could pay anyone’s rent for a year.

      I stared at his physique—he did not skip gym days—and smiled.

      Trey, I’ve met the one, I thought.

      “You are a hottie,” I confessed, knowing that I should be embarrassed, but unable to feel any of it.

      “And you are sauced,” he said, unamused. “Counselor McIntosh, I believe you have over-served our guest.”

      Her hands fluttered about like trapped birds. “Oh, Rowan. Oh, dear. I have, but I can’t turn it off now or she’ll feel rather bad, I’m afraid. Best to let it wear off. She’ll be fine in the morning.”

      Rowan. One of the men from last night. He glowered as if he didn’t agree with Counselor McIntosh’s assessment of my condition.

      “Can you take her, dear?” Counselor McIntosh asked Rowan. “I have an eleven o’clock appointment with some very disgruntled parents.”

      Rowan acquiesced, gesturing that I should follow him, but I was quite enjoying the way the colors were dancing on the upper stained glass windows at the moment. He took my arm and led me out of the office like a mother with a child who would not leave the toy store.

      “Of all the people,” he muttered, weaving me around Irmagard’s piles.

      “Where are we going?” I asked giddily.

      He glanced at me. “You’re going to see my father.”

      “Your father?” I suppressed another giggle. “Is he mad?” I made a pouty face. “Are you mad? You seemed a lot nicer last night.”

      Rowan frowned. “Last night, my father wasn’t forcing me to babysit dubious witches.”

      Huh? I knew there were also questions I should ask about that, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.

      As soon as we were out of the room, he shut the office door, whirled me around and snapped his fingers.

      All the bad feelings Irmagard’s spell had spared me from came rushing back in a wave.

      The wall of pain, embarrassment, and sadness hit my heart like a freight train. I gasped, clutching the wall as icy fingers of sorrow dug into my heart. Tears streamed down my face as I struggled to fight the sobs that shook my chest.

      The pain. So much pain. Trey. Oh god.

      I could barely breathe. The pain pressed on my chest like an anvil, crushing my heart into pieces.

      When the intensity subsided a little, I glanced up at Rowan. He had done this to me. Counselor McIntosh had said it should wear off slowly. He gave it all back to me in one blow.

      I stared up at him through my tear soaked eyes. “Why?”

      His unaffected gaze drifted away as his jaw remained fixed. “Best to deal with these things head-on. No use putting it off. Rip the Band-Aid off so to speak. Now, let’s go. You do not want to keep my father waiting.”

      One thing I knew for certain, Rowan Underwood may have been hot, but he was mean through and through, and I would never let him see me vulnerable again.
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      Sorrow was a dagger piercing the center of my heart as I followed Rowan down a long corridor, away from Counselor McIntosh’s office. I wanted to cry, curl up on the floor and bawl, but I wouldn’t let this Rowan guy see me that way. He was cold and uncaring, a rich brat with a heart made of ice.

      Besides, he knew the way out of this labyrinthine hell they’d brought me to.

      He would take me to Trey… to his ashes, and he and I would get out of this place and go back home. They couldn’t have demolished our place overnight. They were lying.

      Whatever building we were in, Counselor McIntosh’s office must have been at the far end because we’d crossed several corridors already. As we went, I tried to focus on my surroundings, doing my best to push grief aside for now. I was strong, and I wasn’t giving this guy the satisfaction of thinking otherwise.

      The corridor we walked along was wide and decorated in a very Victorian style. A plush crimson rug ran beneath our feet. Paneling and scrollwork covered the walls just like in Counselor McIntosh’s office, except here, they were dust free and reflected the light from the many sconces affixed to the walls. Someone spent a lot of time polishing that wood, for sure.

      Oil portraits and black and white photographs sat in gilded frames, displaying stuffy old dudes or groups of people. Students, maybe? This was the “Academy,” after all. As I remembered from a news feature I’d watched a while back, the place was old—even if, we, regular humans had only learned about it ten years ago—so lots of Supernaturals must have studied here throughout the years.

      I still remembered the day I learned about the existence of Supernaturals. I’d been seven years old, eating my breakfast at the kitchen counter, while Mom and Dad got ready for work. A panicked announcer had interrupted the traffic news on the radio to report that a band of Supernaturals had requested an audience with the president.

      Of course, at first, everyone had thought it was a hoax. It wasn’t until the president himself backed their authenticity that people started to believe. And, even after that, it took lots of seeing for most to truly start believing.

      Supernaturals had been sick of living in the shadows and had decided the world needed to embrace them.

      Oddly enough, there’d been no panic. People had actually been excited to find out the creatures from their fiction books were actually real. Of course, their numbers were negligible since only a small amount of the population carried the special Supernatural DNA and they regulated themselves with Magical Law Enforcement to make sure no bad guys hurt humans or stole all our money. I’m sure it would have been a different story if we’d started running into Shadow Puppets and vampires at every corner, or warlocks starting robbing our banks.

      And yet, they were dangerous as I clearly saw last night.

      Now, I was in the presence of many witches and warlocks. I glanced around, trying to see if some of the other Supernatural creatures roamed the halls, but I didn’t see any werewolves or zombies. Maybe they were hiding. Maybe they had their own school. Either way, I was glad none were around. Witches I could handle. A werewolf, not so much.

      After crossing several more closed-in corridors, we made it to one with huge windows on one side. I was surprised to see daylight seeping in since all the dim-lit sconces elsewhere had made it feel like night time.

      I squinted at the sun breaking through the tall, glass panes. Each window, one after the other, had to be about twenty feet tall. Beyond them, a manicured lawn as large as a football field sprawled in all its green glory. Stone paths cut through the field, lined by perfect bushes and colorful flowers on either side, while a huge fountain sprayed water into the air. Past the fountain was a line of stately buildings, and further still, a forest of thick trees stood grand and luscious as far as the eye could see.

      The wealth was extravagant, sickening even. How many meals had Trey and I missed since we’d become homeless? How much did this stupid Academy spend every day in upkeeping and watering their useless lawn?

      Finally leading me through a massive open area, Rowan crossed past a grand staircase. His leather shoes squeaked on the white marble floor as he picked up his pace, but I reluctantly slowed down to admire the elaborately carved banisters, the gigantic crystal chandelier that hung between the two sets of stairs, and the grand entrance set right under the second-floor landing.

      “If you’re casing the joint, don’t bother. The anti-theft spells are legendary.” Rowan said over his shoulder, an impatient expression on his face. “C’mon, girl. I don’t have all day.”

      I bit my tongue to hold back a well-deserved insult, realizing that arguing with this jerk would be a waste of time. As soon as I had Trey with me, I would be out of here, so why waste my breath? He’d seemed decent enough last night, but first impressions couldn’t always be trusted, at least not mine. I’d thought Trey was an airhead the first time I met him, then discovered his goofy behavior was only a coping mechanism to deal with all the shit life had thrown his way.

      Beyond the fancy foyer and across another hall, Rowan finally led me to a carved door with a nameplate on it reading, “Dean Underwood.” There, he knocked twice, then went in, leaving the door ajar for me to follow.

      I hesitated for an instant, then stepped inside, inhaling deeply and telling myself I would soon be out of here.

      Once inside, the door closed behind me. I glanced back, thinking I’d find someone standing there, but nope. Magic was more convenient than that.

      Slowly turning my gaze forward, I took in the floor-to-ceiling shelves filled to the brim with books, and the large desk that dominated the office. Rowan stood next to the desk, hands at his back.

      Behind it, a middle-aged man of about fifty—Macgregor Underwood, I assumed—sat in a high back chair. He had gray hair at his temples, a Roman nose, and thick eyebrows. Piercing blue eyes assessed me with cool detachment.

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      I pressed my lips together, my gaze sweeping over the desk, searching for anything that may contain ashes: an urn, a box, a bag… There was nothing.

      “I asked your name,” the man repeated.

      Why should I give him my name? I didn’t trust these people. For all I knew, they would turn me over to social services. I was still six months shy of eighteen, and these kind of people were always trying to “fix” your life just so they could feel good about themselves. Besides, Counselor McIntosh had known Trey’s name, wouldn’t they know mine, too? I bet this was just some sort of power play.

      “See what I mean?” Macgregor Underwood said to no one in particular. “It’s so unfortunate what life on the streets can do to a young person’s mind. And they think sorcery is evil. Illicit drugs are the bane of our society. ”

      I had never done drugs in my life. At least, Trey and I had exercised enough common sense to stay away from them, but this man could believe whatever he wanted. I wasn’t here to perform tricks for him. Tricks were his job, and he could keep his circus, for all I cared.

      “Where’s my friend?” I demanded.

      Rowan and his father exchanged a glance.

      “Counselor McIntosh did hit her with a powerful soothing spell,” Rowan said with a shrug.

      And you undid it, you jackwad!

      If anything had truly addled me, it was the abrupt change. Joy to complete misery in a finger snap. My chest still felt tight as if I was about to have a heart attack or something.

      “The hippie lady said you would give me my friend’s… ashes,” I said.

      Rowan’s mouth tightened as if he were repressing a smile at the term I’d used for Irmagard. His father lifted an eyebrow and seemed slightly amused as well. I got the feeling they didn’t respect her, which probably meant she was twice the human being that they were.

      “Well?” I said.

      Macgregor Underwood stood from his chair, pulling on his cuffs.

      “Ms. whatever-your name,” he came around the desk, walking in front of his son without even saying excuse me, “as the Dean of Admissions, I am obliged to register you as an Academy student, which I cannot do without a name.”

      My mouth went dry. Register me? What the hell?

      “I suspect that as well as others of your ilk,” he continued as my brain did somersaults, trying to understand, “you have no interest in joining our fine institution. And though I would very much like to leave you to your own devices, I’m also obliged to try to persuade you.”

      “Persuade me?” I repeated dumbly. “But I’m not...” I trailed off.

      “A Supernatural?” he said, that haughty eyebrow raised again. “Yes, I realize you don’t know what you are, but trust me, we do. You fractured yesterday, which is the reason that Quake and his friends came after you. Also, the reason I was there.”

      Fractured? Quake? Could this guy speak English?

      Rowan seemed to see the confusion in my face because he sighed tiredly, then explained.

      “What my father means is that your supernatural powers manifested for the first time yesterday. ‘You fractured,’” he made air quotes, “because your powers have been repressed for who knows how long, and you finally cracked under their pressure.”

      He paused, then said, “Oh, and a ‘Quake,” he made air quotes again, “is someone who can vibrate so fast, they can break just about anything with their touch. The one you met yesterday came to snatch you. Subversives like him  have locator spells all over the city to help them detect new magic. They actively recruit Supernaturals in this manner to grow their ranks for criminal purposes. They’re not good people. You’re lucky we were there to save you. Trust me.” He finished with an annoyed huff as if he’d only gone through the trouble to explain everything because it gave him the chance to make me feel inferior and inadequate.

      After doing my best not to call him something ugly, I said, “Whether or not I’m a… Supernatural, I have no interest in staying in this place. You people killed Trey, the only family I had, and now you expect me to… go here.” A puff of air blew past my lips. “No, thank you. Just give me my friend’s ashes, and I’ll be on my way.”

      I held Macgregor Underwood’s gaze, even as part of me begged me to avoid confrontation.

      “We didn’t kill your friend,” Rowan said.

      His father ignored him, and so did I.

      For a moment, I thought the man would argue, but instead, he shrugged. “Your loss, our gain.” He turned to Rowan. “Get the urn and drive her out of campus.” He sat back down and proceeded to ignore us.

      I waited for Rowan to retrieve the urn from wherever they were keeping it, but he just stood there, staring at his father with a conflicted expression on his face. He probably hated to be stuck with the task of getting rid of me, but he shouldn’t have worried. I had no intention of letting him drive me anywhere.

      I crossed my arms and stubbornly stared at the front of his desk.

      After a tense moment during which his father continued to ignore him, Rowan finally started walking toward the door.

      Before he made it there, though, there was a knock, the door opened, and Irmagard McIntosh came in. She had changed and was now wearing slacks and a blouse, rather than a flower-print skirt. She’d combed and pinned up her hair and removed the beanie, too.

      “Dean McIntosh,” Macgregor Underwood said, standing.

      Dean? Wasn’t she a counselor?

      “Underwood. Rowan,” she said with a smile. “Is this our new student?” she asked, turning to me. “Irmagard told me she’d be here.”

      Wait, she wasn’t Irmagard? I was confused, something that happened often in this place.

      Still holding a smile, she walked up to me and took my hand in hers. “Hello, dear. My name is Lynssa McIntosh. I am the Head Dean of this Academy.”

      I pulled my hand away, unaccustomed to having people touch me. Normally, they gave me a wide berth and leered at me the way Rowan and his father did.

      Peering closer at her face, all I could figure was that Dean McIntosh had to be Irmagard’s twin sister. Weird.

      “My son was about to accompany Miss—she won’t tell us her name—on her way out,” Underwood said. “She wishes to leave.” There seemed to be a hint of satisfaction in his voice. Clearly, he didn’t want the likes of me in his precious Academy.

      “Do you truly wish to leave?” the Dean asked.

      I nodded, finding it hard to tell this nice lady that her Academy could stuff it.

      “And did you explain the risks of her decision?” she asked, turning to Macgregor.

      “Not entirely,” Underwood said casually. “She barely gave me a chance to explain much.”

      With a shake of her head and a tired smile, Dean McIntosh gently guided me toward the door. “I think I’ll take it from here,” she said as the door to Underwood’s office closed behind us, leaving the two a-holes behind. I certainly was glad to be rid of them.

      She headed back toward the grand staircase. “Let’s go outside, shall we? We can talk there at ease. Besides, it’s a beautiful day.”

      As we walked between the two sets of stairs toward the massive entrance, one of the large doors swung open, letting in a bright stream of sunlight. I frowned at the door, wondering if all of them were “automatic.”

      Following the Dean outside, I relished the sun on my skin, feeling as if I’d just come out of a freezer. Besides, I was one step closer to escape.

      Dean McIntosh lowered herself to one of the steps that led to a stone courtyard with a huge fountain in the middle, sat and stretched her legs. For her age, she sure seemed agile. All the old homeless folks I knew had horrible arthritis and always complained about joint pain.

      “Sit, please,” she said patting a spot next to her.

      I did, unable to turn her down. She just seemed too nice and welcoming. It had been a long time since someone had been this nice to me.

      “Forgive Underwood,” she said, looking out toward the fountain. “I apologize if he made you feel unwelcome. He means well for the Academy, but his views of the students we should accept is a little warped and antiquated. Besides, in times like this, we can hardly turn down talent. He knows this, but I’m still trying to change his mind about a few things.”

      “Talent?” I asked.

      She paused and smiled, something she seemed to do a lot. I wondered how it would feel to be that happy all the time.

      “So here’s the thing, Miss, um…” she let the sentence hang.

      “Charlie,” I finally said, unable to resist her determined blue eyes. Maybe they knew my name, but they sure seemed determined to get it straight from me.

      “Here’s the thing, Charlie,” she said, holding my gaze. “We need you. In fact, we need every Supernatural we can recruit. There aren’t many of us to begin with and, to make matters worse,  a big number of young people are being snatched by rogue Supernaturals we call subversives. Our numbers at the Academy are dwindling at a time when there is a dire need for good witches and warlocks to fight the unrest these people are causing. If you leave, it makes an already precarious situation worse—not to mention that it puts your life at risk. What happened to you yesterday, whatever made you fracture, will repeat itself, and then bad people will show up again. Bad people like those who killed your friend.”

      She paused and let that sink in.

      “If you stay,” she continued, “I cannot only guarantee your safety from those that would harm you, I can also promise that you will learn to control your powers and that, while you’re here,” she gestured toward the building behind us, “you will not lack for anything. Hot meals everyday, a roof over your head, clothes. Moreover, you will get a... well-rounded education.”

      I’d thought she finished her little speech when her eyes widened.

      “Oh,” she added, “and if this gives you any satisfaction, the opportunity to show Underwood and his son how wrong they were about you.” She smiled and winked.

      Despite myself, I smiled back. Showing those two up sounded almost better than the part where she mentioned hot meals. Still…

      “How can you be so sure I belong here? I mean… I’m not a Supernatural. I don’t have…” I paused. I’d been about to say I didn’t have any powers, but then I remembered the disappearing ibuprofen and the hag who called me a witch.

      I tried again. “It’s supposed to be in the DNA, right? Well, my mom and dad were normal.”

      “As opposed to… abnormal?” Dean McIntosh chuckled, then asked, “They were Regulars? Are you sure?”

      I shrugged, avoiding eye contact. I mean, I’d always thought Supernaturals were freaks, and I honestly wanted no part of that.

      “When a Supernatural’s powers are small and unnurtured,” she said, “a person can go their whole life without fracturing. That could have been the case with one of your parents, if you claim you’ve never seen anything magical. You, however, are different.” Her blue eyes traveled across my face as she smiled gently.

      A warm feeling spread over my chest, making me wonder if she was using some sort of spell on me, the way Irmagard had. Though, there was a certain honesty in her eyes that made me doubt it. Either way, no one had looked at me like that in a long time. It felt… motherly—no other word came to mind. My heart softened. I knew I shouldn’t allow that to happen, but I couldn’t help it. Losing my family had left a huge void in me that I always felt desperate to fill.

      “Tell you what,” she said, jumping to her feet. “Stay with us for some time, see if you like it. A free trial. Isn’t that something people in your world love?”

      I shook my head, afraid of the small voice in my head that was saying I should agree, the voice that said this lady was someone I could look up to.

      “Are you scared you might like it?” Dean McIntosh teased.

      Glancing toward the beautiful fountain, I wondered what there was not to like? Of course, I was tempted. For the past year and a half, I’d been living in a rat-infested building. But what exactly would I be giving up if I stayed?

      I didn’t know.

      To be honest, all I could think of were those hot meals she’d promised. I bet there would be hot showers, too. Though, there was more than that. There was also fear. With Trey gone, I didn’t have a home anymore, even if our building was still standing. I didn’t want to be alone. Not again.

      “C’mon,” Dean McIntosh said, heading inside. “I’ll show you your room.”

      My room? I’d once had “my own room” but, considering the shock the words gave me, it seemed I’d given up on the possibility of ever having another one.

      Hesitantly, I stood and followed the Dean inside. A few days of comfort wouldn’t hurt, right? I could pretend I was at a fancy shelter, and when things got old, I could split. I’d done it before. This didn’t have to be any different.

      As Dean McIntosh led me up the grand staircase, I ask. “Is the counselor your twin sister?”

      “You noticed, huh?” she said with a smirk.

      I rolled my eyes. Maybe she thought it was a stupid question, but I didn’t. If I was going to stay here for a few days, surrounded by Supernaturals, I should be wary. Irmagard could have been a doppelganger for all I knew.

      I was in the Supernatural Academy, not Disney World.
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      When the Dean walked me into my assigned room in the Freshman Dorm, she apologized for its size. I glanced around confused. There was a cherry wood bed frame with a matching dresser and nightstand, a desk, and a built-in bookshelf. Across from that, a small closet and a big window overlooked the manicured lawn.

      Why was she apologizing? This was luxury.

      Almost immediately, I spotted a plain ceramic urn on the desk, and I nearly collapsed to my knees with despair.

      Sensing my need to be alone, the Dean left, though not before encouraging me to read the welcome package.

      I had two and a half days to get a handle on my grief, enough to figure out if I was going to start classes or not.

      Thankfully, I’d been kidnapped on a Friday, which meant Saturday and Sunday I had no required classes and was given time to “adjust” to my new surroundings.

      I adjusted by desperately missing Trey and crying my eyes out, while the rest of the time I slept on a bed that felt like luxury itself, took thirty-minute hot showers, and gorged myself in the school’s cafeteria.

      In a way, it felt like the spa Trey and I had dreamed about. And the food, itself, might’ve been enough to keep me around.

      “They had chicken carbonara,” I told Trey’s urn after my first dinner on campus. “I swear I wouldn’t mind bathing in it.”

      “Gah, you should see the desserts,” I told him the next night. “There were five types of pie. Pecan, sweet potato, apple, cherry, and chocolate. You would have loved it!”

      Talking to Trey helped me feel less lonely, especially when I strained to remember the last time I’d eaten pie and decided it was probably during the last Thanksgiving with my dad, two years ago. He’d purchased it in the frozen foods section and burned it after getting drunk and falling asleep while it was cooking.

      As an alcoholic for most of his adult life, these types of episodes got progressively worse, and by the time I was a teen, Dad was spending most of his days drunk. I was sixteen by then and able to cook, clean, and take care of my own basic necessities. The problem was I didn’t have any money. If there were Social Security checks from Mom’s passing, I never saw them. Dad had been a teacher during my childhood, but had taken a “leave of absence” when I turned fourteen. I think he’d been fired for drinking on the job, but it was a topic neither one of us ever talked about.

      Either way, that Thanksgiving, we had little to eat and, when Dad burned the discount freezer-section pie, I’d had to hold back tears. Mom used to make such great pies.

      The pies here were definitely not from a grocer’s freezer. I ate three different slices.

      Everything about the campus was posh and expensive. Everywhere I went I was reminded of the money these people had that I didn’t. Instead of dwelling on my awful clothes and lack of any personal belongings, I took advantage of their generosity. Who knew how long I’d have free access to this stuff? I’d probably only last a few weeks amongst these magical snobs, anyway.

      While I dined and roamed, I avoided people and garnered strange stares which I ignored. I’d gotten used to darting glances from life on the streets. These were no different. My clothes and hair were clean, but my outfit still screamed poverty. I stood out like a sore thumb, but it didn’t matter. I wasn’t here to fit in.

      Dean McIntosh had given a few T-shirts plastered with the Academy crest on the front—a shield sporting a lion, a key, a book, and a chalice, all circled by the words “Magicae Vincere Tenebras,” whatever that meant. It was a nice gesture by the dean, but there was no way in holy hell I was strutting around looking like a walking billboard for a school I was probably not going to attend.

      Something else the dean had given me—the huge welcome package that I was supposed to study—still sat on my desk vastly undisturbed. After a quick perusal that revealed a mountain of folders and brochures, I’d lost interest. All the historical facts about the school and the faculty bios made for perfect sleep aid material and nothing else.

      The only things I found that were mildly interesting was the mention of a magical portal on the school grounds (a source of power that made the land the Academy sat on very valuable) and the fact that there were many ways to wield magic, either through spoken spells, an item, hand movements, potions and more.

      That was cool, although somewhat overwhelming to consider.

      But then, poof, my little mini vacay disappeared, magician style, Monday morning.

      I had a nine AM class.

      That had been one of Dean McIntosh’s requirements for my free room and board. I had to attend all my classes unless I was deathly ill, and she assured me she would be able to tell if I tried to fake it.

      Magic could be so annoying.

      The printed schedule pressed between my fingers, I left the Freshman Dorm promptly at 8:30, followed the map to Cabot Hall, and navigated several long corridors to the third floor. Avoiding throngs of students, I tried to find Room 302. My eyes scanned numbers on wood-paneled doors. Somehow I had skipped from 301 to 324.

      Was this sorcery? Why did every hallway have to look the same?

      “What class are you looking for?” a voice asked.

      My eyes darted up and landed on a very stunning female student staring at me amusedly. With mocha skin and sleek black hair, she appeared to be of Indian descent. Her eyes were big and brown, her mouth painted in bright red lipstick that contrasted with her skin tone perfectly. Everything from her expertly styled hair to her impeccable white dress shirt, black skirt, and expensive high heels let me know she came from money and wore it well.

      In contrast, in my thrift store clothes, I was the perfect mark for ridicule.

      I’d seen it dozens of times before. Even prior to dropping out of high school and living on the streets, I never had nice things. I wore the same clothes, carried broken backpacks mended with duct tape and was on our school’s free and reduced lunch program. Popular kids targeted me. One real peach of a human being by the name of Crissa Vega told everyone I had head lice. Another skid mark of society named Joey Turk took pictures of me in the same outfit I rotated every few days and photoshopped them together in a montage of poverty.

      Then he sent it around to the entire school.

      Assholes.

      So I knew, this beautiful creature in front of me, smelling of designer perfume and clutching a handbag worth more than my life’s income, did not want to be my friend. She was first of many rich kids like Rowan who would line up to torture me.

      Well, second in line. Rowan had the distinction of being the first. My blood boiled just thinking about him.

      I shook my head and shouldered past her.

      “Wait,” she called.

      When I didn’t respond, I heard her grumble something, but it was too late. I’d already sailed past.

      Then my schedule darted out of my hands.

      One minute, the paper was securely between my fingers. The next, it soared up over my head. Turning around, I saw it sail into this girl’s awaiting hand.

      Magic. Damn. I kept forgetting.

      “Give it back,” I demanded, stalking towards her, but she held out a hand to stop me.

      Her eyes skimmed my classes. “History at nine AM? Whoever made your schedule is not your friend. Alchemy at ten-thirty is better. Oh, and after lunch, we both have Spells 101 with Dr. Henderson. He isn’t hard on the eyes, but his quizzes. Woof.” Thick eyelashes blinked up to make sure I was listening.

      I did wonder about what she’d said. This was a week or two into the semester, and they were already having quizzes? No, thanks. I held out my hand again, adopting a demanding posture, though she was a witch and I was a freeloader with no lightning bolts at my fingertips.

      “Can I have my schedule back now?”

      She handed it to me, but didn’t release it when I clamped on. “Who are you?”

      “Charlie,” I said, tugging on the paper. It finally slid from her fingers. I quickly put the paper in my pocket.

      Her eyes skimmed my attire. Ripped, stained jeans, a T-shirt with a hole under one armpit, and scuffed Vans.

      “Charlie,” she repeated. “And are you poor?” Her head dropped to the side, her face quizzical.

      I was shocked. Who asked questions that bold? I examined her expression for malice, but she just seemed curious.

      “That’s none of your business.” I tried to walk away.

      The girl followed me. “It’s alright if you’re poor. No judgement. I just haven’t met many poor people. Was it hard growing up like that?” Her big eyes studied my face for answers.

      Was this girl from another planet? Either way, I was not going to be her token poor acquaintance.

      “If you’ll excuse me…” I started to walk faster, but man, the girl could book it in heels. She kept pace with me.

      “My name is Disha. I’m from New York.” She held out a manicured hand.

      I shook it to get her off my back, then turned a corner only to find myself at a dead-end. Class was going to start any minute, and I was more lost than I had been before.

      “Look, Disha, if you will show me to room 302, I will let you ask me three questions about being poor. After that, maybe we don’t have to talk anymore. Deal?”

      She cocked her head again. “You have a very unique way of speaking. And, yes. Deal. This way.” She held out her hand to direct me.

      When we turned out of the dead-end hallway, she started with her first question.

      “Where did you grow up?”

      We zipped around a group of students in a cluster. A blue light pulsed from inside the circle, but Disha didn’t even blink. Apparently, that kind of thing happened all the time around here. Another thing to get used to.

      I answered Disha’s question in as little detail as possible. “I grew up in Conyers, Georgia. Not too far from here.”

      She frowned as if expecting a different answer before asking her second question. “What was your house like?”

      “Small,” I responded. “Two bedrooms. It was messy if that’s what you’re asking.”

      “Hmm.” She knit her brows together and then pointed for us to take a left at the staircase. “Last question. Are you here on a free scholarship?”

      The last question hit me like a blow to the chest. Did she think because I was poor I wasn’t worthy of being here? A pity case? I didn’t know if I had what it took to make it at the Academy, but I certainly didn’t need Miss Perfect to wave it in my face. I’d gotten nearly perfect grades before leaving high school. Dean McIntosh had looked over my 1500 SAT score and excellent high school transcripts, the ones that I completed before dropping out, assuring me that though the requirements were a bit different at the Academy, she thought I would do fine. I’d offered to take the GED, but she said my transcripts were good enough to prove I could hack it.

      The magic part? That was another story.

      Either way, Disha could stuff it. I had taken her rude comments as her being oblivious, but maybe it was meanness after all.

      “Yes, I’m here on a scholarship,” I answered curtly. “That’s your three questions, now if you’ll excuse me I see my room.”

      There was 302 and I had fulfilled my end of the bargain. Now, I didn’t have to talk to Disha again.

      I strode into the room just as a horrible scream rent the air.

      As I came to halt at the doorway, my eyes landed on the lifeless, floating body in the center of the room.

      Desks were knocked over. Books scattered. A clump of cowering students quivered in the back of the classroom, their eyes on the pair of beings in the center.

      I didn’t understand what I was seeing. The levitating body was clearly human, but the creature beside it was unlike anything I’d ever seen. Its face was skeletal, covered by what seemed to be moss and decaying leaves. Huge horns of bone curled out of either side of the skull like a goat, a tarnished gold crown resting between them. Old, moth-eaten robes in dirty blue trailed to the floor in tatters. Its eyes were vacant holes, housing green fire. Similarly colored flames curled up its right hand as its left held a golden scepter.

      He looked like a king, long buried, then brought back to life. Yet, his eyes burned with a horrible vibrancy, glowing brighter as he circled his boney index finger around and around. As he did so, a noose of green light trailed around the floating body’s neck.

      The body belonged to a girl, probably a student. Her limbs sagged as she floated above the floor. Her dark locks fluttered in a wind I couldn’t feel. She seemed unconscious, but held up by some magical force.

      As the green noose tightened, her skin contracted. Her bones began to appear beneath her skin. Her hair withered like old flowers.

      He was draining her dry.

      “Stop!” I screamed.

      The creature’s head snapped in my direction. Then, the full power of his vacant stare locked onto me.

      The girl fell in a heap to the ground as the dead king held out his boney finger. His vacant eye sockets pulsed swamp-green, holding me captive like tractor beams.

      An invisible noose tightened around my throat, choking me. My air dried up. I gagged, trying to suck air, but none would come. My hands scrambled at my throat, trying to loosen the noose, but there was nothing physical there.

      My very being began to slip away. I could feel my life draining from me, seeping out like blood from a mortal wound.

      My legs sagged. My arms drooped. I could barely keep my eyes open. My panic was slowly being replaced by intense exhaustion. As I drooped like a ragdoll, my body began to contract as if every atom was being yanked from the inside out.  My heart had been replaced by a black hole, everything swirling into oblivion.

      Still, I fought. I stared into the dead king’s eyes, willing my lids open. I would not go quietly.

      A rumble began behind me. Then a strong wind. It started as a breeze and then turned into a gust that blew everything against the walls. Papers fluttered. Students ducked as chairs flew. The far window blew out and glass shards rained.

      And the best part was my senses returned. I could move. Breathe.

      I dropped to my knees as whoever was making the wind stepped forward. I blinked at expensive high heels, then followed up a smooth calf, trendy skirt, a beautiful face set with determination, and an arm extended in a spell, blasting the shit out of the dead king.

      Disha was a badass.

      The king flew back, his robes plastering to his skeletal body. Hands covered his mossy face as the wind blinded him and objects bombarded him.

      Then Disha planted her feet and threw her arms out as if shoving an invisible boulder at him.

      The wall blasted open. The dead king’s crown shattered to pieces, then he blew through the hole in the wall, plummeting out of sight.

      Disha dropped her arms, exhausted. The wind stopped.

      I got up on my hands and knees as the people at the end of the room ran out, screaming.

      Panting, Disha looked at me, her expression drained, giddy, and a little bit terrified as if even she hadn’t known what she was capable of.

      “Is it dead?” My voice came out in a choked gasp.

      Realizing she didn’t know, Disha ran to the open wall, stood at the edge, and stared down. I crawled over to her, careful to avoid the broken glass and bits of drywall.

      “Is it dead?” I repeated.

      Disha shook her head, smoothing back her hair. “I… I don’t know.”

      I got up, and we stood together, peering down three stories at the zombie king’s crumpled body in the bushes below. It certainly appeared dead, but who knew?

      A tall African American woman in her mid-forties ran in, scanned the room and spotted us. She sprinted over and peered down at the creature now ringed by a crowd of students, a leather-bound book held tightly in one hand.

      “What was it?” I asked the woman. I really hoped she was a teacher and could tell me what the hell just happened.

      The woman’s voice was level, but carried an undercurrent of fear. “It was a lich,” she said, staring at its slowly disintegrating body. “But the real question is, who let it in?”
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      Well, that didn’t take long.

      My first day, and I was already in a teacher’s office. Not that I was a troublemaker. I tried to avoid being noticed, but tragedy always seemed to follow me around, even before. Like that day Crissa Vega face-planted on her ravioli, and she accused me of tripping her, when all I’d done was wish for tomato sauce on her Abercrombie and Fitch T-shirt.

      Did the supernatural-ness Dean McIntosh insisted I had cause this?

      I mean, I had yet to believe her claim that I could wield magic. Disappearing ibuprofen does not a Supernatural make. Besides, wouldn’t the moment when one is being strangled by an anorexic king with a fiery hand be the perfect time for someone’s powers to manifest?

      I would think so.

      Disha and I sat next to each other in front of an empty desk, waiting for a teacher by the name of Dr. Henderson, a guy Disha said taught Spells at all levels and an introductory class on Supernaturals and Their Lore.

      While I picked at a rip in my jeans, Disha was primping her hair and checking her makeup in a small mirror. Tons of questions swirled in my mind, but I was still too shocked to string more than a few words together.

      “Can’t ever be too presentable for Dr. Henderson,” she said, winking at herself, then snapping the mirror shut and putting it away.

      I wrinkled my nose but said nothing. I never understood girls who went for teachers, but to each their own.

      The door behind us opened, and someone walked in. I remained still, staring at the oil painting of the Academy that hung above the desk while Disha crossed her leg and swiveled in her chair, part of her shapely thigh exposed through a slit in her black skirt.

      I rolled my eyes. Really?

      A guy in a blue suit and silver tie rounded the desk. He appeared to be in his early thirties, tall with brown hair and an angular face. He had perfect skin, warm brown eyes and an open expression that immediately made you feel at ease. He stood straight, exuding class, though not arrogance—the complete opposite of Macgregor Underwood, whose haughtiness was like a slap in the face to impoverished humans like me.

      This man gave us a brilliant, welcoming smile that made something tingle in my gut.

      Damn. I take it back. I take it all back.

      If I had to go for a teacher, I would definitely go for this one.

      Disha gave a knowing glance, then faced the desk again.

      “Hello, Ms. Khatri and Ms. Rivera, I presume.” He gave me a slight bow.

      “Um, yeah,” I said, feeling a swirl of emotions inside.

      The guy was at least fifteen years older than me, and here I was, wondering how much he could bench. I mean, it seemed like he must hit the gym every day, but how many hours did it take to look like that? Did he do cardio or pump iron? Hmm, maybe he swam and ate nothing but baked chicken and salad. Would that make a guy boring? And what if a girl wanted to go to McDonald’s for some fries? Would he nag about nutrition and counting carbs?

      I shook my head, shooing away my irrational thoughts.

      “Nice to meet you, Ms. Rivera,” he said as he took a seat in front of us, unbuttoning his jacket. “I’m Dr. Thadeus Henderson. I am the Spells teacher. I’m so sorry your first day turned out like this. It’s not a common occurrence, not normally.”

      Not normally? I waited for him to elaborate, but Disha spoke next.

      “Is Marybeth going to be okay?” she asked.

      Dr. Henderson nodded. “I’ve been to see her already. Nurse Taishi is taking good care of her. She will need to rest for a few days—the lich sucked a lot of energy from her—but she’ll recover.” He turned to me. “How about you? How do you feel? I understand the lich attacked you, too.”

      “I feel fine.” I placed a hand on my neck. “Just a bit, I don’t know, tired.”

      “Understandable,” Dr. Henderson said. “That was extremely brave of you to call the lich away from Ms. Baggarley.”

      “More like stupid,” I said under my breath.

      Disha seemed to hear me, though, because she said, “Yes, extremely brave. I don’t think Marybeth would still be alive if it weren’t for Charlie. One second longer, and the lich would have sucked Marybeth dry.”

      I squirmed on my seat, uncomfortable with the attention.

      “I didn’t do anything. Disha was the one who…” I fluttered my hands in the air in demonstration.

      “Indeed,” Dr. Henderson said, a huge smile stretching over his face. “I see our extra lessons have been paying off.”

      Disha sat straighter, looking pleased with herself.

      Extra lessons, huh? No wonder she’d been so kick-ass out there. Apparently, she wasn’t only a great dresser, she was also an academic overachiever.

      Dean McIntosh had explained that students who came from known supernatural families already had a certain level of training. Since their skills were nurtured pretty much since they were born, they never repressed them—hence, they didn’t “fracture.” Depending on the strength of their powers, some began their first year at the Academy with advanced skills. All the signs pointed to Disha being from one of those families.

      “Now,” Dr. Henderson leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers, “Tell me exactly what happened.”

      We did as he requested, each sharing our own recollection of the events. While we talked, Dr. Henderson just nodded, occasionally stopping us to ask a question.

      When we were done, he said, “Everything agrees with what the other students said.”

      “Does anyone know how that thing got in?” Disha asked.

      “Unfortunately, no.” Dr. Henderson shook his head. “Most students were in the classroom waiting for Professor Middleton when the lich descended from the ceiling.”

      I tentatively lifted my hand to ask a question.

      Dr. Henderson waved dismissively. “You don’t have to do that, just shoot.”

      “This is probably a stupid question, but what exactly is a lich?” I asked.

      “There are no stupid questions, Ms. Rivera,” Dr. Henderson said. “At least not under my tutelage.” He turned to Disha. “Why don’t you explain, Ms. Khatri?”

      “Sure,” Disha said, turning slightly in my direction. “A lich is an undead witch or warlock—”

      “Like a zombie?” I interrupted.

      “Not at all,” Disha said. “Zombies are stupid, no more than animated bodies. Liches retain their intelligence after they die and store their soul in some kind of object that had meaning to them when they were alive. This lich’s special object was his crown. That’s why I went for it. I used a spell I just happened to learn last week. That was great timing, Dr. Henderson. Don’t you think?”

      “Indeed, Miss Khatri. Indeed. From its description,” he continued, “it sounds like he was an ancient lich. Perhaps a king of some sort.”

      “But what would it be doing here?” Disha asked. “We never had kings in America.”

      Dr. Henderson shrugged. “He could have also been a madman who thought himself king. Anyone who chooses to become a lich cannot be in their right mind.”

      “Um,” Disha’s dark gaze darted between Dr. Henderson and me. “I don’t mean to scare Charlie, but... is the school safe? This is the second time an evil Lesser got in. How were they able to get through the Academy’s magical defenses?”

      Lesser? I frowned at the new term, unaware of its meaning.

      “That is the question we are trying to answer,” Dr. Henderson said, appearing concerned. “As far as the Academy being safe, well, I can assure you both that, even as we speak, Dean McIntosh is working diligently to reinforce the protective charms around campus.”

      After a lot more reassuring, Dr. Henderson dismissed us with the advice that we should rest.

      So much for my first day of class. All I wanted to do was go to bed and sleep, except maybe that was a bad idea, what with the school being a hotbed for nasty creatures. At least my rats never tried to suck the life out of me. “Free trial” or not, I didn’t sign up to become a desiccated corpse.

      I was deep in thought, walking away from Dr. Henderson’s office and considering if I should pack and split, when someone called behind us.

      “Disha, wait up!”

      She glanced back, then stopped. “Rowan,” she said.

      Damn! The day kept getting worse and worse.

      Without turning, I pressed forward.

      Disha put a hand around my arm. “Wait, don’t leave yet. We should talk.”

      I almost said I had nothing else to talk to her about but, even though I wanted her to leave me alone, I also didn’t want to get on her bad side—not after seeing what she was capable of. So I waited, hands in my pockets, face turned away from Rowan as he approached.

      “Hey, I heard,” Rowan said, his voice gentle and full of concern, nothing like the way it sounded when he talked to me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, I’m fine,” Disha said. “Rowan, have you met Charlie?”

      I gave him a sideways glance. His face went from pleasant to constipated-looking in a flash.

      “I have,” he said as if having met me had caused his constipation.

      His presence made me extremely self-conscious. My ripped jeans and T-shirt bothered me more than normal, and his good looks made me wish he had a wart on his nose or something. He was insufferably handsome. How was that fair?

      Disha didn’t seem to miss anything as her inquisitive eyes went back and forth between us. She huffed. “There can’t possibly be bad blood between you two already?”

      “Oh no, nothing like that,” I said. “Rowan has been extremely nice to me since shooting that werewolf.”

      “You shot a werewolf?!” Disha asked excitedly, giving Rowan her full attention.

      Mission accomplished. Surreptitiously, I took two sidelong steps, planning an escape. But, as I was leaving, Disha stopped me.

      “I have a feeling we all have a lot of talking to do,” she said, hooking an arm through mine and the other through Rowan’s and dragging us down the hall and into a large room.

      The place seemed to be a lounge. On one end, there were three comfortable sofas arranged around a big coffee table. At the other, several people sat at long tables, looking into their laptops or studying from large textbooks.

      Disha led us to the empty sofas and practically pushed us into one of them. We landed next to each other, while she planted her bottom on the coffee table right in front of us.

      Rowan gave my thigh a covert glance as it brushed against his. We both jumped as if the sofa were electrified and moved apart, adding a few feet of distance between us. I crossed my arms, looking at anything but Rowan. Talk about awkward.

      “Ooh,” Disha said, “I sense sparks.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Rowan said.

      If I’d known either of them better, I’d have said something snarky, but I figured the less I opened my mouth, the quicker I’d get out of here.

      Disha quickly changed subjects. “Tell me all about this werewolf.”

      Rowan shook his head. “No, you tell me about the lich first.”

      Without protest, she proceeded to repeat what had happened. Apparently, she cared more about recounting her own adventures than listening to those of others. She seemed to revel in Rowan’s attention, in fact, any attention.

      After Disha finished explaining what Dr. Henderson had said about the Dean fortifying the protective spells around the Academy, Rowan remained deep in thought for a few minutes.

      At times, I caught him glancing in my direction, then turning away when I discovered him. His ill-disguised interest made my skin tingle, and I hated myself for it. No matter how spell-binding his eyes, I had to train my body to grow cold rather than warm when he looked at me. I couldn’t deny the guy was hot—hotter than anyone I’d ever met, what with his perfect chin, soulful eyes and amazing body—but more than that, he was a jerk who had decided to hate me because I was poor. No wonder he seemed to be friends with Disha. She certainly had a sizable bank account.

      At last, Rowan said, “We should talk later.”

      He stood, giving me a sideways glance that made it clear he didn’t want me as part of that conversation.

      “I sense some reluctance,” Disha said, narrowing her eyes, “so I should tell you, I’ve decided Charlie is going to be my BFF. Sooo... whatever you need to say to me, you can say it in front of her.”

      The what?

      My mouth opened and closed. People were weird here. Who just up and decides you’ll be their BFF without even consulting you?

      “You can’t be serious, Disha,” Rowan said. “You barely know her. You don’t know where she comes from.”

      “Yes, I do,” Disha said. “She’s from Conyers. Not far from here.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” Rowan said, giving her a pointed look as if to say “she comes from a rat-infested building, and you might catch the black plague from her.”

      I blinked a few times and, snapping out of my surprise, I stood, too. “Um, that’s nice of you, Disha, but I don’t think I’ll be staying here much longer.”

      Fists clenched in a effort not to punch Rowan’s nose in, I walked around the coffee table and headed for the door.

      “Now look what you’ve done,” I heard Disha say behind me.

      “It’s for the best,” Rowan replied.

      I ground my teeth so hard, they creaked. Red flashed in front of my eyes, and I felt ready to explode from fury. Picking up my step to avoid making a scene, I walked out of the lounge area into the corridor and promptly ran smack into somebody.

      The pain of something like an ax splitting my chest in two nearly dropped me to my knees.

      My vision went black. Images popped inside my head like a slideshow on steroids. They moved so fast I barely could make sense of them. First, there was a dark shape, a man’s silhouette against a bright background. That was followed by tattered fabric floating as if in a pool of water, then a skeletal face with a tarnished crown on its head.

      The metallic smell of blood flooded my senses, making me want to gag.

      My hand flew out. I got hold of something, fighting to recover my control. A hand squeezed mine, grounding me, keeping me from the dark pull of those images in my head.

      I came to with a gasp. Had I fractured further? Dean McIntosh had warned me weird things might keep happening to me.

      A man’s face hovered in front of me. “Blimey, are you all right?”

      Eyes as blue as an iceberg stared into mine. I stepped back and took in the person I’d run into. He wore a black suit—a teacher, for sure, since that seemed to be their dress code—and appeared to be in his mid-forties. He had blond hair and dark lashes, and his eyes were serious but his lips seemed ready to break into a mocking smile.

      Disha and Rowan came out of the lounge area and stared at my hand locked in the man’s. I pulled it away and stuck it in my pocket.

      “Professor Answorth,” Disha said. “I didn’t know you were back from London.”

      “Ms. Khatri. Mr. Underwood,” Professor Answorth said, inclining his head and giving Rowan a forced smile, though his expression softened when he focused on Disha. His British accent was almost entrancing and did nothing but improve his good looks. Was every teacher in this Academy an ex-supermodel or something?

      “I see you’ve met our new classmate,” Disha said. “Charlie, are you okay?”

      “Oh,” he said, turning his attention back to me. “Charlie Rivera, correct?”

      “You know her?” Rowan asked with an air of distrust in his voice.

      “No, dear chap,” he said with annoyance at the stupid question. “Dean McIntosh sent an email to all the staff. A new student starting this late in the term is unusual, but I hear I can expect good things.” His smile fell on me, but the icy chill still ran down my spine as memories of those dark images replayed in my mind.

      “It’s good to meet you, Ms. Rivera,” he said. “I look forward to seeing you in my classroom. Maybe I can help you release your... repressed powers.”

      Great! Apparently, Dean McIntosh had told everyone I was repressed or something. Was that as bad as it sounded? From the contempt in Rowan’s face, it appeared so.

      Professor Answorth straightened his jacket, then, with a wave goodbye, kept on his way.

      When Rowan walked off, there was no wave, but his expression suggested he’d have liked to give me a raised middle finger.

      Back at you, Douche baguette!

      Disha rolled her eyes. “Let’s go, Charbroiled. I must fill you in on all this male drama.”

      And again, Disha’s arm hooked through mine as she led me God knew where.
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      “Don’t just stand there gawking in the hallway, Charmander. Come in and shut the door.” Disha waved me in as she settled on her queen-sized four poster bed.

      But I couldn’t help but gawk. If I thought my room was nice, it was a roach motel compared to Disha’s. Hers was double the size and decked out with furniture twice as nice. Seriously, her chest of drawers must’ve come from Queen Victoria herself, judging by its elaborate carvings and polished sheen. And were those twenty-four karat gold drawer pulls?

      When I walked forward to get a better look, Disha popped up to close the door behind me. Perhaps she was worried I might slip out. And her worries were not unfounded. Her desire to make me her new BFF made my stomach squirm. She may have saved my life, but I still wasn’t sure about her motives.

      “How did you get all this?” My eyes drifted from the expensive white duvet to the crystal chandelier hanging over her bed to the closet stuffed with designer clothes and shoes. On the wall opposite the large windows, a fancy desk held the entire contents of a drugstore makeup counter in scattered piles. Above it, a mirror ringed by exposed lightbulbs looked like something out of a Broadway dressing room. I mean, the room had mood lighting.

      The space seemed more like a set of MTV’s Cribs than a college dorm room.

      Disha glanced around as if she’d forgotten she went to sleep in the Taj Mahal each night. “Oh, this? Daddy had furniture shipped in. Anyway, tell me, how did you get off on such a bad foot with Rowan? He looked like you boiled his bunny or something.”

      “You mean he isn’t that charming with all the new girls?” I said in mock surprise, picking up a shiny black high-heeled shoe from the floor and examining it. How girls clomped around in virtual stilts all day baffled me.

      “Do you like those?” Disha asked, nodding at the shoe. “You can have them. Or better yet…” She ran to her closet and disappeared in the fabric folds. When she reappeared a few moments later, she was clutching several items.

      “Makeover!” She waved a handful of dresses and skirts like pompons.

      “No. Oh, no.” I backed up, but bumped into the wall as she plied me with cashmere tops and flowery scarves.

      After I refused most of her clothes, the only way to get her to stop trying to dress me was to agree to take three tops, two pairs of shorts and a pair of really kick-ass black Converse All-Stars that she swore she had in three other colors. I hated taking charity, but she insisted, and if I was going to avoid the mockery I’d suffered in high school, I needed more than one outfit, besides the very nice and dorky school T-shirts from Dean McIntosh.

      “I’m going to dig out more,” she said, jumping on her bed once again.

      I tucked the clothes in a bag she’d given me, a reluctant smile on my face.

      “And tomorrow,” she added, “we can tackle your hair.”

      I touched my brown ponytail self-consciously. “What’s wrong with my hair?”

      “Nothing,” Disha said, throwing back her luxurious curls. “You’re a total babe. It’s no wonder Rowan stares at you.”

      “Stop it,” I said. I’d spent the last hour trying to forget his painfully handsome face. “He stares at me to know how to construct his voodoo doll in proper proportions. What was the dude drama you mentioned earlier, anyway?” I settled on the tufted chair across from her bed.

      “Oh, yeah.” She leaned forward, laying on her stomach, propping her head up, and kicking her feet back like we were in a made-for-TV movie. “So, get this. Apparently, there’s a lot of bad blood between the Underwoods and Professor Answorth, the teacher who helped you in the hallway. Rowan told me his dad thinks that Professor Answorth is behind the breaks in security.”

      No wonder Rowan seemed to get meaner when he saw my hand in the Professor’s.

      “If you ask me,” Disha said, “I think the Underwoods suspect him because he’s a Lesser.”

      Lesser. That word again. I frowned. “What exactly is a Lesser?”

      She stared at me as if I were from Mars.

      “In case you haven’t realized it,” I said defensively, “I didn’t grow up in your circles.”

      Her eyebrows went up. “You mean the outside world doesn’t know the difference between Lessers and Supers?”

      I shrugged and marveled at how disconnected from the real world she was.

      “Well, let me educate you. It’s really easy.” She put out her right hand. “Witches and warlocks… Supers.” Her left hand went up next. “Everyone else… Lessers.”

      “That sounds... awful,” I said, wondering if my comment would make her decide she didn’t want to be my BFF anymore. Though that would be fine, even if I was starting to like her. Anything that smelled of discrimination, for whatever reason, wouldn’t fly with me.

      “I know,” she said. “I know some very nice vamps and succubi.”

      I sighed in relief, glad she wasn’t a bigot, then asked, “So, what is Answorth exactly?

      “A fae,” Disha said.

      “Really?”

      “Uh-huh.”

      I gestured toward my ears. “But don’t fae have—”

      “Pointed ears?” Disha interrupted. “They do, but he uses a glamour to disguise them and some of his other non-human features. Mind you, Charmander, you shouldn’t believe everything you see.” She tapped her nose.

      Pondering, I took her words to heart.

      Following her previous line of thought, she said, “Can you imagine if it’s a teacher letting creatures like that lich in? Marybeth could have died.”

      I could have died, I thought quietly. I was told I’d be safer here than on my own, but maybe not. Another reason my thirty-day trial might be coming to an end sooner rather than later.

      “So, what do you think Dean Underwood is going to do about this Answorth guy?” I asked.

      Disha sucked in a deep breath before continuing. “Rowan says they have no real evidence, just a hunch, and that Dean McIntosh trusts Answorth for some reason. They need real evidence, which is why Rowan’s confided in me. Because of my extra training with Dr. Henderson.” She worked her eyebrows up and down in a knowing fashion. “I’m the best trained freshman here. Plus, Rowan trusts me. Our families go way back.”

      Disha blew on her polished fingernails and buffed them on her shirt. I rolled my eyes. A sliver of her confidence could keep me going for a year, I swear.

      “So Rowan wants you to investigate?”

      “Yep.”

      She twisted her hair into a bun at the top of her head and somehow tucked it in on itself to secure it. The fact that the bun was both messy and still extremely attractive was sorcery in itself.

      “Rowan tells me things and I keep my eyes and ears open. No one talks about anything around him since he’s Macgregor’s son, but me…” She held her arms out as if to say What’s not to like?

      “And the great part is now you can help us,” Disha said excitedly.

      “Me?”

      “Just think about it. Who is less assuming, less of a threat, than you?” She gestured to my all-ness.

      Oh, geez. Here we went again. For a girl as smart as she seemed to be, Disha could be pretty dumb when it came to saying offensive things. So much for wanting me as her BFF. Apparently, she only wanted to exploit me.

      “Look, if you’re going to use me as some sort of stooge, a get out of jail free card, then I’m out.” I stood up.

      I’d seen this before. Who would be a better target than the poor girl? Beautiful Disha could break whatever rule she wanted and then pin it on me. Because, of course, I was a criminal, a thief, or whatever they needed me to be.

      As I made for the door, she jumped up. “Wait, wait. What did I say now?”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You really don’t know?”

      “No,” she said, waving her hands as if in desperation. “I say things and they always come out wrong. I’m sorry. I didn’t have many… playmates growing up.”

      “Playmates?” I raised an eyebrow.

      “You know what I mean.” She flopped on the bed, appearing defeated for the first time. “We moved a lot. I had a private tutor and didn’t even go to school for several years. Then the ones I did go to, the girls were so... “

      “Rich? Stuck up? Bitchy?” I offered.

      “Yes! You get it.” Her shoulders slumped. “I’m bad at this. I really am. My father had to literally pay people to attend my sixteenth birthday party. It didn’t hurt that he’d hired The Black Eyed Peas to play.”

      It was shocking to hear her confession. What I’d taken for popular girl meanness was just lonely girl awkwardness.

      And, boy, did I know about that.

      I sat back down on the bed beside her. With Trey gone, I literally had no one, and it sounded like Disha didn’t either. And how could I fault her for being born into wealth any more than I wanted to be faulted for being born into poverty? Besides, I needed someone else besides Trey’s ashes to talk to.

      “If I let you do my hair, can you promise not to make me into 2007 Britney Spears?”

      Disha sniffed and then giggled. “Your head is too oblong for a shaved style, babe.” She lifted my ponytail and let it drop playfully. “Will you help me with the investigation?”

      “Do I have to talk to Rowan?”

      She shook her head.

      “Then I’m in.”

      “Goodie.” She clapped her hands. Honest to God, clapped them.

      I laughed despite myself.

      Then she grabbed a curling iron. “Now, let’s see that hair.”
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      An hour later, I was spectacularly coiffed and on my way to my room, having survived as much preening as I could stand. It did not escape me that both of my best friends had insisted on trying to makeover my appearance. Maybe life was trying to tell me something.

      Or maybe everyone else was way too fixated on physical appearance.

      Either way, I’d only let Disha curl my hair and apply a little bit of lipstick. It had cheered her up and given me time to think about all she’d told me.

      When I’d experienced that episode in the hallway, it was Answorth I had bumped into. I hadn’t told Disha the visions I saw or the feelings. And yet, somehow I thought Answorth had been the one who pull me out of the visions. But maybe bumping into him had also been the reason I went into them.

      What did that mean? Were Rowan and his father right to suspect he was behind the lich attack? Was Answorth one of the bad guys? A subversive? If so, was it too much of a leap to think he had any connection to the people who had tried to kidnap me? If he was at all responsible for Trey’s death and my near-desiccation on my first day of class, I needed to know. Maybe this deal with Disha wasn’t such a bad idea, after all.

      A large grandfather clock I passed made me aware that I’d missed lunch, which was fine considering my huge breakfast this morning. I’d been excused from my afternoon class because of my brush with the lich, so I had some free time. Apparently near-death experiences had their perks.

      Back in my room, I took out the clothes Disha had given me and showed them to Trey.

      “What do you think?” I pressed a pair of shorts to my body. “I think you would like Disha. She has a thing for hair and makeup, too. Plus, she’s pretty. Maybe you would have been into her.”

      I smiled sadly, then put my new clothes in my new closet.

      After that, I dug out all the pamphlets Dean McIntosh had given me. It only took me a few minutes to find Professor Answorth in one of them. There was a super short bio that said he had left his fae home at a young age due to a keen interest in humans and their occult arts. It also mentioned he was a Mentalism professor, which apparently meant studying things like psychic abilities, telepathy, telekinesis, and mind control, all pretty terrifying subjects in the hands of the wrong person. Below that, the pamphlet went on to list his office hours and location. He’d be in for visiting hours at two PM, thirty minutes from now.

      Perfect.

      I thought about telling Disha my plan, but realized it would be easier if she wasn’t with me. I could feign ignorance and ask more questions that way. What new student didn’t need guidance, especially one who’d had such a traumatic first day?

      As I went to put away the brochures, I spotted a picture of Dr. Henderson’s smiling face. He appeared just as charming as when I’d met him in his office. Curious, I read his bio and deduced he was some sort of magical prodigy who had graduated from the Academy at the tender age of eighteen. After that, he’d traveled the world and studied at other Supernatural colleges around the world. He was known for creating his own spells and mastering those of old powerful witches and warlocks. Go figure. The Albert Einstein of the supernatural world. No wonder Disha was learning so much.

      With my plan as well thought out as it could get, I grabbed a muffin I’d swiped from the cafeteria and headed out.

      Down the stairs and out of the dorms, I walked across the quad to the Humanities Building, a grand structure on the north end of campus, right across from the Enlightenment Fountain, the massive, beautiful water feature that dominated campus.

      As I walked my way across several huge lawns, I stewed a bit, having second thoughts about what I was doing. What kind of noob would thrust herself into an investigation with a mentalist? Did I want to almost die twice today?

      I pushed my fears away. All I had to do was play it cool and make sure he didn’t suspect my ulterior motives.

      Right, and cool was my specialty.

      The weather was hot, but beautiful, another sunny afternoon in Georgia. The sun burned the top of my head, but I was used to that. Besides, I wouldn’t stay hot for long because the great thing about campus was that every building had air conditioning. The grass was watered daily, so it stayed green and luscious. Flowers in beds outside the stately brick buildings filled the air with perfume.

      You wouldn’t know, in a place this beautiful, that an ancient king might pop up to drain your essence.

      A boy whizzed past me on a skateboard, the wheels clacking on the pavement. I felt a terrible ache in my gut. My board had been left back in the abandoned building and I didn’t suppose Disha had an old one lying around.

      The ache was deeper than that, though. The skateboard reminded me of Trey, and my life as a homeless teen. Was it over? Would this trial period convince me to stay and let my old life go up in smoke? Well, it wasn’t like it would be the first time this had happened to me.

      Nothing was permanent. Nothing lasted.

      Boy, I could use a hit of whatever spell Irmagard had given me in the counseling office right about now.

      Emotions swirling in my chest, I rushed toward the Enlightenment Fountain and leaned against its outer wall. The size of a backyard swimming pool, the fountain was round and robust with water spraying out of the center and five animal statues ringing around it. The marble beasts all contorted in different positions.

      A lion with its paw outstretched was closest to me. It was regal and aloof and—according to one of the many brochures I’d briefly perused—symbolized ferocity. Next to it was an eagle, its mouth open and talons out in what appeared to be an attack. It represented freedom.

      I walked around the basin to get a better look at the other three statues—a woman with one arm, her face blank as if stupefied. I couldn’t remember what she represented. A turtle standing on two legs, the front two up as if in defense. It symbolized protection. And the last, a fish with bulging eyes that stood for adaptability.

      The fountain sure had character and felt like each of its creatures must have some elaborate story centered around it, some sort of Academy lore I should learn. Maybe I needed to carefully read the entire pile of material Dean McIntosh had given me, but who had time for that?

      I went on staring at the creatures, all so strange, so… puzzling. Yet, I was drawn to them.

      Obeying a strange impulse to dip my fingers in the water, I reached out.

      As soon as my skin brushed the surface, a jolt snapped through me.

      Just like before, my vision darkened and the slideshow of horror ran in my mind’s eye showing me every terrible magic event I’d experienced since the attack—Smudge Face, the lich, the werewolf, that same dark, faceless figure from when I ran into Answorth. Trey being slashed across the chest, his face going slack.

      A scream stuck in my throat, choking me. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t move. Was I fracturing further? Was it the fountain?

      Something bashed into me, knocking me off my feet. When I stumbled forward, my hands went out to catch my fall, breaking my contact with the water.

      The images stopped. My eyes fluttered open, and I sucked in a huge gulp of air.

      When I glanced up, no one was around, but then I spotted the dark shape of a man cutting a swift path across the quad away from me.

      And from behind, that person looked distinctly like Rowan Underwood.
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      I was freaked out enough to almost talk myself out of going to Professor Answorth’s office, but I was no chicken. If living on the streets had taught me anything, it was to be brave. Not as brave as Trey had been, but brave enough to find his killer, plus the lich monger.

      What could the posh professor do to me for asking a few simple questions?

      Nothing.

      Even as I hurried to the Humanities Building and tried to focus on its ornate facade, the image of all those Supernaturals—or were they Lessers?—trying to get to me became stuck on repeat inside my head. My spine tingled, and without meaning to, I glanced back toward the fountain. I wasn’t sure what was up with that thing. Was it possessed or something? Because it wasn’t me. I wasn’t possessed. Been there done that with the Shadow Puppet, and that felt completely different.

      A group of students walked out of the Humanities building as I made my way inside. One of them was laughing after she blinked her eyes at a guy’s backpack and it started bouncing up and down.

      “Quit it, Olivia,” the guy said in a tone that actually sounded as if he was happy the girl was messing with him.

      I shook my head, then stopped to get my bearings. Inside, the building seemed more utilitarian than what I’d seen so far. It was still fancy, but the foyer was not some grand affair, just a simple space with some benches and planters. It quickly branched into halls leading to offices and classrooms.

      Squinting my eyes and wiggling my nose, I tried to tap into magic to somehow discern the way to Answorth’s office. Nothing happened, unless I counted feeling stupid. Apparently, I was starting to buy Dean McIntosh’s story about my Supernatural DNA. There was more than disappearing ibuprofen now. There were also visions, so maybe she was onto something.

      I resigned myself by reading the directory on the wall rather than the magical GPS I wished I had. Answorth was the first name on the alphabetical list. His office number was 1015.

      Making my way down the hall with a sign that read 1000 to 1015, I took several deep breaths and told myself there was nothing to be afraid of. I was just going to have a friendly talk with my professor. I was in his Mentalism class, after all, and visiting him during office hours was natural. No problem.

      Even if he could turn me into a mindless zombie with a twiddle of his fingers.

      Every office I passed had a number and a plaque with the teacher’s name on the door. I expected to see or hear some activity, but the hall was deserted, permeated by an eerie silence that gave me the creeps.

      Professor Answorth’s office was at the end of the hall, its door closed just like all the others. His sign read “Julian Answorth, PhD.”

      I knocked, wondering if he was a PhD in the real world or only in the Supernatural one. What could he possibly be a doctor of in the Supernatural world? Magical brain surgery?

      I knocked again with a bit more insistence. No response. Rubbing the back of my neck, I surveyed the empty hall, then tried the doorknob. It turned.

      Inching the door open, I called, “Hello? Professor Answorth?”

      There was a quiet creak as the door swung wide. The office was dark, its only illumination the sunlight seeping through a set of wooden blinds.

      With one final scan of the hall, I stepped inside, my eyes drinking in Answorth’s domain. There were the usual shelves filled with books, and a desk with one leather chair behind it and two out front for visitors. But that was where “usual” stopped.

      I was drawn to the shelves first, which contained books, but also some very interesting “bookends.”

      There were several decks of tarot cards, a crystal ball with murky depths, a jar full of small bones, a turban with a red jewel affixed to the front, half-burned candles, a 3D model of a brain with parts that could be taken out of its skull cradle, and more.

      Were these the tools of a mentalist? They appeared more like a cheap fortuneteller’s knick-knacks.

      Turning from the shelves, I listened intently for footsteps and, when I heard nothing, I moved toward the desk. A large tome lay open on its surface, a full cup of tea to the side. It seemed Answorth had left in the middle of some light reading. Though, hadn’t he just gotten back from London?

      Squinting, I leaned over the book. Keeping my hands at my back to avoid touching anything, I took in the illustration that filled the entire left page.

      A lich.

      My heart quickened as I recognized the skeletal features, its teeth bare as if in mockery. Tattered clothes floated behind it and skeletal hands held a scepter.

      The headlines on the other page read “Conjuring and Controlling a Lich” and “Vanquishing a Lich.”

      When a violent chill cut across my back, I decided I’d seen enough. Rushing out of the office, I eased the door shut behind me.

      Heart still sputtering, I walked down the hall, relieved to find it empty.

      I was down by office 1011 when there was a laugh, the door opened, and someone came out.

      “You are certainly right, my dear fellow,” a man said.

      I froze as Answorth stepped into the hall.

      Catching my presence out of the corner of his eye, he turned and blinked in surprise.

      “Ms. Rivera,” he said, closing the door to the office he’d just vacated. “What brings you to this side of campus?”

      “I… I was looking for you.” I hooked a finger over my shoulder to indicate his office. “But you weren’t there, so I was leaving.”

      “Well, I’m here now,” he said with a smile. “Come, let’s go back. I hardly get any visitors during my office hours. That’s why I was chatting with Professor Fedorov. Nice chap. From Saint Petersburg. You’ll have him Junior Year if you make it that long.” He gave me a cheeky wink as if he meant the comment as a joke, but I shivered all the same.

      He herded me back toward his office, and I saw no other alternative but to go with the flow.

      As we walked in, he flipped the switch and four lamps came on, one in each corner. He also turned on the desk lamp and promptly sat in his chair, inviting me to take a seat across from him.

      I sat and, trying not to over-act, I let my eyes rove around the room, frowning slightly. I paid special attention to the shelves as if I’d never seen them before.

      “Fascinating artifacts, wouldn’t you say, Ms. Rivera?” he asked, noticing my interest.

      I nodded.

      “I’ve collected them over the years,” he explained. “They’re curiosities that Regulars believe help with divining people’s thoughts and future, but you and I know better than that, don’t we?” He winked again, drawing an involuntary smile from me. His blue eyes caught the light from the desk lamp, and they practically sparkled.

      He was good at setting people at ease, or was it his skill in mentalism working on me? I sucked in a breath, determined to stay cool. My eyes landed on the huge tome that rested in front of him.

      His gaze fell to the book as well. “Something else that’s fascinating is liches.” He pushed the book in my direction, flipping it so I could read. “Not for the faint of heart. It says here,” he pointed to a paragraph down the middle of the page, “that it takes very powerful magic and deep knowledge of the creatures to be able to control them.”

      With a pensive expression on his face, Answorth stood, strode to the window, and opened the blinds. He peered out at the woods behind the building, rubbing his chin, lost in his own thoughts, likely wondering who could have taken control of the old, undead king. Either that, or feigning it so I wouldn’t suspect him.

      “At any rate,” he said, snapping out of it. “What brings you to my office, Ms. Rivera? How can I help you?” He returned to his seat, giving me his full attention.

      “Well…” I trailed off, casting out for something to say. He’d distracted me to the point that I couldn’t remember my excuse for visiting and, instead, I found myself saying, “Professor, I thought you might know about this...vision I had.”

      He lifted a blond eyebrow.

      “I mean… I don’t know if that’s your area of expertise,” I said. “But I thought since you teach Mentalism, you might be the right person to ask…um… you know, since the visions are in my… head.” I shut my mouth.

      God, let the ground split and swallow me whole. Apparently, being homeless had done a number on my social skills.

      He nodded sagely, oblivious to my blunders. “I can try to help, Ms. Rivera. Visions are definitely a subject that pertains to my studies. Tell me about them, please.” He beckoned with one hand.

      “Um,” I paused, painfully aware of my screw up.

      I had to tread carefully here. I couldn’t trust any of these people. For all I knew, he’d played some mind trick on me already, and that was the reason I’d turned into a loose-tongued parrot.

      “It’s only happened once,” I lied, speaking carefully. “And maybe it’s not a vision, but more like a magical memory. I keep seeing the lich and this werewolf that attacked me.”

      I figured Dean McIntosh would have told the entire faculty how I ended up at the Academy, so it was probably safe to mention the werewolf. I did leave out the part about the dark figure that seemed to accompany the images, which was what made me think they were visions and not just memories. That dark figure was nothing like the Shadow Puppet. I was sure of that. It felt infinitely more evil than that, and I had a feeling it was responsible for what was going on here.

      Answorth nodded. “Those must have been two very traumatic situations for you, so I’m not surprised the images of what happened keep rearing their ugly heads—not to mention you’re still fracturing. But you shouldn’t worry too much about it. Just give it some time. Now that you’re being trained to use your magic and when you’re done fracturing, these visions should stop. Also, consider that you’re in a new environment. It’s a big change for you. Lots of stress, though I have no doubt you’ll be just fine in the end.”

      His words sounded confident as if he had peered into my future and had seen me rocking those Academy T-shirts Dean McIntosh had given me, while walking around campus with a big smile on my face and a train of adoring friends who wanted me to help them with their homework.

      Despite myself, I found my heart feeling lighter and more hopeful about the prospect of staying here.

      “Thank you, Professor Answorth,” I said. “I’ll give it some time.”

      “Good, good,” he said, smiling. “Time heals everything, Ms. Rivera, even the worst wounds.” His smile fell a little as if he were remembering something which time hadn’t fully healed for him.

      So much for suspecting Professor Answorth. He seemed far too kind to be responsible for nearly killing a student.

      A few minutes later, I left the Humanities Building. It was a beautiful day out, and I hadn’t spent much time amongst the lush flower gardens. Almost absently, I found myself drawn to a hedge garden I’d seen on my way here. Its entrance was a gravel path lined by two rows of miniature bushes in the shape of upside-down cones.

      I strolled in, relishing the sunlight on my face and thinking of all that had happened to me in the expanse of four days. Trey’s loss felt like a huge welt on my heart that even time’s healing qualities wouldn’t be able to bandage, much less get rid of. What would I do with his ashes? Keep them? Toss them into the wind? Neither option felt right.

      The further I walked, the taller the hedges grew, and I realized the garden was actually a labyrinth. I took a right, making a mental note, determined not to get lost.

      After a few more turns, I heard footsteps. Someone was following me.

      My heart sped up as I pictured another lich, its bony hands reaching for my neck. What if I couldn’t find my way out? And what in the world had made me come in here in the first place? A mind trick from Answorth?

      Quickly, I inserted myself between two tight hedges. Their branches scratched my face and arms, but I clamped my lips shut, held my breath, and stood as still as humanly possible. I waited, peering between the tightly-packed leaves.

      Gravel crunched lightly under someone’s careful steps. My heartbeat picked up as my overactive brain worried about worse things than a lich or a werewolf, something like a zombie that could suck my brains and infect me so I would crave brains, too.

      Then the threat entered my line of vision.

      It was Rowan Underwood.
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      I watched, barely breathing as Rowan Underwood slunk through the labyrinth, his dark eyes searching.

      He was following me. I knew it was him at the fountain. What was his plan now? Get me alone and jump me? I’d marked him as a jerk, but maybe he was the one attacking students, letting in liches, and wanting to erase evidence. He must think I knew something, and visiting Professor Answorth, a Lesser, couldn’t have helped my case.

      Trembling with rage and anticipation, I tracked his movements as he stalked down one path, circled around and walked back the other way, his feet crunching quietly on the gravel.

      Good, he’d lost me. If I was lucky, he’d go away, and I’d get the hell out of this maze. That was, if I could find my way out. In the commotion, I’d forgotten what turns I’d taken to get myself here.

      Rowan came back into view, his eyes still searching, his expression even and calculating. I tried desperately not to notice his perfectly tousled hair and the vee of skin visible above his white T-shirt. Sun glinted off his medallion as he turned. He was so handsome it made me angry. He probably got everything he wanted with a wink and a smile, not that he needed charm since he had money and a father on the payroll.

      He had everything, and he was trying to push me out? Me, who had literally nothing but an urn of ashes containing my only friend!

      Fists clenched, I fought the urge to rush out and punch him in his Hemsworth-brother face.

      Suddenly, the ground shook, trembling like an earthquake was splitting the maze in half. But, instead of cracks forming in the ground, the hedges began to shift. As I watched, the high shrubs lifted up like giant green arms and slammed down in different positions.

      “Shit,” Rowan said, whirling. He held his hands out as if getting ready to either perform magic or slap box some bushes.

      The greenery I’d shoved myself into began to rise, clawing at my skin, dragging me upwards with its branchie fingers. I tried to scramble out, untangling from twigs that tugged at my shirt and weaved into my hair. I broke branches with my hands, bending and twisting as my feet lifted off of the ground.

      “Hey!” Rowan yelled, surprised or angry, I wasn’t sure, but he raised his hands at me ready to throw a spell.

      I twisted violently and broke out of the remaining branches. Hitting the ground hard, I gasped for breath as Rowan ran over.

      “Stay back!” I grabbed a handful of gravel and threw it at his eyes.

      He ducked, throwing his arms over his face for protection.

      Scrambling up, I took off down the first path I saw, and ran straight into a dead end. When I whirled around, Rowan blocked my way out.

      “Leave me alone,” I said, casting about for an escape. I could try to slip through the hedges again, but these looked exceptionally dense. Climbing over wasn’t an option as they were nearly ten feet high. Plus, the ground was still trembling, letting me know the hedges were still moving.

      “Charlie, stop.” He held his hands up, chest heaving. His eyes darted around as if searching for something. “We need to get out of here.”

      We? I wasn’t going anywhere with him, even if he held the only map to the maze.

      A buzzing sound filled the air as if hornets had been disturbed in the hedges’ shift. I sensed the beat of wings and a poke on my neck. Swatting, my hand brushed something far too large to be a hornet.

      Instead of an insect, a large, winged animal thing dodged my blow, whirled out and darted toward Rowan.

      “Pixie minotaurs! We’ve gotta go. Come on.” He turned on his heel and sprinted into the maze.

      Pixie minotaurs?

      I knew what pixies were, little fairies I assumed. And minotaurs were those half-bull, half-man animals from Greek mythology, right? But, the creature buzzing toward me was somehow a combination of both.

      Fairy wings flapped in a blur behind a brown body with human hands and cloven hoof feet. Small horns curled out above a twisted and ugly face with human eyes but a bovine snout. Its body was about eight inches tall, so I wondered why Rowan had turned tail and run. I could bat that sucker out of the air with one swat.

      He was a coward. Fancy that.

      As the pixie minotaur flew closer, I realized it was carrying a small spear-like weapon in one hand. That explained the poke. Okay. I could still deal.

      “Come at me, you nasty bugger. I’ll knock your socks off.” I raised my hands, ready to fight.

      But instead of ramming at me with its spear, it stopped, hovered in midair, and waved the thing like a wand.

      A strange sensation tingled all over my scalp first, then my face and neck, spreading down my body. Horrified, I lifted my hands and watched small hairs sprout from my skin. The same tingling rippled along my collar and under my shirt, giving me a sneaking suspicion that more hair was growing in unwanted places.

      “What did you do to me?” I asked, blindly swatting the air as heavy bangs grew down, obscuring my vision. Hair was growing rapidly on every surface of my body.

      “Charlie!”

      I whirled, pushing strands out of my eyes. Rowan rushed back to me, shooting spells from his fingertips as a swarm of pixie minotaurs flew after him. There were at least a dozen, and they were all firing from their tiny spears. As I watched, Rowan dodged a few, but lurched back as if struck. His eyes went wide as his head began to swell to enormous proportions.

      A cry of anger bursting from his throat, he threw both hands up and slashed them sideways, blasting the swarm into a nearby hedge. Then he whirled on me.

      “What are you doing? We need to—Oh.” His anger turned to shock and then mockery. “Hit you with a capillum spell, did they? Wow.” He put a fist to his mouth to cover up his laughter.

      “You’re one to talk,” I said through the hair, gesturing to the top of his head that had swollen up like Violet Beauregarde in Charlie in the Chocolate Factory.

      He reached up, feeling the extended top half of his head.

      “This is your fault. If you had run when I told you to, the swarm wouldn’t have gotten me.” He waved his hands and his head shrunk down to its normal size.

      I held out my hairy arms, waiting for him to do the same for me. He smirked and offered no such spell.

      “Come on, Cousin It. We go this way.”

      Great.

      Fuming, I followed him. What else could I do?

      Holding my locks to either side so I could see, I trailed behind Rowan as we wove through seemingly unending turns. After fifteen minutes, I was sweating, my new hairdo sticking to most parts of my body.

      “Why does this maze even exist? It’s a nightmare.” I said out loud, more to the universe than to Rowan.

      Still, he answered me in a very tour-guide-esque manner.

      “It was a present from Head Dean Erodot to the new Head Dean Fitzpatrick in 1955. It was supposed to be a gesture of goodwill, but in actuality the maze is hexed. Dean Erodot had been ousted because of his role in the vampire uprising and the subsequent fallout, so this was his revenge. The labyrinth is so carefully cursed, no one has been able to remove it. It has moving walls and mischievous creatures that live inside them. Thus, the pixie minotaurs. Thank god, Dean Erodot had a conscience and didn’t want anyone to die.”

      “And yet, no one thinks to tell the new student about this?” I shouted. “How do we get out?”

      “It’s difficult, but I can do it. Advanced magicians can sense the opening.” He straightened his shoulders as he finished his boast. “And, by the way, the welcome package talks about this and other such places on campus. But clearly, you haven’t bothered to read the material.”

      I narrowed my eyes, forgetting he couldn’t see my eye-roll beneath all this hair. I’d read some of the brochures.

      “Whatever, just get us out. This spell is killing me.”

      Rowan stopped beside me, flexed his fingers and did a complicated gesture. When it was finished, tingling broke out along my body again. Slowly, the hair receded.

      I ran my hands down my smooth arms and then my face. The hair on my head was a mess—poor Disha and her curling makeover—but it felt so much better not to be a walking toupee in ninety-degree heat.

      “Thanks,” I said reluctantly.

      Rowan shrugged. “Don’t mention it. Seriously. I don’t need people knowing I helped you.”

      Oh god, he was so insufferable.

      He started down another path, and I contemplated running off again. I couldn’t stand another moment staring at his smug face or hearing his rude comments.

      When I opened my mouth intent on telling him so, he turned the corner and disappeared behind a hedge. A loud splashing sound was followed by a garbled cry.

      Without thinking, I ran around the corner to find him stuck in a hip-deep pool of impossibly blue water that seemed to have appeared out of nowhere. As I stared, Rowan sank lower, the water acting almost like liquid quicksand, inching him further down by the second.

      His hands scrambled through the gravel at the pool’s edge, attempting to stop himself from being swallowed up, but there was nothing for him to grab onto. Then he began waving his hands as if attempting to perform magic, but it appeared as if nothing was working.

      The water drew him in slowly, climbing up to his stomach.

      “Rowan, what do I do?” I asked, running up in front of him. He would drown in seconds if I didn’t help, and I couldn’t have that on my conscience, no matter how annoying he was.

      He scowled as if my offer of help was an insult. “Nothing. Back up.”

      He took a deep breath, held his hands out like a maestro ready to conduct an orchestra and made two large sweeping gestures. But something went wrong. Rowan cried out as if in terrible pain, grasped his chest where his medallion hung, and collapsed.

      The water dragged him down even deeper.

      “Oh, crap.”

      I knelt, grabbed Rowan by the arms, and tried to haul him out. He didn’t budge. In fact, he sunk lower, his chest going under. He’d said this place wasn’t supposed to kill anyone, but it surely was trying. Was this different? Another attack like the lich’s?

      I pulled again. Nothing. It was as if there were an equal force working against me.

      Glancing around, I didn’t see any rope or branches to assist in dragging him out or at least holding him in place until I could get help. In fact, there was nothing around me but tall, green hedges.

      When I glanced down at the water for another solution, a face blinked back up at me. She smiled and blew a bubble kiss.

      I did a double take, realizing that there was indeed a creature inside the pool—some sort of water nymph with blue-green scales and long flowing aquamarine hair. Her eyes were glassy opals that shone like sea glass and her teeth, when she smiled, curved inward like an angler fish. Her scaly fingers dug into Rowan’s clothes as if she were attempting to claim him. I had no doubt she was trying to kill him—to eat him or simply drown him, I didn’t know.

      What I did know was if I didn’t get him out soon, he would die.

      Keeping one hand on his arm, I used the other to try to shake Rowan awake.

      “Rowan. Rowan, wake up!” I slapped his face, but his head just lolled from side-to-side. He was out.

      The nymph laughed at my little attempt, bubbles floating up to the surface, and yanked harder. Rowan slid down until only his head and arms were above the water.

      “Stop,” I said, glaring at the water nymph. Angry, I reached into the ice cold water and tried to pry her scaly fingers off. Instead of letting go, she reared back and bit me.

      “Ow!” I shouted, yanking my hand up. “Knock it off!”

      A shockwave rolled with it. Just like when I’d willed the Shadow Puppet to let me go back at the abandoned building, my intense impulse had some effect on the water nymph. She shivered, eyes blinking rapidly as if she’d been shocked. Her fingers let go of Rowan, and she plunged down, disappearing.

      Just as I was attempting to pull him out, the pool exploded in an upward rush of water. I was blasted back, pummeled by the icy spray.

      When it was over, the pool was gone. Rowan lay face down in the gravel.

      I ran over and put my fingers to his neck. Was he dead? Terrible dread settled over my body, but his pulse beat strong. He rolled over, coughing up water. As he did, his hand patted my arm, then rested on it.

      A quiet thank you. I almost couldn’t believe it. Apparently he was only 99.99% douche.

      I was drenched to the bone and so was Rowan, but at least the pool had disappeared along with the murderous water nymph.

      His eyes fluttered open. When he saw me and how we were touching, he lurched up, pulling away.

      “What? I… You…”

      “You passed out. I saved your life,” I said matter-of-factly. Then I softened my tone. “What happened? Why wasn’t your magic working? And that spell you attempted… it looked like it hurt. Are you alright?”

      He glowered at me, before standing up, brushing wet gravel from his clothes. “It’s none of your damn business, but it was probably your fault.”

      Then he whirled on his heel and marched away into the maze.

      My fault? His magic had failed him when he needed it most, and it was my fault?

      Nope. I was wrong to give him credit. He was 100% douche.
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      “He did what?” Disha asked, tossing a bag of clothes on my bed.

      “He ran off and left me in the maze.” I threw up my hands in a can-you-believe-it gesture.

      I’d just finished recounting my time in the labyrinth from yesterday afternoon, including the part where, after I’d saved his life, Rowan ran off and left me to find my own way out. After that, it had taken me two hours to find the maze exit and, by then, I was too pooped to do anything but fall into bed. Disha had showed up at my door at eight AM, dying to know what had happened.

      “Why is it so hard to believe that Rowan abandoned me in the maze? I know you think he’s some hottie prince charming, but he’s actually a major douche.”

      “Well,” she said, looking conflicted, “maybe you shouldn’t judge him too harshly before you know more about him. It’s not easy being Rowan.”

      “Whatever.” I turned to the bed, not wanting to argue. “What are these?” I pulled a frilly pink top and a pair of very expensive-looking jeans out of the bag she’d brought.

      “I cleaned out my closet while you were gone.” She waved her hand dismissively at the sack like it was nothing to give someone dozens of designer clothes that had cost her family a small fortune. “Tell me more about the labyrinth. I’ve never gone in there. I heard a freshman nearly died last year. Sucked into a vortex or something.”

      “And no one thought to tell me? And forget the stupid welcome package, who reads that anyway?” I said, falling back on my bed. “What other mysterious places exist on campus that might cause my demise?”

      “Do you want me to list them all?” she asked, honestly serious.

      “Oh, my God. This place is a death trap.” My abandoned warehouse had been safer than here.

      “Go back to the part where Rowan was following you. Why would he do that when I’d already told him about having you help us dig up the truth?” Disha tapped her finger on her perfect chin.

      “Because he hates me and wants me dead?” I offered.

      “If that were true, why would he have run back to save you when the pixie minotaurs attacked?”

      I threw up my hands. “Sudden conscience. A wish to rifle through my corpse. I don’t know.”

      “Don’t worry. I’ll just ask him at lunch.”

      Man, I envied her ability to make everything seem like it wasn’t a big deal, even murderous classmates and near death experiences.

      “Whatever, just leave me out of it,” I said. “Dean McIntosh wants to meet with me at lunch anyway. Probably to ask how it’s going.” I gave Disha two thumbs down. “This is what the Dean will get from me. I’ve had one too many brushes with death to give this place my seal of approval.”

      Disha gave my shoulder a playful shove. “What are you talking about? I doubt you’ve ever had this much adventure. Besides, you haven’t seen any of the good parts yet, which is why I’m here, to escort you to your nine AM class, Spells 101 with Dr. Henderson. Hubba hubba.” Disha waggled her eyebrows.

      Disha loved Dr. Henderson, and it wasn’t hard to see why—he was the youngest faculty member by at least ten years, coming in at just thirty years old. Yet, he was also regarded as one of the most powerful wizards here. Disha claimed that as a teen, he’d studied abroad with seven of the top ten witches and warlocks in the world, real magical prodigy.

      Plus, he was freaking gorgeous.

      Warm brown eyes, impeccably styled hair and cheekbones carved out of rock, Dr. Henderson could be a GQ model.

      It was hard to fault Disha for her interest.

      “Get dressed,” she said, nudging the bag of clothes at me. “I want to snag coffee before class. Mama needs her go-go juice.”

      Disha was already dressed in a flowy sundress that showed off all her curves, gold bangles, and a necklace that dipped into her cleavage. It wasn’t lost on me that the full makeup and hair were likely for a certain professor.

      I pulled out the least frilly T-shirt and shorts from the bag, opting for my Vans since the Converse were still wet. Bathed in nymph water, yesterday’s outfit didn’t exactly smell lemony fresh. I needed to find out how to do laundry unless Disha had a spell for that.

      I could tell she was impatient and wanted to leave, so I ran a brush through my hair and swished some mouthwash, and mentally said goodbye to Trey’s urn, which Disha always tried and failed to ignore, casting furtive glances in its direction. Fortunately, she never said anything about it and respected my privacy in that regard.

      As we left and headed to the dining hall,  Disha didn’t even gripe about my appearance since she was so eager to pull me out of the door. Once there, we queued up behind a gaggle of sleepy students, some still in pjs and barely awake. The girl in front of us kept wiggling her fingers and shooting them at her face, swearing under her breath every time her spell failed.

      Disha leaned over to me. “Noob. She’s attempting an alertness spell but getting the motions all wrong. Plus, this building has spell blockers in place.” My friend rolled her eyes as if to say Can you believe the ignorance of some people?

      Yeah, I could. I was so ignorant I’d nearly gotten myself lost in a hexed maze yesterday. I didn’t know about alertness spells or blockers. Talk about freshman ignorance.

      Speaking of freshman, I scanned the crowd for Rowan, but didn’t spot him. Maybe he was hiding around a dark corner watching me. Or maybe I was being paranoid. Either way, I was going to keep my eyes open.

      We got our coffee and a pastry, swiping our student IDs in the machine near the cash register. It was baffling how some things were magical and some were simply normal, and I had no way of knowing which to expect. It was unnerving to say the least.

      Like for instance, when we headed out across the quad and came upon two dudes hovering two feet off the ground. As we watched, they took turns kicking out, trying to crash into each other while a small crowd watched. One rammed his friend, sending him flailing. The winner threw his hands in triumph and a whoop went up from the crowd.

      Disha rolled her eyes. “So immature.”

      I had a feeling maturity was kind of her thing, considering who we were rushing off to see.

      I expected to head to one of the many buildings reserved for classes, but Disha led me to a circle of trees on the east side of campus. When we got closer, I noticed students filtering up and down a set of stairs that disappeared underground, almost like a subway entrance but cut directly into a freshly mowed lawn.

      “Class is down there?” I asked.

      Disha slipped into the line, holding her to-go coffee cup in one hand, while adjusting her leather clutch in the other. “Apparently, the magical current is stronger down there. Also, if we cause a cataclysmic rift, it won’t suck up the entire campus.”

      “Cataclysmic rift. Sounds fun.” I shouldered the book bag Disha had given me, swallowing hard. This was technically my first class since the lich had tried to kill me yesterday. It was hard to believe, after all that had happened, that this was indeed only my second day of classes.

      Disha led us into the underground hallway, which was lit by scores of dancing lights that ran along the ceiling and twinkled like floating fireflies. By the way they swirled, and made me feel as if we were descending into another world, I could tell they were magical.

      Another spectacular feature was the images that appeared on the walls as we moved past. Magical billboards displayed recorded messages that changed as we walked by. The first one was an advertisement for the weekend’s school football scrimmage. After that, a male student in a stereotypical jersey held a football and invited us all to the Rumble in the Jungle, a homecoming game that would take place around Halloween. This was followed by an image of Dean McIntosh reminding all not to venture into the lake at night or face drowning and dismemberment… oh, and to have a good day.

      I’d never heard a warning about death sound so cheerful. These people were certifiable.

      We finally entered an area where the ceiling opened up, soaring all the way up to a glass skylight at least eighty feet in the air. The rest of the cave walls were rock, but here, flowering vines wound up their craggy surfaces, filling the whole space with perfume and color. The dancing lights congregated on the ceiling here as well, weaving in and out of the flowers like glowing honey bees. At the far end, a small waterfall trickled down a rocky ledge and filled a pool at its base. A few students clustered around it, staring into its depths.

      I skidded to a stop, staring up in awe at the splendor. “Holy moly.”

      Disha, noticing I wasn’t beside her, circled back and grabbed my hand. “We can gawk later. If we want a front row seat in Henderson’s class, we need to get there now.”

      “Geez, obsess much?” I muttered under my breath.

      She didn’t notice, yanking me into a cave entrance.

      The room, if you could call a hollowed out cave that, was the size of a typical college lecture hall, though instead of wooden desks, there were hunks of stone cut into rows that ringed the main floor area.

      “We have to sit on hard stone for an hour?” I griped, feeling cranky and out of my element.

      But when Disha pulled us to the front and plonked us down, I realized the stone was as soft as cotton. My rear sunk in a few inches, letting me settle in comfortably. Surprised, I glanced up at Disha, but she had a mirror out, checking her lipstick and hair.

      Good god. The girl needed to get a grip.

      Just then, I spied Rowan Underwood slinking in the door. His eyes locked on me and then darted away as he stalked toward the back of the lecture hall.

      I grabbed Disha’s arm, yanking her to me. “You didn’t tell me Rowan was in this class,” I hissed.

      “Every freshman is in this class,” she replied, snapping her compact shut. “How do I look?”

      Before I could answer, Dr. Henderson strolled in.

      Disha straightened. I could nearly feel the heat baking off her body.

      “Dr. Henderson.” She waved her hand.

      He smiled and walked casually over, nodding at us. “Disha. Ms. Rivera.”

      “I got Charlie here early. Front row. We are ready for whatever wisdom you want to bestow upon us.” She grinned with perfect white teeth.

      If Dr. Henderson knew she was flirting, he didn’t show it. He turned his charming smile and big brown eyes on both of us in a kindly teacher way. “So good to have you, Charlie. Disha is my best student, so there isn’t a better study buddy in class.”

      Disha bristled with joy.

      “Thank you, sir,” I said. “I look forward to filling in the gaps of what I don’t know because, frankly, I don’t know a lot.”

      He nodded kindly. “Why don’t you be my assistant today? I’ll be demonstrating a simple spell and if you’re up here with me, I bet you’ll get it a bit quicker.”

      Disha blinked rapidly. Would she be mad at me if I said yes? But then, how could I say no? I really needed to learn as much as I could just to defend myself against liches and water nymphs… and Rowan.

      “Sure.”

      As more students filtered into the room, I followed Dr. Henderson up on the platform. But up here, where everyone could see me, my stomach suddenly filled with thousands of butterflies. I could feel everyone’s eyes on me, the new girl. When I glanced up, Rowan was indeed staring. He dropped his head to his open book as if it was suddenly fascinating.

      Panicked, I decided I wanted out. I tapped Dr. Henderson on the shoulder.

      “Excuse me, sir, but maybe you should ask Disha or someone else. I really don’t know what I’m doing, and it’s probably better if I just watch.”

      Glancing up from a stack of notes he was reviewing, he smiled and put a hand on my shoulder. “Charlie, you’re going to do fine. It’s easy. I promise. I won’t blow up your eyebrows like I did my last assistant.”

      “That happened?” I said, shocked.

      He laughed. “No, I’m kidding. Relax. I swear it’ll all be painless. Cross my heart.” He drew the X over his muscular chest.

      I felt myself blushing all the way to my toes. Dumbly, I followed him to the center of the stage. Maybe I would have even turned over my first born if Mister Handsome asked.

      With a hand movement similar to tai chi, Dr. Henderson pressed his fist to his throat, sending his voice booming throughout the room. “Ladies and gentlemen, please find your seats. The lesson will soon begin.”

      The students filtered in until the room was nearly full. Many females sat in the front rows, eyes wide as they watched Dr. Henderson’s every move. I purposefully did not peer up to the top corner of the room where I knew Rowan would be throwing eye daggers at me.

      “Now, class, my assistant for today is our new student, Charlie Rivera. Please give her a hand.”

      I smiled awkwardly at the smattering of applause, now wishing I’d spent a little more time on my appearance since this was the first time the whole Freshman class would be introduced to me.

      “Today, we are going to work on levitation, a simple enough spell, though, concentration and a balanced chi are needed to do it properly. Charlie and I will demonstrate.”

      Dr. Henderson strode away ten paces, whirled around, and faced me. “Charlie, please repeat my motions as closely as you can. Understand?”

      I nodded, feeling sweat trickle down my back even though the cave was cool.

      As I watched, Dr. Henderson performed several tai chi motions—arms pushing invisible air, one foot stepping out, his body pivoting. When he blew out, pushing both arms down, his body began to rise above the platform.

      “Simple,” he said.

      After he brought himself down, he gestured to me. “I’ll do it again. This time, Charlie, you copy me.”

      I shook out my hands nervously.

      Together, Dr. Henderson and I did the motions. “Breathe, Charlie,” he said. “Center yourself.”

      Center myself. I searched inwardly, trying to do as the professor instructed, but all I sensed inside of me was a turmoil, like a big ball of yarn that was all tangled up and had no beginning or end.

      I inhaled a deep breath and blew out, but, as I did, my eyes landed on the exact spot where Rowan had been sitting. Only, he wasn’t there.

      Taken aback, I pushed my hands down, and… shot myself into the ceiling!

      I soared up like a runaway rocket, banging into the overhead light fixture and tangling in the wiring. Lights popped. I flailed, tangling myself up even more and causing the chandelier to vibrated. Then my pants caught on something and tore to expose my backside.

      Oh, my god.

      I dangled there, stuck and exposed for all to see. Heat burned across my face as I tried to pull my arms from the chandelier branches to no avail.

      “Oh no! Charlie, I’m so sorry. Stay put. We’ll get you down.” Dr. Henderson began an elaborate set of hand gestures that would hopefully levitate me down.

      Well, it seemed I had finally fractured all the way and the full strength of my powers was now out—just like Dean McIntosh had said it would. But why, oh why, did it have to happen here?

      All I could think about was how much of a fool I’d made myself out to be in front of the entire class, hung here with my pants ripped like an idiot while everyone  stared and laughed.

      Well, not everyone. As I looked out at my classmates’ upturned faces, I realized that, at this height, the auditorium’s top doors were visible.

      It was there I spotted Rowan Underwood, clutching his chest and limping away like an injured animal.
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      Shame. Complete and utter shame.

      That was what life at the Academy became for me after the levitation debacle in Dr. Henderson’s class. Over a month had passed from the time I got myself tangled in the Spells’ cave and exposed myself to the entire Freshman class, and not a day had gone by that I wasn’t reminded, painfully, that no one had forgotten. I was a subject for ridicule here just as much as I had been in high school, just for an entirely different reason.

      I had missed my mother dearly during those awful days in high school, just like I now missed Trey. They’d both known how to make things like this seems insignificant. Back then, I had talked to a portrait of mom, asking for advice. These days I talked to Trey’s urn more than I’d like to admit.

      Had I inherited this crazy gene from Mom? From Dad? I wanted to believe I’d gotten it from Mom. She’d always been my favorite parent, and I’d never been embarrassed to admit it. Mom had been our rock and our compass, without her, our foundation crumbled and our path went blurry. After her death, family had become but a concept, and I still missed the real thing.

      She would have told me to forget the whole thing and taken me for ice cream. I think even now it would have helped. Instead, I was obsessing over my quick descent into ridicule.

      I had wanted to blame Rowan for what had happened. I mean, I’d shot to the top of the cave like a crazy rocket after a harmless push with my hands, and I’d hung like an unsightly Christmas ornament while everybody laughed. There was no way I had done that. That would have required controlled magical power, which I wanted to believe I didn’t have and Rowan did—not to mention he’d run out of the classroom, looking as if he’d exerted himself after attempting to drive my head straight into the rock ceiling.

      But, as much as I wanted to believe Rowan Hates-My-Guts Underwood was to blame for the big “L” figuratively painted on my forehead, Dean McIntosh had eventually relieved me of the misconception when she showed me what I’d done wrong and then had her assistant, Priscilla Fordyce, teach me the proper way to levitate.

      It had taken six weeks of remedial classes every Tuesday and Thursday for me to get the hang of it and learn the trick of lifting off the floor a few inches rather than blasting off into the stratosphere.

      “I swear it’ll all be painless,” Dr. Henderson had said. “Cross my heart.” He’d even drawn the sign over his chest, a smile on his GQ face.

      Such a liar!

      Well, it wasn’t painless. It hurt a lot. Maybe not physically, but psychologically I was scarred for life.

      They’d even given me a nickname.

      “Hey, it’s Yogi Bare,” someone said as I crossed the quad back toward my dorm. Bare, not Bear, mind you, since everyone had seen my backside. I didn’t even know people my age remembered that prehistoric cartoon, but apparently so, because they all thought it was hilarious.

      Ha, ha.

      It wasn’t funny the first time, and much less the thousandth time. Damn it!

      The mystery of why Rowan had run out of the class was still unsolved, though. I’d mentioned it to Disha, and the expression that crossed her face made it clear she knew something about it. However, she didn’t share her thoughts with me, whatever they might have been.

      Now, walking across the quad, I lowered my head and pressed forward, clutching my books tighter to my chest. How was I still here? The free trial had expired, and I hadn’t left. Had the comfy bed and regular meals made me soft?

      No.

      If I had to put the blame on something, it would have to be the fact that I had actually learned to freaking levitate. For real. Not some yogi with a propping stick or some optical illusion crap, but the real deal.

      Dean McIntosh had been right. I carried the Supernatural gene. I belonged in the Academy, and every new day felt more right than the last. So—even though I was known as Yogi Bare, the clueless, homeless kid who hadn’t even known she had powers—I’d decided to stay and prove to anyone who thought their fancy-schmancy Supernatural family made them better than me, that they were wrong.

      I did need remedial classes in every subject except the non-magical ones, but I was working my butt off, doing extra homework and practicing at any chance I got. It was exhausting, but also satisfying, and I had never felt more alive in my entire life.

      But, alive or not, when I made it to my room, I shut the door behind me, discarded my books on my messy desk, and collapsed face first on the bed.

      Dead.

      And I would have remained a corpse until the next day if not for the insistent knocking, followed by shouting, at the door.

      “Open the door, Chardonnay. I know you’re in there.”

      I groaned and rolled onto my back.

      “Go away, Disha,” I said. “My bones are crying in agony. That’s how tired I am.”

      “There’s no way you’re missing tonight, girl,” she said, while still pounding on the door. “Everyone, and I mean everyone is going to be there.”

      “Precisely,” I said under my breath.

      We’d already been over this several times. I didn’t want to go to the Rumble in the Jungle homecoming game, no matter how amazing it was supposed to be. I just wanted to stay in my room and sleep for twelve hours straight. I didn’t even like football.

      “Charrrrrrlieeeee,” Disha growled.

      Oh, crap! She was using my real name, and she only did that when she meant business.

      I groaned again and got to my feet. If I didn’t let her in, I would pay for it later. I’d learned the hard way that the girl didn’t take no for an answer. A week ago, when I hadn’t felt like studying for a quiz, she’d hexed my ears so that every word anyone spoke sounded like Ewoks talking at a million miles per hour. Disha got creative with her hexes. I had to grant her that.

      Heaving a sigh, I opened the door.

      Disha charged in, dressed in a sexy Halloween costume that made me blush. She wore tight short shorts, mesh pantyhose with knee-high socks over them, a striped black and white, low-cut shirt, and eye black to complement her glittery makeup. She was stunning, her every curve a work of art. I could already imagine all the guys at the game ogling the hot football referee.

      Twirling back to face me, she threw a yellow flag at my feet and blew a whistle.

      “Unsupportive BFF. Five-yard penalty. Third down,” she said, jutting her hip out and scanning me up and down with more attitude than a recently-crowned Miss America.

      I closed the door and dragged my body back to bed—except Disha didn’t let me collapse onto it as I’d intended and blocked my way with an extended arm.

      “Where’s your costume?” she demanded.

      “You know I’ve barely slept for the last few weeks, Disha. Tonight is my chance to get some rest. I have no homework, for once.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That’s because the teachers want everyone to attend the game. It’s a tradition. The only game of the season worth attending, really. Faculty against students. Don’t you want to see Dr. Henderson in tight pants and shoulder pads?”

      I considered for a moment, and I must admit my eyelids fluttered a bit as I imagined him leaning forward, waiting for the snap at the line of scrimmage.

      Disha nodded knowingly. “Besides, the Rumble in the Jungle theme has me intrigued.” She rubbed her chin. “I vote for trees all over the field with vines for Dr. Henderson to swing from while wearing nothing but a loin cloth.”

      “A loin cloth? Dr. Henderson? Don’t you think that’s a bit much?”

      She waved a dismissive hand at me as if saying, “Nothing could ever be too much.” We were talking about Dr. Henderson, after all. He was practically a god to my friend. She probably thought he would look hot in diapers.

      From what I’d learned, the homecoming game always had a surprise theme to make it more interesting. Last fall, according to the sophomores, the theme had been “Bunny Slopes.” Football on skis. Imagine that. Of course, to make the events all the more interesting, magic was allowed.

      “Disha, please, I’m tired,” I said. “See this,” I pointed at the purple circles around my eyes, “Not part of a zombie costume or anything. These are real.”

      “I’ll teach you the Ewok hex,” she said in a singsong voice.

      I blinked and gave her an skeptical stare. “You will?”

      “And how to block it,” she added to sweeten the deal.

      She’d almost driven me crazy with that spell. It would be nice to know how to block her. Plus, I was terrible at hexes. Apparently, I lacked the finesse for small things—Priscilla's words not mine. It seemed I had enough power to shoot myself into outer space but lacked the subtlety to do the little things.

      “And you will work with me until I learn it?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at her.

      “Pinky swear,” she said, hooking her little finger and offering it to me.

      I hooked my own finger with hers. “May all your hair fall off if you break your promise,” I added.

      Disha hesitated for a short instance, then shrugged and sealed the deal.

      “Now,” she said, glancing around the room. “What shall you wear for a costume?”
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      I was practically naked, wearing a sheet and a pair of white panties.

      That was it.

      Maybe in a previous life, I would have been embarrassed, but tonight, I found that I didn’t give a flip. It was possible the lack of sleep was impairing my judgment, but I wasn’t even cold. The cool fall breeze felt good as it slid up my legs and into my airy toga.

      Where Disha had learned to turn a simple sheet into an actual garment was beyond me, but I had to admit I didn’t look half bad. The toga wrapped over my right shoulder, leaving the other one bare, then flowed down in graceful folds and stopped mid-thigh.

      Paired with a golden belt she’d fetched from her closet, and a laurel crown she’d fashioned from a few branches, my costume made me feel like a Greek goddess.

      Not bad for Yogi Bare, I thought with a lifted eyebrow.

      “Wait up,” Disha said, touching my arm to make me stop.

      Other students filtered around us, headed for the football stadium, their costumes each more amazing than the last.

      Disha took my crown off and waved her fingers over it, turning it a brilliant gold.

      “There. That’s better,” she said. “It matches your belt now.”

      “Thanks,” I said, examining the crown. It was heavier and appeared as if Disha had turned it into real gold. Now, that was a spell that would have come in handy a year or so ago. Trey and I might have had good food to put in our bellies if I’d known how to turn rusty nails into gold.

      God, Trey would’ve loved tonight. What he would’ve given to be here. I smiled, then realized that the days of being gutted every time I thought about him were behind me. I guess talking to his urn and pretending he was still around had helped curb the crippling pain.

      I turned the crown from one side to the other. “Is it—”

      “Real gold?” Disha finished for me. “Nah,” she waved her hand at the air. “It will wilt in a few hours. Tops.”

      “Oh.” So much for that idea.

      I slipped the crown back on as we started walking behind a girl with bark-like skin and little birds circling around her head, and guy wearing a black cape that fluttered with a life of its own.

      When we entered the stadium a few minutes later, a trumpet blared a fanfare as if announcing the arrival of medieval knights, but all I could see were football players. We climbed up the stands as they ran onto the field, wearing yellow pants and navy blue jerseys, the Academy’s colors.

      The bright lights above were blinding, impeding the view of the night sky. The place was small in comparison to other college stadiums, but it was grand like the Roman Colosseum, with arches, carved stone, and majestic columns.

      We found two empty spots among a group of people dressed like the Scooby-Doo gang—one of them so similar to a Great Dane that it was obvious they’d used magic to accomplish the look.

      “Just in time!” Disha said excitedly. “The faculty is coming out.” She jumped up and down and started cheering. “Go, Thad!”

      From the other end of the field, the Academy’s faculty strolled out, wearing regular clothes. They waved, while half of the students cheered and the other half booed.

      “Is that what they’re wearing?” I asked, frowning.

      They made a sorry lot for a football team, half of them gray-headed and with pot bellies, and the rest wearing dresses and ballet flats.

      I rolled my eyes. “This is ridiculous.”

      Disha gave me a sideways glance and patted my shoulder as if to say “You don’t know anything, little girl.”

      “Are you ready to rrrumbllle?” A loud voice asked over the speakers just as the song Welcome To The Jungle began to play.

      The crowd went crazy, screaming and cheering, and I found myself catching their excitement, too.

      I was waving my arms up in the air when a sense of being watched made me glance a few rows down. There, staring up at me, was Rowan, wearing what looked like a gangster costume, fedora and all. His intense brown eyes met mine, then traveled to my naked shoulder. My cheeks heated up, and as much as I hated it, my silly self-consciousness made me glance away.

      Shifting my attention to the field, I told myself to ignore Rowan’s presence, which wasn’t all that hard to do considering that only one football team was lining up to play. Huh? The students prepared to receive the kick off, while the faculty still sat on the bench, presided by Dean McIntosh, who seemed to be giving them instructions of some kind.

      Professor Answorth sat at one end of the bench, his blond hair resplendent under the stadium lights. Dr. Henderson occupied the opposite end. He was the only one wearing semi-sporty clothes rather than a suit like the other male teachers. He looked youthful, almost like a real player. Professor Middleton, my History teacher, sat next to Nurse Taishi. And my very personal torturer and Dean’s Assistant, Priscilla Fordyce, was in the middle, flanked by teachers who taught upper level classes.

      It looked like everyone was there, the only one conspicuous by his absence was Macgregor Underwood, who probably thought he was too good for a homecoming game.

      A whistle blew, marking the beginning of the game. Dean McIntosh sat and, suddenly, a second team appeared on the field. My jaw hung open. A virtual zoo had materialized in front of the student team. There were gorillas, cheetahs, rhinos, bears, and even a giraffe.

      A huge, silverback gorilla kicked the ball toward the opposite end of the field, then the animals charged.

      I watched, hypnotized as the faculty sat on the bench, some twirling their hands, others murmuring with their eyes closed, yet others clinging to objects that channeled their energy. I’d learned in the last weeks that everyone was different, and each witch and warlock found their own way of wielding their magic. I’d tried all kinds of things myself, but nothing had seemed to make a difference. Maybe, I was supposed to find a special object like Professor Middleton who held on to a leather-bound book, while hovering a hand over it and focusing on the gangly giraffe.

      How the student team didn’t turn tail and run the other way at the sight of gigantic rhinos stampeding in their direction, I didn’t know. All I knew was that I would have ran faster than the cheetah now chasing the guy attempting the punt return.

      But all was fair on the field, the students were using magic, too, and seemed to have wings on their feet as they ran and jumped.

      For the next hour, we cheered and screamed bloody murder until our throats grew hoarse. The game turned out to be one of the most exciting things I’d ever witnessed, and I openly admitted to Disha that I was glad she’d dragged me here.

      At some point, my friend left and came back with two hotdogs and two drinks. I gobbled both barely aware of how fast I ate, but fully conscious of how delicious it all tasted. The best hotdog and the best… I stared into the cup.

      “What was this, Disha?” I asked.

      “Witch’s Brew,” she said as she pumped a fist in the air. “Go, Thad!” she screamed at Dr. Henderson’s bear. We’d pretty much figured out which animals went with each faculty members.

      Witch’s Brew? A drop of something black and viscous was left in the cup. I blinked as the speck seemed to inch up the side of the cup like a worm.

      A burp escaped through my lips. My vision blurred. Heat climbed up from my chest to my neck, then my cheeks. Of their own accord, my eyes wandered over the crowd, searching for Rowan, but he wasn’t there.

      I licked my lips, scanning the stadium. Everything appeared fuzzy, and the crowd’s chants faraway.

      “I need... I need to use the restroom,” I said, feeling woozy.

      “Sure. Go ahead,” Disha said, her attention locked on the game and Thad, of course.

      I vaguely wondered why she was calling Dr. Henderson by his first name, then staggered down the steps and into the corridor that ran around the stadium.

      My toga dress slipped off my shoulder. I giggled and pushed it back into place. Seeing double, I blinked at the signs overhead.

      “Where’s the restroom?” I mumbled to myself.

      A strange heat whirled in my chest, radiating into my limbs. I bit my lower lip and ran a hand down my warm neck. I felt on fire and longed for cold water to splash over my face.

      The corridor was completely empty, which struck me as odd, even though it was obvious no one wanted to miss one minute of that insane game. I hunched my back, my arms hanging limp, and made a gorilla sound. I laughed, then walked aimlessly, glancing all around and tripping on my own two feet.

      Am I drunk?

      I hiccupped.

      Must be.

      A dark shape crossed the corridor ahead of me and, as it went out one of the exits, I caught sight of a head of blond hair.

      Professor Answorth?

      I shook my head. I’d just seen him sitting on the bench, staring at the field while his lips moved at a prodigious speed.

      Shrugging it off, I kept searching for the restroom, then caught sight of someone else.

      A gangster.

      He seemed to be slinking behind the other figure but stopped when he spotted me.

      “Charlie, what are you doing?” Rowan demanded.

      “Rowan,” I said, my voice a low purr.

      Guided by some foreign force, I sashayed in his direction. His eyebrows twitched as he watched me sway toward him. He took a few steps back as I got closer, and promptly ran into a wall.

      “What a great costume,” I said, adjusting his tie. “It suits you.”

      “Uh, thanks.”

      Smiling, I ran a hand down the side of his face. He hadn’t shaved, probably to match the costume, and the roughness of his stubble felt wonderful to the touch. Rowan swallowed, his brown gaze falling to my lips.

      “Your costume is great, too,” he said, his fingers landing softly on my shoulders.

      A shiver ran down my spine. His touch felt electric. I drew closer, my body pressing against his. His other hand snaked around my waist and held me in place.

      “What are you doing?” he asked again, though this time the question had an entirely different meaning and seemed to come from deep in his chest.

      What was I doing? That was a good question. I’d barely talked to the guy lately, even if I always caught myself searching for him around campus and stealing glances his way whenever he was around.

      “I’m just…” Trailing off, I let my fingers weave into his hair. It was as soft as feathers just like I’d known it would be. The woody smell of his cologne whirled around me like an invisible rope and pulled me closer into his solidity. He sucked in air through his teeth.

      Breathing me in, his quivering lips lowered to mine.

      “Charlie,” he said, my naming sounding like a plea.

      My lips were millimeters from his. Our hot breaths mingled.

      Then he wrinkled his nose. “Are you… are you intoxicated?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes,” I said, placing a hand to the back of his head, attempting to pull him closer.

      To my immense disappointment, he disentangled himself from my embrace. “What did you drink?” The tone in his voice brooked no argument.

      “Witch’s Brew,” I said, trying to grab his shirt.

      He dodged away from my grabby hands. “How many?”

      “One,” I said.

      He frowned. “But it was your first, right?”

      I nodded. “It was so delicious.”

      Rowan sighed and ran a hand through his hair, looking oddly disappointed.

      “C’mon,” he said. “I’ll take you back to Disha.”

      “But I—”

      “You’re drunk and shouldn’t be wandering around alone.”

      “I’m drunk?” I giggled. “I really am drunk!”

      He rolled his eyes, pulled me up the stairs and delivered me to Disha. “Watch your BFF, all right? She’d never had Witch’s Brew before.”

      “Oh, shit!” Disha said. “I didn’t know.” She laughed and helped me sit as Rowan left me there, feeling abandoned.

      “Sorry, Charcoal.” Disha patted my head. “It’ll pass.”

      I stared at the field and noticed Professor Answorth still sitting at the faculty’s bench.

      “Disha,” I pointed toward the blond teacher, “did Professor Answorth go anywhere while I was gone?”

      She frowned. “No, but I wish he had. His rhino has dropped two passes from Thad.”

      I scratched my head, then slouched on my seat, exhaustion hitting me like a wrecking ball all of a sudden.

      The stadium swayed. My stomach tumbled. Then, for the rest of the game, I did my best to keep the Witch’s Brew on the right side of the world.
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      “Dee, just eat. Come on.” I shoved a plate of muffins across the table towards her.

      Disha stared at the plate, no light in her eyes. Sugary breakfast treats were normally her morning routine. How she stuffed down three muffins and still rocked her size four figure I had no idea.

      Things had been going along pretty well for the last month and a half. No supernatural creature had tried to suck my essence, and I hadn’t tangled myself into any chandeliers in front of my entire class. Then, all of a sudden, Disha lost her sparkle. Her normally buoyant self became a deflated shell who couldn’t be coaxed out by makeovers or bad puns.

      The worst part was I had no idea what was wrong, but whatever it was, she didn’t even think up inventive nicknames for me anymore. I’d never wanted anyone to call me Charmander so much in my life.

      Now it was nearly winter break and soon she’d be headed off to New York and I’d be stuck here alone for two weeks. If I was going to figure out what was wrong and try to fix it, I needed to know now.

      “What is going on? Will you please tell me?”

      Disha shook her head, dark bangs falling into her eyes. Over the last three days, puffy circles had gathered there that no concealer seemed able to hide.

      The muffins were doing me no good.

      Desperate, I glanced around the cafeteria for ideas. Spotting the pizza line, my mind drifted back to Trey’s pizza parties. He’d been a champ at getting me out of my funks. Hmm, would a picnic with handmade crafts cheer Disha up? Maybe, except I sucked at paper crafting.

      Besides, dancing garlands and twirling snowmen had already been magicked by the staff around the ceiling of the bustling eatery—one more reminder that Christmas holidays were upon us and I would be left alone  while my classmates went home to their parents’ houses.

      I didn’t exactly have one of those and there was no freaking way I was going to let Disha’s parents pay for a flight to New York.

      Scanning past the clumps of co-eds chatting over coffee, I caught Rowan staring at us across the cafeteria. A red blush burned up my neck as I averted my gaze. We hadn’t spoken since I attempted to kiss him during the Rumble in the Jungle. Nearly two months had passed with us awkwardly avoiding each other. Not an easy feat, but I was dedicated to dodging any painful conversations about my drunken come-on.

      How had I been so stupid? Witch’s Brew or not, what deranged part of me had thought that making out with my arch nemesis was a good idea? He’d been playing the same game, too, skirting around me in the hallways, leaving rooms when I entered and generally treating me like I had Ebola.

      It didn’t matter. Disha mattered and something was wrong with her.

      I pushed coffee in her direction, but got no response. I could only think of one other option: enlisting Rowan’s help.

      Ugh.

      Once again, I turned my attention to his table. His gaze was locked on Disha.

      Rowan was concerned. I could tell by his expression. He was a good friend to her even if he was a jerk to me.

      “Disha,” I said, shaking her limp shoulder. “Would you tell Rowan?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t tell anyone.”

      “Arg!” I smashed my fist on the table. “This is stupid. Just tell me. How bad can it be? Did you get kicked out of the Gorgeous Indian Girls’ Society?”

      Disha moaned.

      Reluctantly, I waved Rowan over, feeling my stomach clench around my meal.

      He sprung up and walked deliberately to our table. He was wearing a heather gray Henley that somehow brought out the deep chestnut brown of his eyes and hugged his muscular body at the same time. Was the shirt magical, designed to trick women into desiring him against their better judgement?

      To prove my suspicions, many heads turned as he cut around the busy cafeteria tables. Two girls leaned in and whispered to one another as he strode past, their eyebrows disappearing into their bangs as they regarded his jean-clad backside. The medallion hung at his chest and reflected the sunlight streaming in the windows. Disha had told me that he was an item warlock and that necklace was what he used to channel his power. She, on the other hand, commanded the magical forces with hand motions and concentration alone, a much harder skill.

      And me? Well… I had no magical item and continued to suck at hand magic despite Assistant Fordyce’s remedial efforts. Lucky me.

      Rowan loomed behind me, his cologne invading my nose. My heart began to beat against my ribcage as he sat down and turned his full attention to Disha. His dark gaze darted to mine for an instant, and I could swear his breath caught—probably as he suppressed the desire to murder me.

      “Disha, hey. How’s it going? I’ve noticed you’ve been a bit upset lately,” he said, kindly placing a hand on her arm.

      My friend raised her head, made a distraught face and dropped it back on the table.

      “Go away, Rowan,” she said into her arm.

      “Listen,” he continued softly, “if this is about that…” his eyes darted to me before continuing, “that thing we discussed. Don’t worry. It’ll be alright.”

      What was this? They were keeping secrets from me? Anger and embarrassment mingled together in my gut.

      Disha lifted her head, blowing hair out of her face. “It’s not about Answorth and the item you think he stole.”

      Rowan shook his head. “No, not that—”

      “God,” Disha went on. “Answorth is not behind the attacks. Your dad is just being prejudiced. Just because he’s a Lesser, that doesn’t mean he’s a thief.”

      Rowan shushed her, his head lifting to scan the nearby area as if spies might be listening. “We don’t need to discuss that here.”

      “In front of me, right? Is that what you’re implying? Can’t trust Charlie. Nooo, she’s not trustworthy. Still a useless street rat.” Anger bubbled up, reminding me once again that he was a grade-A asshole.

      Disha whipped her head up. “Get over it, Rowan. Charlie isn’t some secret agent.” Then she turned to me. “A magical item was stolen during homecoming. Something very powerful. If used by the wrong person, it could literally destroy the entire school. Rowan and his dad think Answorth stole it and have been tracking him ever since. But Answorth has the perfect alibi. He was at the game. Everyone could see him there.”

      “Disha,” Rowan hissed. “Enough.”

      “Wait, Answorth?” Memories flashed through my brain—the hallway as I searched for the bathroom, a blond head darting away looking very much like Professor Answorth.

      Then again, I was drunk.

      Rowan’s dark eyes zeroed in on me. “Do you know something about Professor Answorth?”

      “No... not really.” I paused, trying to figure out if it really was the professor I saw or someone who looked like him, or if I’d just had an intoxicated hallucination.

      Rowan screwed up his face in disgust. “Just what I thought. Covering up for your mentor?”

      “My mentor?” I replied, incredulous. “What gives you that idea?”

      “I saw you go in his office early in the year and a few other times,” he said.

      Rage flared like a white-hot sun in my chest. “Are you still following me?”

      His answer was a sneer.

      He was exaggerating. I’d been in Professor Answorth office only one other time. Assistant Fordyce had sent me there to talk to him about improving my concentration.

      My fists clenched and I wished there wasn’t a spell blocker in place so I could zap Rowan with the thunder spell Assistant Fordyce had taught me last week.

      “I should give you a taste of your own medicine,” I said through clenched teeth.

      Rowan narrowed his eyes, his medallion glowing. “Try me, Rivera.” He lifted his hand and, as he did so, the skin of his forearms came into view. Blue veins snaked up his skin, disappearing under his shirt.

      I grimaced involuntarily. What in the holy hell was wrong with his arms? Those dark blue veins looked sickly.

      “Stop! I can’t take it anymore.” Disha leaped up and darted out of the cafeteria.

      “Disha, wait!” I went after her and so did Rowan, but I didn’t have time to argue that he should butt out. Disha needed her friends. With him at my elbow, we raced after her as she left the building.

      She was running, which was so unlike her. She often told me sweating would make her hair go limp.

      Down the path and across the quad, she cut through clusters of students, even ignoring the group that seemed to be growing a Jack and the Beanstalk type vine in the middle of their circle.

      “Disha!” Rowan called.

      She turned but didn’t stop running. “Leave me be. I want to be alone right now.”

      “Disha, can we just stop and talk?” I was getting winded. The girl could run. Damn those long legs.

      Seeing we were still behind her, she ducked around a hedge. Shoot. This was a full on chase, and I was wearing slip-on shoes.

      Panting, I skidded to a stop, gripped my knees and sucked wind. Rowan took off past me. Angry, I shot up. There was no way I was going to let him be the knight in shining armor while I was the chick who failed gym class.

      I ran around the hedge only to find a shed with the door thrown open. Disha and Rowan had to be inside. But what was that strange smell?

      Praying I wouldn’t find pixie minotaurs, I dashed inside.

      The interior was dark, lit only from the door behind me. Ahead, I could just make out a large store of gardening equipment—hoses, rakes, fertilizer, and a riding lawn mower. I had the brief thought that someone should invent a spell for grass clipping when I heard a moan and a yell coming from behind a row of shelving.

      “Disha, no!” Rowan’s voice called.

      A pulse of energy rocked the shed. Shovels clattered to the floor. A shelf tipped over and spilled. I froze, feeling the energy growing stronger, ebbing and flowing like a giant heartbeat.

      Some serious magic was going down.

      While everything in me told me to flee, I walked deeper into the shed, I wound around the tilted shelf to find Rowan staring at Disha who stood in the middle of what appeared to be a Satanic animal sacrifice.

      My eyes darted from the giant pool of blood on the floor to the ancient runes sketched in salt around it. The carcass in the center appeared to be a dog, but it was too mangled to tell. Judging from the horror on Rowan’s face, this was not typical magic.

      Unfortunately, Disha seemed to have stumbled into the middle of the circle of runes and was stuck, her arms out at her sides like a marionette, her hair floating as if she were underwater, and her feet dangling slightly off the floor.

      I did the only thing I could think of. I yelled at Rowan. “Get her down!”

      His head whirled in my direction, and his expression told me what a mess we were in.

      “Get out!” He shouted, waving me away. “Go get help.”

      “No!” Disha cried. “Get me off. Now. Now. Now.” There wasn’t time to get help. The spell was intensifying. It reminded me of the lich, making me think that if we took too long Disha could be sucked dry.

      Without hesitation, Rowan acted. Extending his hands, he shot magic at Disha’s body. She sagged, her body dipping down and her arms going limp. For a split second, I believed he’d done it. Then her body spun, slowly bobbing up like a balloon as the room throb faster.

      When she revolved back toward us, I gasped. Her eyes were gone. Well, not gone, but vacant. Milky white. Her hair flowed behind her like sentient snakes, accentuating how elongated and horrible her face now seemed.

      Then she opened her mouth far too wide and let out a tortured scream.

      Staggering back, I threw a hand over my face. “What’s happening?!”

      “She’s possessed!” Rowan threw out another spell, his medallion pulsing on his chest, but I could tell it wasn’t working. Those blue veins I had seen earlier grew darker and more pronounced. Now they were creeping up his neck, too. He was going to kill himself and Disha if I didn’t do something fast.

      My magic was useless here. I knew that. So, instead, I raced toward Disha, grabbed her waist, and tried to yank her out of the circle.

      The magical heartbeat locked into me, pulsing through my body like a live wire. Images ran through my mind on a erratic slideshow—the lich, the werewolf, a dark figure. My muscles stiffened. My teeth snapped together. Disha, in my arms, vibrated as if she were having a massive seizure. We were stuck. We were dying.

      A body hit mine, knocking us to the ground.

      I lay there for what seemed like hours willing my body and brain to wake up, but it felt as though it had been replaced with cotton. As my head cleared, I realized that Disha, Rowan and I were lying in a clump on the shed floor. He had knocked us out of the circle.

      I became aware of his chest under my head. The rise and fall of his labored breathing. The feel of his skin on mine.

      I was laying on top of Rowan, our bodies intimately entwined.

      Springing up, I untangled myself from the pile of arms and legs. Disha was limp, appearing unconscious. Rowan sat up, shaking his head. The blue veins were dark lines tracing up his neck. I didn’t know what that was about, but it couldn’t be good. One problem at a time, however.

      “Help me,” I said, grabbing Disha under the arms.

      He stood and lifted her feet. Together, we carried her out of the shed and set her on the grass. In the daylight, she looked even worse—pale, sunken and definitely unconscious.

      “We need to go to the dean,” I said. “Or Nurse Taishi.”

      Rowan shook his head. “My father can’t know about this. We should go to Henderson.”

      “Henderson?” Disha would kill us if we took her to her crush as disheveled as she was, though that was a minor concern compared to her well-being.

      “He’ll help and be discreet about it. Besides, he’d do anything for Disha. Hurry.” He waved his hands and this time the spell worked. Disha hovered off the ground and disappeared, allowing us to push her invisible body along the grassy area towards Henderson’s office, I assumed.

      I wanted to ask why we needed to be discreet. Disha hadn’t done anything wrong but time was of the essence and we had to hurry. Still, I glanced over at Rowan. He seemed exhausted and more shaken up than I was. The blue veins stood out like a map of angry rivers climbing out of his shirt. There was something very wrong with him, and it seemed to intervene with his magic.

      “What was that thing in the shed?” I finally asked.

      Rowan’s expression darkened as he quickly navigated Disha’s body around a tree. “Dark magic. Looked like someone was attempting a summoning spell, probably something similar to what brought that lich onto the school grounds. All of this… it’s not good.”

      “But why would Disha run in there?” I asked. There was no way my friend was associated with something like that.

      “I don’t know. She seemed drawn to it. A spell like that is sometimes set up to trap a victim, someone to help power the spell. If we hadn’t intervened, it would have drained her entire life force.”

      “She would’ve died?” I thought about the lich and what it felt like as it sucked the very essence from my body. No wonder Disha was unconscious. “Will Henderson be able to help her?”

      Rowan nodded, seeming distracted.

      I looked up at the set of buildings I hadn’t noticed before. “Wait, what is this place?”

      “Staff housing,” he said, pushing Disha’s hovering body against the brick of one of the three-story dorm-like buildings.

      “How have I never seen this place before?” I had been on campus for months now and had never seen this particular structure.

      “It’s restricted, magically hidden so students don’t track down teachers that give them bad grades and hex them in the middle of the night. I can get in because my father lives here and sometimes sends me up on errands. Now, stay with her. I’ll go up and find Henderson. If anyone asks, tell them you got lost or something.”

      Of course he wanted me to tell a lie that made me seem like an idiot, but I didn’t object. We needed help for Disha.

      “Hurry,” I said.

      Rowan ran up the porch and disappeared. I put my hand on my invisible friend’s body.

      “It’s going to be okay, babe. Just get better and I’ll let you give me as many makeovers as you want.”

      Voices from around the other side of the building caught my attention. Stiffening, I worked on my lie, trying to make myself appear as confused as possible. But then I recognized one of the voices, and it happened to belong to Dr. Henderson.

      I jogged along the building and turned the corner only to see him and Professor Answorth clustered together in a dark corner, locked in a heated conversation.

      “I don’t think you understand the severity of what we’re dealing with here.” Professor Answorth leaned towards Dr. Henderson with a stern look on his blue eyes.

      Dr. Henderson, expression angry, shot back with a finger in his colleague’s face. “You don’t know what you think you know, Answorth. And I don’t appreciate the threat.”

      Professor Answorth softened. “Look. I want to help you. We’re in this together.” Then he leaned in and whispered something in Dr. Henderson’s ear.

      I needed to hear what they were talking about. Maybe Answorth was the thief and he was trying to get Henderson on his team. Creeping forward, I didn’t see the trashcan until my hip banged into it. A loud clang echoed through the courtyard.

      Both men whipped their heads in my direction, fear and guilt written all over their faces.
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      Stinky garbage lay between the angry-looking professors and me. I thought about throwing myself into it. Anything was better than this.

      Professor Answorth stared down at the waste I’d spilled, then up at me. I stood frozen, my heart thudding.

      “Um, hi.” I lifted a hand and gave them a lame little wave.

      “What are you doing here?” Answorth asked, his tone unfriendly, nothing like normal.

      “I... was… looking for Dr. Henderson.” God, sometimes I sucked at coming up with lies.

      Dr. Henderson glanced up from a rotting banana peel, which he’d been staring at with an expression of shame etched in his features. He frowned at me, clearly surprised by my need to see him.

      “Is that right?” Professor Answorth said. “It couldn’t have waited until his office hours? Staff housing is off limits to students. For good reason.” He gave Dr. Henderson a disgusted glance.

      Oh god! Was he insinuating that I… ? That Dr. Henderson and I… ?

      The heat of shame and distaste rose to my cheeks.

      “I didn’t know that,” I said, my words coming fast. “I just have a question about… uh… about Satanic sacrifices.” I cursed inwardly. “Um, something weird I read in a book.”

      Shit! I’m such an idiot. With a capital “I”.

      The blond professor shook his head and started walking in my direction. As he passed, he waved a hand, and the garbage can righted itself, while all the spilled junk floated back into it. He stopped in front of me, his face stern. I wrung my shirt and stared at the ground, hoping Disha was still invisible behind me.

      “I think…” Answorth said, measuring his words, “you have a good head on your shoulders, Ms. Rivera. I dearly hope you do not prove me wrong. Good day.” The heels of his fancy leather shoes tapped against the stone courtyard as he walked away.

      I groaned and rubbed a hand down the side of my face.

      “What is this about Satanic sacrifices?” Dr. Henderson asked in an irritated tone that made it clear he didn’t believe my excuse.

      I shook my head. “Nothing. It’s really about Disha.” I turned and pointed toward the wall where Rowan had left her.

      “What kind of joke is this?” He frowned toward the empty-looking spot.

      “It’s not a joke. She’s invisible,” I said, just as the building’s front door opened and Rowan walked out.

      “Oh, thank God!” Rowan exclaimed, joining us. “Dr. Henderson, Disha was sucked into some Satanic sacrifice, and she won’t wake up. You have to help her.”

      He took a step back, his eyes searching for the proof.

      Rowan waved a hand, causing Disha’s invisible shape to flicker for a second.

      “Oh, Disha!” Henderson exclaimed, panic thick in his voice. He glanced all around nervously. “Let’s go through the back.” He led the way, hurrying us through a service entrance and quickly guiding us into a small studio apartment.

      He slammed the door behind us and instructed Rowan to lower Disha onto the queen-size bed that dominated the space. I glanced around the tiny kitchen, the sitting area beside it, and an open door that led to a bathroom.

      “What kind of Satanic sacrifice are you talking about? Where would she run into something like that?” Dr. Henderson asked as he leaned over Disha, checking her pupils and pressing a hand to her forehead.

      I walked closer to the bed, my steps small and hesitant. Disha’s hair was plastered to one side of her face, which was paralyzed into a grimace of fear. Her hands were twisted into claws, and she seemed as stiff as a wooden plank.

      “I don’t know what kind,” Rowan said. “She was trying to hide from us and ran into one of the gardening sheds. That’s where it was.”

      Dr. Henderson seemed to grow as stiff as Disha for a second, then sprang to his feet and ran to the little kitchen. From the cabinets, he retrieved several items and hurried back. He thrust a blue box of Morton salt into Rowan’s hand, and a matchbook and four candles into mine.

      “Underwood, draw a circle of salt around her. Rivera, light candles north, south, east, and west of her,” he instructed as he picked Disha off the bed and deposited her on the hardwood floor.

      Rowan opened the box’s spout and quickly poured a circle of salt around Disha’s body. When he was done, I lit the first candle and placed it above Disha’s head.

      “No. Outside the circle,” Dr. Henderson ordered.

      I moved it right away and hurried to set the other three candles in place. As soon as I lit the last candle, I stepped aside and stood next to Rowan. We exchanged a worried glance and watched Dr. Henderson remove his shoes and socks, then take a clock from the wall and lay it in the circle next to Disha. Stepping in himself, he planted his bare feet on either side of her’s.

      Without pause, he started reciting something in what sounded like Latin. “Vade retro satanica potestas. In nomini lux. Exorcizamus te, immunde spiritus.”

      He put his hands out, palms facing Disha and repeated. “Vade retro satanica potestas. In nomini lux. Exorcizamus te, immunde spiritus.”

      At first, nothing happened. Just as I was beginning to worry, white light shot out Dr. Henderson’s hands and hit Disha right in the chest. She began convulsing, her legs and arms lashing out, but staying within the salt circle as it seemed to burn her when she got too close.

      Disha groaned. Her body came off the floor—her legs, arms, and head dangling. The light whooshed around her like a comet. Her hair swung as it passed through it. The light rose to the ceiling, hovered there for a moment, then plunged back into Disha. She glowed for an instant, then jerked and collapsed back on the floor.

      Everything went still.

      Rowan seized my hand, squeezing it tight. My eyes opened wide in shock. I stood frozen, wondering if he even knew what he was doing.

      Dr. Henderson was a statue, except for his lips which still moved silently.

      Was it done? Had it work?

      My answer came in the form of a black shadow that shot out of Disha’s mouth. The apparition swirled like smoke above her for what felt like an eternity, then dove into the clock beside her.

      Rowan exhaled and let go of my hand, clearing his throat. My gaze remained locked on Disha. I wanted to ask if she was okay, but I didn’t know if I should talk.

      “What the hell was that?” Rowan asked, breaking the thick silence.

      Trembling, Dr. Henderson stepped out of the circle and sat—or more precisely, collapsed—on the bed. He took a few minutes, panting and rubbing the back of his neck, before answering.

      “A time demon,” he finally said. “When they possess somebody, they steal their time, taking over and leaving no memory of what they made their victims do. Undetected, they can live inside someone as long as they please. It’s fortunate you were with her when it happened. She might have...” He trailed off, peering down at Disha with tenderness and relief.

      Rowan gave me a sideways glance, then asked, “How did you know what type of demon it was?” His voice was full of accusation and suspicion.

      Dr. Henderson blinked up and focused on Rowan. “Something else that was fortunate,” he said. “In a staff meeting yesterday, Dean McIntosh warned us a time demon was on the loose. Someone released the creature from an old clock at an antique shop in Atlanta. Apparently, it’d been wreaking havoc in the city. I made an educated guess.”

      “How did it make it here?” Rowan asked.

      “That is anyone’s guess,” Dr. Henderson said, leaning forward and putting his head in his hands.

      “Is Disha okay?” I asked.

      “She’ll be fine,” Dr. Henderson said, without lifting his head. “She just needs rest, and I do, too. I’ll make sure she gets back safely when she wakes up. Now, if you please, would you leave and let us rest?”

      “But—” I began.

      Rowan put a hand on my shoulder. “It’s all right,” he assured me. “We should go.”

      We walked to the door, but not without a few backward glances at our friend.

      “Use the back door,” Dr. Henderson ordered before we left.
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      Rowan and I were sitting on a bench by the Enlightenment Fountain, staring at our feet.

      No words had passed between us since we’d left Dr. Henderson’s apartment. We’d walked here in a sort of stupor, lost in our own thoughts. The events since we’d chased Disha out of the cafeteria kept playing in my head over and over, a hundred scenarios of how she could have died adding themselves to the horror. Damn my overactive imagination!

      “I don’t believe him,” Rowan finally spoke in a low growl. “Do you?”

      “Dr. Henderson?” I asked, still feeling awkward. We hadn’t spoken about him grasping my hand after Disha’s exorcism, yet I felt it hanging between us.

      “Yeah,” he nodded, angling his body in my direction. “He knew right away what to do, what kind of demon had possessed Disha. How?”

      “You heard him. Dean McIntosh warned the staff about it.”

      Rowan stood and started pacing in front of me. “That’s if it’s even true. I don’t trust him.”

      The late morning sun shone on his brown locks, making them appear golden. My own brown hair was darker, so it would never look like that in the sun. His tight shirt allowed a precise view of his chest as he breathed in and out in agitation. I blushed as my mind tried to imagine his pecs and abs under the Henley. I glanced away and figured I probably needed a plunge in the cold fountain. That should drown my traitorous hormones.

      “W-well…” I stammered, “you must trust him enough since you decided to take Disha there,” I said. “Plus, he helped her. She’s gonna be okay.”

      “I only took her there because they…” He pressed his lips into a thin line.

      “Because... they... what?” I enunciated each word as his meaning revealed itself to me. “Oh, shit!”

      “Yeah, shit is right,” Rowan said.

      “I’m so stupid.” I ran a hand through my hair. “Why didn’t I see it?”

      All she’d said from the beginning of the school year was “Henderson this and Henderson that.” It was so obvious now. Why didn’t I put it together before? They were having an affair.

      Rowan sat back down, sighing in frustration. “I didn’t see it either. Not ‘til a few days ago. He broke it off, and she lost it.”

      “So that’s why she’s been so upset. God, poor Disha.”

      “It’s for the best,” Rowan said. “Henderson should never… It’s against the rules. They would both get kicked out if anyone finds out.”

      “Disha would be devastated,” I said. “She loves it here.”

      “Now you see why I don’t trust him?”

      I nodded. “Still, do you think he would be capable of releasing those creatures inside the school? I mean, that would make him a subversive, and he’s a teacher here. Why would he want to hurt the school or the students?”

      “Power, Charlie. It’s always power, and the Academy has a lot of it,” he added, lowering his voice, eyes darting toward the fountain to make sure no one was near. “You know there is a portal on campus, right?”

      I nodded. I’d read about it in the welcoming package, which I’d made sure to practically memorize after that incident with the pixie minotaurs. From what I read, there were several portals all over the world, and one of the most powerful was here at the Academy. Portals were interconnected conduits of magic that allowed travel between them but were also incredible sources of magical power. I briefly wondered where the Academy’s was located. The package had said few people knew the locations of the portals, and they safeguarded the knowledge in order to keep the world safe from power-hungry crazies.

      Just then, it occurred to me that Rowan Underwood was talking to me about the attacks and who he suspected. Did that mean he didn’t believe I was one of the bad guys anymore?

      “We need to find out if it’s true that Dean McIntosh warned the staff about the time demon,” Rowan said, his brown eyes dancing around as if searching for ideas.

      We?

      Well, I wasn’t about to contradict him. Rowan knew a lot about what was going on, and the more I learned, the closer I would be to finding out who was responsible for Trey’s death. I’d promised his urn more than once that I would avenge him.

      “Would your father know?” I asked. “Does he go to staff meetings?”

      “Not always, but it’s a good place to start. I’ll ask him tonight. In the meantime,” he stood, “we should go back and get rid of that stuff in the garden shed.”

      A chill ran across my back. I didn’t want to go back in there, which must have shown in my face because he added, “My father said they’ve received several letters from parents already. They’ve been questioning the safety of the school. If something bad happens again, the dean will have to close the Academy and send everybody home. That can’t happen.”

      He seemed very adamant about this, desperate even. Why? His intensity seemed odd, as if his life depended on it. It was not like he was homeless and would have nowhere to go if they closed the school. Me, on the other hand…

      I jumped to my feet. “Let’s go then.”

      Terrifying or not, I helped him clean up the carcass.
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      An hour later, we headed to Dean Underwood’s office. When we got there, Rowan instructed me to wait in the girls’ bathroom down the hall, assuring me that dear old dad wouldn’t take kindly to me tagging along. Still, Rowan promised to brief me directly afterward so we could decide what to do.

      Mutilated animals. Satanic demons. This was not what I signed up for.

      While waiting in the bathroom, I let water rush over my hands as I scrubbed and scrubbed, but I couldn’t wash enough times to get that poor, dead dog’s blood off. Rowan had tried to convince me it was a badger as we carried its husk out of the shed, deep into the wood and set it ablaze with an incinerating spell, but I knew better. Someone was going without their beloved Fido tonight, all because of some maniac.

      A maniac we had to track down before they closed the school.

      Images of me sleeping in a burnt-out husk of a building flashed in my brain. No. That simply could not happen. Not when I finally felt like my life was going somewhere. Rowan and I would figure out what was going on.

      Rowan and I. That was an interesting phrase. Did he still loathe me, still suspect I was a subversive hell-bent on taking over the school’s magic? He must not if he was telling me his trusted secrets.

      Like the fact that, right now, he was in his father’s office, about to learn whether or not what Henderson had told us was true. Did the faculty know about the time demon being loosed on the world or was that a lie Henderson used to cover his tracks?

      But what was taking so long?

      I glanced at the wall clock anxiously. It had already been twenty minutes. What were they doing, rehashing old fishing trips?

      The clock also let me know I had missed all three of my classes today. Not great, considering I was one of the worst witches here. Disha was going to have to help catch me up when she was well again.

      Speaking of Disha, I didn’t feel right leaving her behind with Dr. Henderson. If they’d been truly having an affair, was it a good idea for them to be alone? But then, what did I know about healing someone possessed?

      Nada.

      I walked to the door and opened it, scanning the hall for Rowan. The administration building was pretty quiet, a few people walking in and out, but Rowan was not one of them.

      It shouldn’t take this long. Something was wrong.

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the bathroom door and stepped out. Dean Underwood’s office was the third on the left. I stared at the polished wood door and the opaque glass inset with his name stenciled on it. Rowan would be mad if his father found me lurking outside, but then, if none of them heard my approach, who would be the wiser?

      “Time to put your money where your mouth is,” I whispered to myself, readying my hands.

      We had learned a simple cloaking spell a week ago in Dr. Henderson’s class, and I had nailed it with Disha’s help. I hadn’t attempted it since, but it seemed only fitting that I do it now, using Henderson’s spell to try to ascertain if he, himself, was the thief.

      Stretching my fingers, I ran over the motions in my mind, hoping I remembered them correctly. Otherwise, I might come out of this with two heads.

      “Here goes nothing.”

      Taking a deep breath, I performed the spell.

      I tilted my hands, blowing out my breath as I channeled the image in my mind—me invisible in this hallway. My concentration was focused on my body and the flow of magic.

      A door slammed, jarring me out of my thoughts.

      When I came out of the spell and opened my eyes, I found that my body was invisible, but only from the waist down.

      “Shit snacks,” I murmured, extending my hands to try again.

      Footsteps headed in my direction cut me short. No one should see me like this outside of the administrative offices. Panicked, I jogged away from the footsteps, tucking myself into the little nook that led to Dean Underwood’s door.

      The door was cracked open, and, without even trying to, I could hear Rowan and his father speaking.

      “—disappoint me at every turn. I told your mother you weren’t cut out for it, but no, she begged me to take you on, let you get more involved, show you the wizarding ways. She said you could handle it. That you would be an asset to me.”

      It was Dean Underwood speaking, but he sounded like he was admonishing a soon-to-be-fired employee, not speaking to his son. My stomach twisted at his tone. I’d heard a similar one from my own father when he’d been one or two bottles into one of his drinking binges. At least it sounded like Rowan’s mother supported him and believed in him. My mother had been the same, always telling me I could take on any challenge that came my way. It seemed Rowan and I had that in common, one parent who truly looked out for us. At least he still had a family while all I had were bittersweet memories.

      “I’m doing my best,” Rowan said. I could barely see his outline through the frosted glass.

      Dean Underwood sighed. “That’s the worst part. If this is your best, then what are you even doing to help with this investigation? You showed promise early on, but lately… even your grades are an embarrassment. I should send you back to your mother.”

      “No,” Rowan answered forcefully. Then he backed off a bit. “I’ll try harder. I’ll get the answers you are seeking, bring up my grades.”

      “You’d better.”

      A chair creaked. I could just picture Dean Underwood tilted back in his chair, so nonchalant after browbeating his son.

      “I want dirt on Answorth ASAP. I want him out. We can’t take any more chances. And I want to rub it in McIntosh’s face when we do it. Protecting him. Claiming he’s only got the school’s best intentions at heart. Ridiculous. He’s a Lesser for God’s sake.”

      “Yes, father,” Rowan answered.

      I heard another chair creak as if Rowan were standing up. Footsteps headed my way. I had to get out of there. But Dean Underwood’s last words stopped me in my tracks.

      “One more thing, son. That foolish Rivera girl. You’ll stay away from her if you know what’s good for you.”
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      “Field trip day,” I sing-songed to Disha as I plopped down next to her at our regular cafeteria table. I placed her favorite coffee and muffin in front of her, before chowing down on mine.

      Disha glanced up with tired eyes, picking at her breakfast.

      “Whoopie.” She twirled an unenthusiastic finger in the air, before using that hand to support her drooping chin.

      My friend was finally well, taking two days to recover in her room before venturing out to classes again. When I’d gone to visit her and bring her snacks, she’d spilled everything—how the love affair between her and Dr. Henderson had started while doing private tutoring, how absolutely infatuated she had been with him, and how he’d broken it off a few days before.

      But, when she started describing their toe-curling sex, I waved the white flag. I didn’t need to hear about my professor’s favorite positions. Gag me with a pitchfork.

      This was a case of helping a friend get over an ex, which happened to be something I was good at. I’d helped Trey when the girl from the coffee shop broke up with him via a message written on a napkin. I could help Disha out of this.

      “On today’s docket… At ten AM, we have a field trip, AKA our final exam. At noon, lunch on the lawn, picnic-style. And at three, I got that cute boy from class to agree to drive us to the salon for manicures.” I waggled my eyebrows enthusiastically. I didn’t mention I had to sell some of my hand-me-down clothes at the consignment shop in Aberdale to pay for them.

      Disha barely moved. This girl had it bad.

      “Okay. That’s fine. Today is going to be fine,” I said to her and myself. “Come on. Let’s have a nice walk in the sunshine to cheer us up before the field trip.”

      “It’s an exam,” Disha moaned.

      “To-mato, to-mah-to.” I took her hand and dragged her to the main doors.

      Last week, Professor Answorth had explained that our semester Mentalism exam would take place outside the classroom. For that, the class had been instructed to meet him at the school’s historical museum on the far side of campus, one of the few buildings I’d never visited because it was such a hike.

      The good news was Disha wasn’t wearing heels because she didn’t have anyone to impress. Her expensive sneakers would speed our walk along nicely.

      The twenty-minute trek with her grunting and moaning answers to my questions wasn’t exactly pleasant, but we got to the museum without surprises. After the events at the shed, the fountain and the labyrinth, I was always nervous on the grounds. Who knew when something would pop up and try to kill you?

      This line of thought brought me back to Rowan, who I’d been trying to erase from my mind. To my utter disappointment, he’d failed to show up to fill me in on what his father had said, which gave me the hint that he and I were no longer working together. Daddy had made that very clear, and apparently Rowan was following his orders to perfection since he’d completely avoided me in the last few days.

      I was still steamed about how his father had spoken about me like I was common trash. And Rowan hadn’t uttered one word in my defense.

      Rude.

      As Disha and I walked up to the museum, we clustered with our classmates at the base of the steps, waiting for Professor Answorth. I could quickly see why this structure was separated from the others. Unlike the stately brick buildings and manicured gardens that made most of campus look like a magical Cambridge, this building was… bizarre.

      Appearing as if it had been pieced together by four different architects, each section had its own style. The left wing was austere, postmodern, and composed of sleek lines and right angles. The surface shimmered as if made of a million diamonds, forcing me to shield my eyes from the glare.

      In extreme opposition, the right wing was constructed of natural materials like wood and stone, with ivy vines climbing up the rounded Hobbiton-style windows. Moss crowded in the nooks and crannies and I half expected to find a gnome or fairy peeking out of one of the many oval windows.

      In the center, the main entrance seemed like something straight out of a Salvador Dali painting. The arches sagged and the pillars leaned as if the foundation had shifted in an earthquake and no one had bothered to fix it. Even the steps leading to the entrance tilted, giving me a sick, vertigo feeling.

      “Was the architect on drugs?” I asked Disha.

      She either didn’t hear me or was deep into something on her phone.

      Another girl, who I’d seen in class but never talked to, leaned in to answer. She had short, black hair and a nose ring, going for that cute punk vibe.

      “That’s what I thought at first, too,” she laughed. “They’d have to be on drugs to come up with this mess, but I read somewhere that the five heads of the magical schools that founded the Academy created the museum together. Each wing is decorated in that person’s style to show that—even though there are different types of magic—they can all work in harmony to create something beautiful.” She gestured to the building.

      “Oh. That’s cool. Thanks.” I smiled at her.

      “You’re welcome.” She held out a hand heavy with rings. On her exposed wrist, a magicked dragon tattoo slithered under her skin.

      I took her hand and shook it. “You’re Georgia, right? I’ve seen you around. I’m Charlie.”

      She tilted her head at Disha. “And she is?”

      Disha tapped on her phone.

      “She’s… in a funk,” I added, patting Disha on the back. “Boyfriend trouble,” I whispered.

      “Ah,” Georgia nodded knowingly. “That’s why I avoid them all together.”

      I snorted, thinking instantly of Rowan who didn’t appear to be in attendance yet. Not that I was noticing.

      “So... Georgia, did your parents name you for our beloved state?”

      She rolled her eyes. “They think they are so clever. They won’t be laughing when I put them in the world’s worst retirement home.”

      I couldn’t tell if she was joking or not, but I liked her style—sarcastic, take-no-prisoners, and funny. I’d seen her in classes before, but we’d never spoken. In fact, I hadn’t spoken to most of my classmates, spending all my time with Disha, but with her semi out-of-commission, it was nice to have someone answer my questions with something other than a grunt.

      And, yet, there was something off about Georgia. As I studied her further, I realized her hands were trembling as she fidgeted with her book bag and her words were coming out a little too fast. Dark circles hung under her eyes like she hadn’t slept in a while. I wondered if she’d been pulling all-nighters to study for the exam or if she was on some drugs to enhance her performance.

      “I bet he’s testing us on telekinesis,” Georgia whispered.

      “Hmm?”

      “Well, I’ve been inside the museum and there are lots of artifacts. Lots of things to levitate. I’ve been practicing.” She leaned toward me. “Professor Answorth kind of tipped me off.”

      I raised my eyebrows.

      “Well, he didn’t say it in so many words, but he told me after class one day, when I asked him what to study, that I should go back and look at chapter seven in the textbook,” she said, eyes big. They were slightly bloodshot, adding to my suspicions.

      Chapter seven of the textbook? I’d done the assigned readings, but that chapter was assigned over a month ago. I couldn’t remember what it had covered any more than I could remember what I’d had for breakfast the first Monday of November.

      “Oh,” was all I could muster as my stomach churned. Telekinesis was not my strong suit by a country mile. It required too much finesse. I was going to straight up fail this exam.

      My thoughts were whisked away as the class began to shuffle forward. Answorth had appeared and lead us in. Georgia, Disha and I fell into step behind the crowd.

      A quick scan for Rowan let me know he hadn’t snuck in the back. He was indeed not here and missing the final exam. That would not bode well for his grades. Maybe something was wrong. I thought about the blue veins under his skin and how… unwell they made him seem sometimes.

      My eyes were drawn forward as we entered the building. The ivy on the outside wall rippled like verdant scales as if waving us in. Then, inside, an apparition became visible on the entrance’s domed ceiling. A floating head that spoke to us Wizard of Oz style.

      “Greeeetings, witches and warlocks. Young and old. Supernatural and human. We welcome you to the American Magical Historical Society and Gift Shop,” the chipper floating head boomed. “Please enjoy our magical oddities, artifacts, and historical wonders, but be warned. There are items here that can stop your heart, split your spleen, and turn you into a newt. So please, keep your hands and other appendages to yourself at all times.”

      Magical artifacts. I wondered, in passing, if this was where the last stolen item came from.

      The head talked a bit more about the rules, wished us well and then poofed into a cloud of sparkly purple smoke.

      “Well, that was something,” I whispered.

      Beside me, Georgia giggled a little hysterically. Yeah, she was definitely on something. Poor girl. This exam must’ve meant a lot to her. I wondered vaguely if it should’ve meant more to me, but there had been so much else going on.

      Professor Answorth clapped his hands and waved us forward, deeper into the museum.

      “Onward to your examination,” he instructed in his British accent.

      The halls we passed had so many wonders my eyes and brain could not process them all. I spied large golden goblets, mummified animals, and something that appeared to be a giant purple squid sculpture. There were hallways glittering with jewelry and galleries of artwork. I wanted to wander through everything, but the class kept flowing forward. I definitely had to come back.

      Answorth led us into the area that was part of the “drunk architect” section. Oil paintings hung crookedly, matching the slanted angles of doorways and lamps, and giving me that off-kilter feeling again.

      Beside me, Georgia put a hand to her head, appearing anxious or ill. I wondered if she suffered from performance anxiety. The pterodactyls in my stomach were proof that I had my fair share of anxieties myself.

      We passed a door labeled “Restricted Access.” A guy dressed in a dark suit stood next to the door, looking sullen. He stared straight ahead as if we weren’t there. He looked like someone who would be packing heat, or maybe he didn’t need to because he could shoot death rays from his pinky toes.

      What kind of dark magic lurked behind those doors? Probably the items that could split your spleen. Or worse.

      We slipped into a smaller room at the end of the hall. At least here, the decor was hung properly so I didn’t feel as though the floor was tilting. It was a smaller gallery room, with many framed portraits labeled with gold plates. There were sculpted busts on pedestals and one life-sized statue of a man riding a snarling manticore in the room’s center.

      Professor Answorth climbed up on a stone bench and waited as we clustered around.

      “Ladies and gentleman, today is your final exam. I will give you ten minutes to look over your notes before beginning. Study wisely, as this task will make up twenty percent of your final grade.”

      Digging in my bookbag, I glanced back to where Georgia had been standing, intent on asking her for some telekinesis advice, but she wasn’t where I’d last seen her. Scanning the room, I realized she wasn’t there. Did she realize that if she wasn’t back in ten minutes, she would fail the exam she’d studied so hard for?

      I went back to examining my notes, trying to cram the entirety of chapter seven inside my stressed out mind. It wasn’t working. I was too damn nervous.

      I scanned the room again. Georgia wasn’t back. Had she gotten ill? She had looked terrible. What if she’d gone to the bathroom and passed out or worse. If she was sick, someone should check on her and let Professor Answorth know she wasn’t just skipping.

      “Disha, I’ll be back in a second,” I said, setting my bag down.

      Her eyes darted up to me. “You can’t leave now. It’s the final exam.”

      “I just have to check on something. We still have five minutes.”

      Her round stare let me know I was being crazy, but I didn’t have time to explain.

      Darting out of the room, I scanned the hall for the bathrooms we’d passed on the way in. They were near the front entrance. I could make it if I ran.

      Taking off at a jog down the hallway, I prayed Georgia was just washing her hands or something. I really didn’t have much ti—

      I skidded to a stop, my heart pounding. I couldn’t be seeing what I thought I was seeing.

      On a second glance, indeed I was.

      The doors to the “Restricted Access” section were wide open, and standing in the middle of the room amidst cases of rare and powerful-looking artifacts, was Georgia in the act of stealing one.
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      How the hell did she get into the restricted section? Where’s the guard? My eyes darted around and quickly spotted him. He was knocked out on the floor, half of his body hidden behind a large planter.

      A scream caught in my throat. I should have been calling for help, but I found myself walking closer to take a better look at the guard.

      “S-sir,” I stammered in a broken tone.

      Was he dead? Had Georgia killed him? No, it couldn’t be. She seemed so nice.

      When I made it far enough to see his face, my veins ran cold. He was unrecognizable, his skin dried and cracked as if a giant tick had suck the life out of him and no amount of water could ever rehydrate him back to life.

      The scream that had been lodged in my throat finally escaped. It echoed through the large space, magnified. Footsteps hurried in my direction from the testing area. Help was coming, but, suddenly, I couldn’t tear my eyes from the room before me. The place was filled with dozens of pedestals housing cased-in objects. Many magical artifacts hung from the walls while the largest ones sat on the floor—suits of armor, shrunken heads, swords, ancient pistols, sculptures. There was even a large wardrobe in one corner that made me think of Narnia.

      Georgia stood inside the room, her hands resting on the glass case that protected one of the artifacts. Her eyes were glazed, her stance robotic. She looked like a zombie.

      Professor Answorth kind of tipped me off, she had said.

      It was an odd thing for me to remember at the moment, but for some reason, the words echoed a few more times inside my head, making me wonder why he would have shown such preferential treatment. Why give her a hint?

      A... suggestion?

      But wasn’t that a mentalist’s specialty? Suggestions. Which begged the question: what other ideas could he have planted in her mind?

      I lowered my gaze, trying to see inside the case. Something golden rested at its bottom, but I couldn’t tell what.

      I took a step into the room. Georgia didn’t even glance up, too entranced by whatever spell she was casting.

      “Ms. Rivera!” A voice called from behind me. “What are you doing?”

      My head swiveling slowly, I glanced over my shoulder. Answorth and my classmates were standing on the other side of the doorway, regarding me with shocked expressions. Vincent, the top student in the class, pointed at the dead guard.

      “She… she killed him,” he said.

      What?! Did he mean me? From their angle, they couldn’t see Georgia, so I must have appeared as guilty as if I held a bloody knife.

      Oddly, that didn’t seem to matter. Instead of feeling fear or worry, all I felt was deep curiosity about Georgia and the item. Something didn’t feel right inside my head, but it didn’t seem to matter—not when the tug of the case demanded my every thought.

      What was inside? I had to know.

      I stepped closer to Georgia. Her hands were planted flat on the sides of the case as her lips moved silently. She didn’t matter either, though. My gaze fell on the artifact.

      “Ms. Rivera!” Answorth exclaimed, his voice edging closer. He paused. “Everyone stay back.” After a beat, he addressed me again, “Ms. Rivera, please, come out of there. It’s not safe.”

      “Charlie, do as he says.” This from Disha who sounded scared enough to use my real name.

      They had no reason to be scared. The item in the case would fix everything. A warm feeling spread in my chest.

      “Georgia?!” Answorth gasped behind me. “No, get your hands off that case.”

      But it was too late.

      The case cracked, the glass making a sound like someone crunching ice between their teeth. Fissures crawled up the case’s sides like upside-down lightning bolts.

      “We can even break items with telekinesis,” Professor Answorth had said one day in class. “All you have to do is make them vibrate fast enough.”

      The case imploded. Glass rained down on the floor with the sound of a thousand diamonds scattering across the tile. Georgia merely blinked at the object she’d released.

      An alarm blared, and a metal door fell from the ceiling, slamming Georgia and me in with a score of weird, magical relics.

      The thud of the metal door should have sent us squealing in fear, but we both just stood there, staring at the golden glow of the item Georgia had liberated. It rested on a black, velvety surface, growing more radiant by the second.

      It was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      As if tugged by a leash tied to my heart, I lurched forward to get a better look. At first, I couldn’t decide what the item was. It appeared to be two large wedding bands stuck together.

      “What is it?” I murmured to no one in particular.

      I frowned and cocked my head to one side for a better angle, then realized the rings weren’t stuck together. They were separate, and they weren’t rings. They were more like... wide bracelets.

      Georgia lifted a hand to pick one up.

      “I wouldn’t touch that,” I said—not because I was worried for her safety, but because I didn’t want her nasty fingers on them.

      They were mine.

      She ignored me. I tried to slap her hand away, but she moved fast for a zombie and got a hold of it. Clenching her fist around it, she lifted it up in triumph. Her eyes glinted under its light as she brought it down and started slipping it on her other hand.

      “No!” I exclaimed, something inside me cringing at the idea of Georgia wearing the bracelet. My bracelet.

      I lunged forward, throwing my arms around Georgia’s waist and knocking her off balance. We toppled to the floor, me landing on top of her. She recovered immediately and, after pushing me off, she elbowed me in the jaw.

      I tumbled to the side, hands flying to my face as I cried out. Still reeling from the pain, I watched her stand and—in one swift motion—slip the bracelet onto her wrist.

      She smiled, her face twisting maniacally. But the elation didn’t last. It fell from her expression almost as soon as it materialized and morphed into a grimace of agony.

      Right where she stood, Georgia’s body began to shake. Her arms flailed. Her head whipped back and forth. Her teeth rattled.

      I stood, my hands extended in her direction. “Georgia,” I whispered.

      She seemed to quake as if an electric current were travelling through her. Light burst from her mouth in a silent scream. Then she went still and, for an instant, teetered on her own two legs before collapsing.

      As she hit the floor, the bracelet slipped off her wrist—widening to pass over her hand—then rolled away, coming to a stop right in front of me.

      I stared at it, Georgia completely forgotten.

      The bracelet beckoned me, shapes dancing in its golden, polished surface. My trembling fingers reached for it, while a desperate voice in the back of my mind told me not to do it. I ignored it and picked it up.

      It was cool and smooth to the touch. I turned it this way and that, admiringly. There were no designs on it, no encrusted jewels, not a mark of any kind. But it was beautiful, and it was mine.

      I put it on, easily slipping my hand through it as it widened for me. Once in place, it tightened securely and comfortably around my wrist. Warmth spread through my body as something inside me seemed to swell.

      My gaze fell on Georgia, then on the bracelet at my wrist.

      Oh, no. What the hell have I done?

      Panic exploded in my chest just as I convulsed once and promptly fell to my knees. I expected light to burst through my mouth like celestial puke, but instead, it came from the pedestal where the other bracelet waited.

      Trembling, I stood up and walked to it with slow steps. The second bracelet beckoned me just as the first one had. I obeyed, some powerful force overpowering my will, and slipped it onto my other wrist.

      It occurred to me that I could die like Georgia, but for all the world, I felt amazing because my magic—which had always felt like a giant jumble of nonsense inside of me—quickly was falling into place.
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      They wouldn’t come off.

      Dean McIntosh, Dr. Henderson, Professor Answorth, and even Nurse Taishi had tried, and they had all failed.

      The cuffs had made themselves comfortable on my wrists. Permanent, like a bad case of herpes.

      Aradia’s Cuffs, that’s what they were called. They had killed Georgia, and everyone was worried they would kill me next, but I felt fine. Great, really.

      Better yet, I was sure they were my item, the thing I needed to center and focus my magic. Several times already, I’d used Disha’s spell to make everyone sound like an Ewok to my ears, then turned them back to normal without a glitch. I’d practiced it a lot before, and I’d never been that consistent. Now, it felt like that tangled ball of yarn that had been my magic had come unraveled, and its beginning and end were clearly at my reach.

      From what I could gather, the cuffs had belonged to an Italian witch, who was supposedly the daughter of the goddess Diana and Lucifer. That should have been enough to scare the crap out of me, but, if the name Diana was supposed to mean divine, then the cuffs were as good as they were bad, just like everything and everyone—Dean McIntosh’s words, which I agreed with but for one point. Only Rowan was pure darkness, no good in that one.

      I was in Dean McIntosh’s office, a large space with tall mahogany bookshelves on three of its walls, wood floors sectioned off by three Persian rugs, a fireplace, marble busts of old dudes on pedestals, and a desk almost as big as a queen-size bed—a far cry from her sister’s office and way less fun. Maybe the dean needed a ferret to liven things up.

      I was sitting on a chair while Dean McIntosh, Dr. Henderson, Professor Answorth, and Nurse Taishi fussed over me as if I were ill.

      In the back of my mind, I was dimly aware that, despite the fact one of my classmates had died, I was more worried about keeping the murderous cuffs than actually mourning her loss. Something was messed up with that, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel the deep sense of loss that should accompany a senseless death. All I wanted was to try all the spells I’d been practicing, and I couldn’t do it while sequestered in this office. Clearly, the cuffs and their magic was messing with my head.

      “You are wasting your time,” Macgregor Underwood said from the window where he’d been standing, surreptitiously watching everyone’s attempt to take the cuffs off my wrists while he pretended to stare at the lawn.

      They all peered in his direction.

      He turned and faced us, his hands clasped behind his back, perfectly coiffed hair shining in the overhead lights. “The cuffs chose her. They won’t come off until she’s dead. Or we find a clever spell.”

      I held my breath. Was he trying to scare me? Was it a threat or something? Maybe he was planning my murder in order to place the cuffs back under a glass case.

      “The last witch who wore them did so for over thirty-five years,” he said. “Since the Academy acquired them, anyone who has touched them has died. That is why they were in the restricted area. That is why they killed Georgia. The only reason this girl is not dead as well is because, for some ungodly reason, Aradia chose her.”

      Dean McIntosh dismissed him with a wave of her hand. “That is just legend, Macgregor. It’s not been officially documented.”

      “I guess this is our chance,” he said, gesturing toward me. “Exhibit A, no known spell has been able to remove the cuffs. Exhibit B,” his dark eyes, so much like Rowan’s, bore into mine, “do you happen to feel mighty and capable of everything, by chance?”

      Four additional pairs of eyes angled in my direction. I blushed and stared at my shoes.

      “Um, not particularly,” I lied.

      I didn’t want them to decide I was dangerous and murder was the only option to get the cuffs off me before I went on a world-domination campaign.

      “She’s lying,” Underwood said.

      “I’m not,” I protested, but I sounded as convincing as a defendant on Judge Judy.

      “Who put you up to this?” he asked as if I were really on trial.

      I finally met his gaze. “Who put me up to what? What are you trying to say?”

      “If we search her room, I wonder what we’ll find. Our missing staff, perhaps?”

      Missing staff?

      Was he talking about the item that was taken during the Rumble in the Jungle?

      “You’re crazy,” I spat. “I don’t know anything about a staff. Search my room if you want!”

      Everyone stared at me with raised eyebrows. I squirmed in my chair. I’d yelled at a faculty member, but what the hell? He’d just accused me of stealing.

      So much had changed, yet so little.

      “Macgregor,” Dean McIntosh said, “we don’t accuse anyone of theft without proof.”

      Damn right! I sat straighter.

      “Ms. Rivera,” she turned to me, “students don’t raise their voices to teachers, nor any faculty members for that matter.”

      Shit. I deflated again.

      Silence hung over the room. I armed myself with courage despite the scolding from the dean herself.

      “You are all asking the wrong questions,” I mumbled.

      The sneer I sent in Answorth’s direction must’ve been pretty good because even Underwood shifted his gaze toward the mentalist. Though, too late, I remembered I didn’t have any proof to accuse him, which would probably only get me another reprimand.

      “Um, like I told you before…” I said, backpedaling a bit, “I went after Georgia because she left the test and was acting weird. I’m pretty sure she was being controlled by... someone.”

      There. If I kept things vague and let everyone draw their own conclusions, they might just start looking at Answorth more carefully. To my satisfaction, Underwood did exactly that.

      “Wasn’t Georgia Copeland one of your most improved students, Julian?” Underwood asked the blond professor.

      Instead of going on the defense as I expected him, Answorth’s face fell with sadness.

      “She was,” he said. “She really cared about her studies. This is bloody awful.”

      All the others nodded, and, at last, I found my heart growing heavy with sorrow and guilt. Answorth’s words were like a slap in the face. The girl had died because of some bastard who was using her for an evil purpose, and it had taken me this long to stop thinking about myself and the damn cuffs.

      What was wrong with me?!

      Answorth focused his full attention my way, then knelt, placing a hand on the arm of my chair, and peering up with clear blue eyes.

      “What makes you think someone was controlling Georgia?” he asked.

      I blinked at his spellbinding gaze and shook my head.

      “Um… well, she was moving like a robot and her eyes were glazed over. Also, when I talked to her, she didn’t seem to hear me.”

      Answorth nodded sagely. “Yes, very common characteristics of someone under a controlling spell.” He stood, pulling on his cufflinks. “Not an easy spell to cast, especially on a strong mind like Georgia’s, but not impossible for a powerful witch or warlock. Any of us could have done it.” He cast a dark glance in Henderson’s direction, which was not wasted on anyone.

      With a sharp exhale, Dean McIntosh took a seat behind her desk. “This conversation is hardly productive. We need to decide what to do about the rest of the semester. A student is dead, and there will be hell to pay for our failure to protect her.”

      “There is no question about what should be done,” Underwood added. “The semester should be canceled and the Academy closed.”

      What?! They couldn’t do that, could they? Where would I go? Homelessness was simply not an option. Not again. Not without Trey.

      “There will be an uproar amongst the students,” Henderson said. “They won’t want to repeat their subjects.”

      Damn right.

      “The academic impact is hardly an issue when lives are at stake, Thadeus,” Underwood said, walking back to the window. “But they shouldn’t have to repeat their subjects. Those who have already passed will keep their grades. Those who were hoping their final exams would help them achieve a passing grade can use the holidays to study further. Then they can do their examination when the school reopens next semester. Meanwhile, we will use the time to reinforce security, do damage control, and, of course, investigate Ms. Copeland’s death as well as the other incidents.”

      Dean McIntosh was nodding her head thoughtfully like she believed this was the best plan ever, but it wasn’t. It didn’t take me into account. It left me hanging over the jaws of a canned turkey Christmas dinner at a shelter.

      “As far as Ms. Rivera is concerned,” Underwood said, not glancing my way as if I wasn’t in the room, “she cannot be left unattended until we know what effect those cuffs will have on her.”

      “Indeed,” Answorth said, his cerulean gaze drifting to my wrists.

      Underwood quickly added, “Aware of her situation as I am, I will willingly offer my home to her during this difficult time. My wife, sons, and I can keep an eye on her to make sure she’s safe.”

      The what… ?!

      My brain did cartwheels. He’d told Rowan to stay away from me, why do this now? Did he want the cuffs back on that pedestal? I bet that was it. He didn’t want a lowly witch like me—someone with blood from an unknown family—to possess one of the Academy’s precious relics. He would prefer to put them back in that museum to gather dust.

      I shook my head. “I… I don’t think that will be necessary. I don’t want to impose.”

      “You have no choice in the matter,” Underwood said. “Not while you are wearing school property.”

      My jaw dropped. I peered toward Dean McIntosh for some sympathy. The guy was saying I was worth less than the stupid cuffs. Excuse me? We were talking about a human life over two circles of metal.

      But all of this seemed to go over the dean’s head because she looked relieved. “What an excellent idea, Macgregor. Will Bonnie mind?”

      Underwood waved his hand. “Of course not. You know her. She’ll be glad to have another female in the house. She always complains about all that testosterone, what with three sons.” He said this as if he thought his wife was stupid for feeling that way. Typical male.

      Three sons? I had no idea Rowan had brothers. Why didn’t anyone tell me anything?

      “It’s decided,” Dean McIntosh said. “Nurse Taishi, could you make sure Ms. Rivera is in good health? Well… besides the… you know...” She gestured toward the cuffs.

      “Of course,” he said, inclining his head respectfully. He was dressed in blue scrubs, his black hair slicked back to perfection, looking out of place among all the suits.

      “And please, can you stay with her until we figure out the best way to keep an eye on her while we establish if Aradia’s cuffs will have a negative effect on her?”

      “Certainly,” Nurse Taishi added.

      No no no.

      This plan sucked. I didn’t need a babysitter.

      “Dean McIntosh,” I said. “I don’t think that will be necessary. I feel fine, and I—”

      “Ms. Rivera,” the dean interrupted, “I know how you must feel, but please understand we only have your wellbeing in mind. As you’ve heard, those artifacts are kept in a restricted area for a reason. Many deaths can be attributed to them, including your poor classmate’s, Ms. Copeland’s. We don’t want yours to be added to that unfortunate list.”

      I swallowed the knot that formed in my throat as I remembered Georgia’s expression of terror as she fell dead. That could have been me. It could still be me if the cuffs suddenly decided I was chopped liver.

      I nodded. I could take this. Besides, going to the Underwood’s lair might yield important information toward Trey’s killers. They’d been the ones there to save me when it all happened, after all. I had a sneaking suspicion all of this was connected somehow.

      Nurse Taishi and I exited the dean’s office, leaving the rest behind to discuss the gory details of what to do next.

      Outside, we found a large group of waiting students, Disha and Rowan among them. Everyone straightened to attention, their curious eyes examining every inch of me. I wished for a sweater to pull over the cuffs, but everyone could see them. Some regarded me with fear, but most just wore hard expressions of distrust.

      Disha pulled away from the bunch, Rowan trailing behind her. “Are you okay, Charlie?”

      “She’s fine,” Nurse Taishi answered before I could, then guided me toward the infirmary. “Dean McIntosh will soon have news for everyone, so stay calm.”

      “Can we come with her?” Disha asked, walking behind us.

      “It would be better if—”

      “Please,” I begged. “She’s my best friend.”

      Nurse Taishi sighed and reluctantly agreed.

      I threw a narrowed glance in Rowan’s direction. What would he think when he heard the news?
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      Never in my life had I witnessed a more silent car ride.

      Macgregor Underwood sat up front, navigating his Mercedes down the highway, while Rowan and I rode side by side in the backseat. It was more awkward than that time I shot myself into the ceiling in Dr. Henderson’s class. And that event was in the history books of most awkward moments ever.

      Rowan cleared his throat and shifted, making the hand-stitched leather seat creak underneath him. It had been a while since we’d been in close proximity to each other. Sure, the backseat was roomy, but, like any sedan, we only had about a foot of tense air between us. I could smell his cologne, hear the scratch of his jeans as he leaned back.

      Jesus, would someone please turn on the radio?

      But, then we turned onto a driveway blocked by a wrought iron gate. Dean Underwood rolled down his window and punched a code into a keypad, causing the gates to swing wide.

      This was all too much. I was on an episode of Cribs, only I was the observer. These two were the rich snobs who lived it.

      Or maybe, I was Little Orphan Annie and he was my Daddy Warbucks.

      The thought made my breakfast threaten to lurch back up. Macgregor was the least fatherly figure I’d ever seen and that was saying something, considering my own alcoholic father.

      The house came into view, confirming my suspicions. To call it stately would have been an understatement. The mansion that spread out across the manicured lawn was as perfect as a dream. A fountain bubbled on the brick paver driveway, ringed by square hedges and rounded shrubs. I counted twelve windows out front before Dean Underwood pulled us into a giant garage.

      I guess knowing magic really paid.

      The car turned off. Rowan and Macgregor got out, but I sat there, clutching my bag. How had I gotten myself into this?

      Macgregor rapped his knuckles on the window, causing me to jump. The expression on his face was anything but welcoming. “Are you going to sit inside the car the whole time?”

      Then he and Rowan strode away, leaving me in the car. I contemplated staying there for the entire two-week holiday. The stink I’d leave in the Mercedes would serve him right.

      But then my cuffs throbbed as if telling me more awaited inside that mansion. Maybe answers. Maybe more than long, tortuous days and nights. The cuffs had started doing that shortly after we left the Academy, and it was interesting, to say the least.

      I sighed, exited the car, and followed the path to the garage door which had been left open for me. Through it, a hallway led to a giant entryway complete with marble floors, soaring ceilings and a grand staircase that blew my mind. Hallways led in all directions and I had no idea where I was supposed to go.

      “Oh, there you are, darlin’!” a chipper female voice called from down the hall.

      A petite blond woman came toward me, her high heels clacking on the polished marble. Her hair was perfect, her dress expensive, but her smile was warm and genuine. She pressed me into a hug, flowery perfume invading my senses before she pulled back and gave me a once-over.

      “Charlie, I’m so happy you’re here! When Mac told me we were having a girl as a guest, I about jumped for joy. You have no idea what it’s like to share a holiday with mostly men.” She winked at me as if she and I were in on some secret joke. Then she pulled me through a gilded archway into the massive kitchen.

      Mrs. Underwood, or Bonnie as she asked me to call her, set me down at a bar stool behind a massive granite counter before plying me with a spread of food that could choke a horse.

      “If you don’t see something you like, you just holler for Mariana. She’ll get you set up. You have a room upstairs, third door on the left and I put some toiletries in your bathroom for you. I have got to go. Running a Christmas charity auction, but I’ll be back at nine, okay, darlin’?”

      Her lilting southern accent swirled around me like her perfume had. In a flash, she had kissed my cheek, hugged me again and disappeared.

      Alone in the echoey kitchen, I stared around, wondering if I should retreat to my room or eat. The smell of smoked meats and buttery pastries won me over. If I wasn’t going to enjoy myself, I could at least get some good grub out of the deal.

      After I’d eaten, I wandered toward the staircase, intent on heading up, but the pull of seeing the rest of the house was gnawing at me. Each room was more glorious than the last, and, with no one around to stop me, I couldn’t help myself from exploring. Plus, there was the constant pulse of the cuffs and that feeling at the back of my skull that there was something here I was supposed to see.

      I stepped cautiously into a library lined with more books than Dean McIntosh’s office. The polished wood and furniture large enough to sail out to sea on reminded me of the staff offices in the Academy. The desk at the far end of the room had to be Dean Underwood’s. If he found me in here, snooping, he’d likely do more than glower.

      And yet, a book laid open on his desk and, more importantly, a computer awaited, its screen on.

      Glancing behind me, I tiptoed over.

      But, the book was titled Ancient Breads of Eastern Europe, and worse, the computer screen held an unfinished game of solitaire on it. Useless.

      What I did find were several family photos in cherry wood frames. I picked one up, staring at the Underwood family. There was Macgregor looking like the rich villain in a movie, his wife, who seemed blissfully unaware of what a bastard her husband could be sometimes. Beside them stood their three boys. The older two were golden-haired and beaming like their mother—the type of boys who would row crew and wear sweaters around their necks as they cavorted on ivy league campuses. Had they attended the Academy?

      Then there was Rowan. Dark, brooding, and off to the side as if he didn’t quite belong. Even in this 2D image, one could tell he was the black sheep of the family.

      More evidence supported this analysis when I scanned the rest of the contents of Macgregor’s desk. Pictures of both older boys abounded. They held up awards, or smiled at ceremonies honoring them in each of the photos.

      There were no other pictures of Rowan.

      I thought about how his father had spoken to him that day in his office like he was an employee he was close to firing. What must it have been like growing up under his brothers’ shadows, feeling like he was never good enough, but intent on trying to prove himself nonetheless.

      I had lots of daddy issues, myself, but this took the cake.

      Feeling a strange pang of sympathy for Rowan, I turned and strode out of the office. I should find him and mend fences. If we were going to spend two weeks together, we should at least be civil about it.

      But first, I needed to use the little girl’s room.

      I went up the hall and headed to the bathroom Mrs. Underwood had mentioned before she left.

      I opened the door and stopped short as my jaw nearly hit the floor. Rowan stood by the shower, soaking wet and bare-chested with a towel covering his lower half. Beads of water dampened his hair and slid down his sculpted body.

      Sucking in a breath, a surge of heat pulsed through my body as my heartbeat sped up.

      He stared at me, clutching his towel, a shocked expression on his face.

      “Oh! I’m sorry,” I muttered.

      But as I turned to go, my gaze locked on the dark blue veins spider-webbing his torso and arms. I’d seen a few of these before when his shirt had shifted, but this… This was nothing like I’d ever seen. It appeared as if his whole body were infected with some sort of disease that was eating its way out. Forget gangrene. He had gangblue.

      “Oh, Rowan,” I said, realizing, somehow, that this was what the cuffs had wanted me to see.

      Before I could think about what I was doing, I reached out and touched his chest.

      My cuffs glowed, shooting pain down my arms as visions swirled in my brain—Rowan lurking around a dark forest, a flash of light, a figure wreathed in blue flame with blinding red eyes, that figure blasting him in the chest. Pain. Constant, agonizing pain.

      He stepped back, breaking our connection. His eyes were hooded, and I couldn’t read his expression.

      “Wh… what happened to you?” I asked, unable to draw my eyes away from the roadmap of pain on his chest.

      He reached to the floor, grabbed his shirt and tugged it on. It was as if he felt, even now, that he should hide from me.

      His answer came out slowly as his eyes sought the floor. “I was cursed. I went on a mission to help my family last year, one that proved... more difficult than I’d planned.”

      “That thing did this to you?”

      He searched my face, probably wondering what I knew, how I knew.

      “What’s the treatment? Your father surely must know how to…” But as I said it, Rowan’s tightening expression told me everything.

      “Your father doesn’t know,” I whispered.

      Rowan shook his head. “No one knows. Well, except Disha, Nurse Taishi, and now you.” He said the last part as if my finding out was an unfortunate development.

      “Rowan, you have to tell him.”

      “Do I?” His voice was hard and his smile didn’t reach his eyes. “And have him kick me out of the Academy? What would I do then, Charlie? Flip burgers? Work for my brother’s company packing boxes? I’d rather die.”

      “Well, your wish might be granted,” I said, exasperated. My eyes lingered on the veins of blue barely visible below his collar. “They look worse.”

      “They are worse,” he shot back, but then he hung his head. “I don’t know what to do. The curse is draining my power more each day. Soon… I won’t be able to do magic at all, lately it’s been spotty at best.”

      The expression on his face nearly broke my heart. “The first thing you should do is put on some pants,” I said, swallowing thickly. “Then meet me in my room. We’ll figure it out.”

      When his grateful gaze met mine, my heart nearly leapt out of my chest. He should have dismissed me off hand—I knew next to nothing about magic compared to him—but he just seemed glad to have someone else on his side, even if it was me. Plus, I had the cuffs now and maybe that counted for something.

      I stepped out, closing the door behind me, reminding myself that, under no circumstances should I let myself fall for Rowan Underwood.
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      That evening, we ate dinner together, if you could call it that. Mariana served us a meal fit for a king on the gigantic twelve-seat dining table. Apparently, tomorrow, his brothers would arrive and the house would be busy, but tonight it was Rowan and me.

      We ate in silence. Rowan’s eyes stayed on his phone, letting me know we should not talk about his curse, even with Mariana out of the room. I guess he also thought we shouldn’t talk at all, which was annoying. With no phone to distract me, I spent the time going over the magic spells I knew that could help with Rowan’s curse, but soon started to feel pretty useless. If Nurse Taishi couldn’t help him, what made me think I could?

      Delusions of grandeur much?

      Ever since the cuffs had claimed me as their own, I’d been struggling with those impulses. It was as if I’d gotten a serious injection of ego the minute they’d latched on. There was nothing I could not do. No challenge I couldn’t defeat.

      Until my brain jumped in, reminding me what a terrible student I’d been up until now.

      But the cuffs, my ego countered. They are my item.

      And it was true. All my spells and incantations worked so much better than before.

      Yet, would that be enough to reverse a terrible curse?

      After dinner, Rowan and I went to our respective rooms. The plan was to meet up in the backyard after his parents had returned and gone to bed.

      In the meantime, I called Disha on their landline. She picked up on the first ring.

      “Oh, Charlize Theron, I’ve been waiting all day. Tell. Me. Everything!”

      “Hello to you, too,” I mocked. “How was the flight?”

      “Boring. Stop stalling. Are you and Rowan in love yet?”

      “Gah, no. Stop it.” I wouldn’t tell her I walked in on him in the shower. She’d twist it into something it decidedly was not. “No, he’s taking huge pleasure in ignoring me. Macgregor, too. But Mrs. Underwood is nice.”

      “She is. How she can stand her husband I will never understand.” Disha blew a breath into the phone. “What’s the house like? I’ve never visited.”

      “Huge. Probably what you’re used to.”

      Disha sniffed. She was always uncomfortable when I brought up the disparity between me and her. It was like wealth embarrassed her, probably why she always gave me her things.

      “Hey, listen, I need to ask you something,” I said. “It’s about Rowan.”

      “Mmm hmm,” she answered, expectantly.

      “He told me… you know, about the curse. Like, the blue veins one,” I whispered into the phone.

      “Oh.” She went quiet for a bit before continuing. “He’s really sensitive about it. I’ve tried to help him multiple times, but it’s a really nasty curse. We went to Nurse Taishi after I insisted, but there was nothing he could do either. I told Rowan to tell his father, but he flat out refused.”

      “That’s what I told him.” But after what I’d seen in the office, I understood why he wouldn’t tell dear old dad.

      Disha proceeded to list every spell, potion, and therapy they’d tried together. As she ticked each off, I realized she’d mentioned every single treatment I’d been wanting to try. We’d learned a few things on reverting curses in Henderson’s class but, of course, my delusions of grandeur didn’t live up to Disha’s efficiency.

      I had nothing.

      I hung up, promising her an update, and feeling more defeated than I had in awhile. What had I been thinking, offering him help? Disha was an advanced witch and Rowan came from one of the oldest and most powerful supernatural families in America.

      Stupid cuffs. Stupid Charlie.

      My door creaked open and Rowan’s head slipped through the crack. He tossed his head back as if to say it was time and then retreated. I heard his quiet footsteps tread away as he headed outside.

      I contemplated crawling under my large, four-poster bed and pretending I was asleep, but then my cuffs flashed with heat and light. It was as if they wanted me to follow Rowan. Maybe if I couldn’t help him, they could.

      Creeping through the house, I descended the back stairs and slipped out of the laundry room and onto the back patio.

      Moonbeams and strategic uplighting made the Underwoods’ backyard into a dream. The brick patio had two seating areas with large outdoor couches and another huge metal and stone table set. There was a built-in pizza oven, a grill, and a wet bar near the illuminated and sparkling in-ground pool. More paved walkways wove around shrubs and flower gardens off into the distance.

      A chill cut across the yard. Yesterday, it had been mild and sunny. But it was December in Georgia so, of course, today the temperature was near freezing. I clutched my sweater to my body and scanned the grounds for Rowan. He’d told me to meet him near the tree line, which I could barely spot beyond the lit grounds.

      I walked the path, eyes and ears open. There was a distinct lack of magic in this household, so I didn’t fear that, but there was something else lingering around like a bad smell. The house and grounds felt… empty, but I couldn’t put my finger on why or what it meant. Maybe it was made to match Macgregor’s heart.

      Movement near the tree line drew my eyes. There was Rowan in a windbreaker, his shoulders hunched, breath pulsing in the cold. I tried desperately not to enjoy the ruddy glow his cheeks had adopted or the way the wind tugged at his dark hair.

      “Hey,” he said.

      “Hey.” I was ever the cunning linguist, I know.

      “So, you said we could figure this out, any ideas yet?” Chestnut brown eyes watched me, hope hidden in their depths.

      “Well, I did think about it,” I murmured, stalling, “but then I talked to Disha and she said you’d already tried the few things I came up with.”

      “Oh.” His shoulders slumped. “Okay, then.”

      He started to walk back to the house.

      I held out a hand. “Rowan, wait.”

      But when he whirled back, I realized I wasn’t sure what I was going to say.

      “My cuffs pulse,” I blurted.

      One of his eyebrows arched.

      I sucked in a cold breath and tried again. “My cuffs have been pulsing since we left school and more since I came to this house. Since I’ve been around your family. It feels like something.”

      “Something?” he repeated, forehead wrinkling.

      I shrugged. “Look, they’re new to me, okay? I don’t really know what it means, but it feels like it means something.”

      “Not nothing,” he said quietly, pursing lips that were full and red.

      I took a step toward him. “Like when I, er, touched you. In the bathroom.” Heat ran up my cheeks. I knew they had to be bright red.

      He seemed to ponder this. “What did you see?”

      You, nearly naked, your chest glistening.

      No, Charlie. Bad. That wasn’t what he meant.

      “A creature ringed in blue flame. You. A forest.”

      “This forest,” he murmured.

      “This forest?”

      He nodded solemnly. “Why do you think my father built his home here? The trees hide strong magic and supernatural creatures. He wants to be near them, but he fears them, too. That’s why he set up the magical perimeter to keep them out.”

      That was the emptiness I felt.

      “So, he sent you in there to investigate?” How awful.

      Rowan’s lips tightened. “Something like that. I wasn’t afraid until I got cursed.”

      “And you won’t tell him because you think he’ll make you leave the Academy.”

      “I don’t think he’ll make me leave. I know it. Everyone knows his opinions on weak warlocks. It’s not much better than what he thinks of Lessers. And don’t get him started on weak witches and warlocks who choose to become Lessers to boost their power. Anyway, he looks down on all of them and thinks they don’t deserve basic human rights, much less be allowed to get the best magical education around.”

      “I don’t understand. I thought Lessers were born that way.” I remembered the Quake and Shadow Puppet that had attacked Trey and me. Could a witch or warlock turn into one of them?

      Rowan shook his head. “Some are born that way, yes. But anyone can become a werewolf or a vampire, if they survive the transformation. They are never respected, though. They’re considered trash.”

      “That clarifies your father’s hatred for Answorth,” I said.

      “That’s not the only reason. Answorth is up to something, and we’ll prove it.”

      “Oh.” My shoulders slumped. This whole conversation had me baffled and feeling bad for everyone. “So what now?”

      “I guess we go in, and I try to hide my marks for the rest of the break. It was easy at school since my father barely acknowledges me, but here…” He sighed.

      As he started to walk away, my cuffs throbbed again. This time, without thinking about it, I reached out and grabbed his arm.

      The cuffs burned like liquid lightning. My body jolted. Rowan stiffened, his eyes popping wide.

      Then I was there again, in the woods with him as he came upon the blue creature. It’s eyes were tiny drops of hell and devil horns sprouted from its oddly-shaped head. I felt the zap of pain when it cursed him, but this time my attention was drawn to my cuffs as they seared my skin.

      I fell to my knees in agony.

      Back in the dark December night, my cuffs were indeed glowing white hot. The skin underneath them blistered and smoked.

      Aghast, I looked to Rowan for help, but he was too busy staring at his skin. It seemed he had pushed his jacket sleeves up to reveal his arms.

      Arms that no longer had blue veins running up them.
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      Rowan’s mouth opened and closed as he stared from my arms to his. He seemed frozen for a moment while I shook in pain, slowly sliding to my knees, tears spilling down my cheeks of their own accord.

      My wrists were on fire. The pain was unbearable.

      “Charlie!”

      He snapped out of his shock and caught me before I fell, scooping me into his arms as if I weighed nothing.

      He ran toward the pool and set me on one of the lounge chairs. He tried to examine the burns, but I squirmed in pain, biting my lower lip to stifle a cry.

      “Be still,” he ordered. “Let me look.”

      Clenching my fists, I forced my arms to stay steady as the pain throbbed like an extra heartbeat.

      He stared at the still-blazing cuffs. Behind his dark gaze, a million questions seemed to pass as he considered what to do.

      Then, as if making a quick decision that might not be the best, he clasped both hands over the cuffs. His head jerked back, the tendons on his neck popping out like live wires. My pain redoubled. I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed the raw scream that rose to my throat.

      For a desperate instant, I thought we were doomed. Dead.

      His father would find us in the morning, Rowan collapsed on top of me, our bodies as crisp as morning bacon.

      But then, the pain subsided. My lungs unclenched, and I could breathe again. My shoulders relaxed as I sucked in two calming breaths. Never had feeling nothing felt so good.

      I opened my eyes. Rowan’s face was set in concentration, a muscle jumping on his jaw and the medallion on his chest pulsing. His gaze tangled with mine, intertwining so tightly it felt we’d go on staring at each other forever. He was in the thrall of a spell of some kind.

      A growl sounded deep in his throat, then he jumped up, letting go of my wrists. He stood, chest heaving, strands of dark brown hair tickling his forehead.

      “Shit, that felt good,” he said.

      Excuse me?

      It’d felt like dying.

      He must have seen the confusion on my face because he knelt by my side and put on a concerned expression. “Are you okay?”

      “No, I’m not okay,” I blurted out, pushing up from the lounge chair and walking to the edge of the pool on rubbery legs. The surface of the water sparkled with the well-placed lighting that shone from its depths, but even the beautiful water feature couldn’t soothe me. What in the world had just happened?

      Rowan came closer, put a hand on my shoulder, and made me face him.

      “Does it still hurt?” he asked with a gentleness I’d only seen him express toward Disha.

      I nodded. “Not as badly, but yeah.”

      He took my hands in his, and we both examined my wrists. At the edges of the cuffs, my skin was Christmas red, blisters visible on the tender side, right at the edge of my palms.

      “I did a cooling spell on the cuffs,” Rowan said with an ill-contained smile. “Let me try a healing spell now.”

      I pulled my hands away again. “You looked too damn happy to see me in pain,” I blurted out.

      “What? No.” He shook his head. “That’s not it at all. I’m sorry. It’s just my magic hadn’t worked that well since…” he gestured toward the forest, the source of his curse.

      “You cured me, Charlie,” he said, his voice nearly breaking. He cleared his throat and snatched my hands again. “Now, let me try this and, for once, be quiet.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, then realized I’d only be proving his point, so I bit my tongue and let him do the healing spell.

      Warmth traveled from his fingers into mine, tingling its way up my wrists, arms, shoulders, neck. I inhaled sharply, enjoying the sensation even as an internal voice told me not to get things confused. This was just a healing spell, and the fact that my lips were tingling and the memory of our almost-kiss during the football game was replaying in my mind had nothing to do with any of this.

      Slowly, the warmth receded, leaving me cold.

      My hands still in his, Rowan admired his handy work, running a finger over the healed blisters. He smiled.

      “You might have some scars left,” he said apologetically, a chagrined smile gracing his lips.

      God, who knew he had such a sexy smile.

      Had I done that? Given it back to him?

      “I… I guess we’re even now,” I said, attempting to pull my hands back.

      He tightened his grip, my fingers prisoners to his.

      He shook his head. “What you’ve done for me is not so easily repaid, Charlie,” he said in a husky voice that should be bottled under a label reading Entrancing. Seriously, they could sell the stuff.

      “You’ve saved me from disgrace,” he said. “You’ve redeemed me.”

      I wanted to blow it off, tell him it was nothing, but I was ensnared in his dark eyes, while his touch schooled my nervous system on the proper way of feeling. I hadn’t known I could feel so much, that every nerve ending could light up this way.

      Rowan took a step closer.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      He inhaled as if taking in my scent, then caressed my cheek with the back of his fingers.

      “That day,” he said in a whisper, “during the football game, do you remember it?”

      I almost said I didn’t. He would probably believe me since that was the first day Witch’s Brew had entered my system, except I didn’t want to lie.

      “I remember,” I said.

      Rowan wet his lips. Heat flared in my chest.

      “I’ve wanted to kiss you ever since,” he said, a small blush appearing on his cheeks.

      “Oh?”

      “Were… you just drunk? Or did you mean it?” he asked, his gaze falling to my mouth.

      Oh god.

      He’d just admitted he wanted to kiss me. I could do the same. Right?

      Except it didn’t feel right. I’d just cured him from a terrible curse. Of course, he liked me right now. A lot, probably. Heck, I’d been pretty awesome, cuffs aside. His blue veins were gone. His magic was working again. That made me pretty damn kissable. From all angles.

      I took a step back, ending all physical contact between us and breaking the spell of the moment. Rowan looked the way I felt. Bereft. Disappointed. Eager to shorten the distance I’d put between us.

      “I did mean it,” I said, giving him that much.

      “But… not anymore?” he asked as if afraid of the answer.

      “I wouldn’t say that.”

      He gave me a crooked, satisfied smile that made me want to slap him and pull him to me at the same time.

      “I’m just not sure it’s such a good idea.” I rushed out the words, sounding snappy and maybe a bit hurtful. I didn’t want him to think he had any sort of hold on me. He was probably used to girls falling at his feet, and I didn’t intend to be one of them.

      “Why not?” he asked, seeming genuinely curious.

      “Well, I just… cured your curse, so you’re probably impressionable at the moment,” I said, trying to sound like Answorth when he taught his lessons. “Also, you and I are from two different worlds. Your father already hates me.”

      Rowan rubbed his chin, considering. “All those things aren’t necessarily bad, Charlie,” he said in a serious tone. “But time will tell. Now, we should probably get some rest. Tomorrow might prove to be a taxing day.”
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      Overnight, Rowan’s house turned into a Christmas wonderland.

      A massive twenty-foot tree bedecked in white silk ribbons appeared overnight in the foyer. It was so large and perfect that I suspected magical elves were involved in its procurement. Its fresh scent permeated through the house, unleashing memories of holidays with my parents when mom was still alive and we were happy. Holidays were when I most missed having a family. And Trey. God, he loved Christmas and I’d left his ashes back at the Academy.

      “Good morning.”

      I turned from staring up at the tree and found Rowan standing behind me, wearing dark jeans and a gray, short-sleeve T-shirt that hugged his torso and biceps like a second skin. He glanced down at his bare forearms and smiled.

      Since I’d met him, I’d only seen him wearing long-sleeves. The change was good. Too good. He looked sporty and relaxed, but it was more than just the T-shirt. His entire demeanor was lighter. Happy, even. Was this the real Rowan? The one before the curse? The pain? The worry?

      He came to stand next to me and stared up at the tree.

      “Ostentatious, isn’t it?” he asked, wrinkling his nose.

      I shrugged. “Goes with everything else.”

      He laughed, a rumble from deep in his chest that sounded foreign. Did I know him at all?

      Leaning in closer, he whispered, “I’ve been thinking about last night.”

      A thrill traveled the length of my traitorous body.

      “I think I’m still… impressionable.” He gave me a sideways glance that paused on my mouth then rose to my eyes and lingered there for a long time.

      “Oh, there you are.” Rowan’s mom came at us from one of the side hallways, breaking the intense moment. “C’mon, let’s eat breakfast before the troops arrive. Things go crazy when everyone gets home. Did you sleep good, darlin’?” she asked, hooking an arm around mine and guiding me away from the tree. “Is Rowan being a good host?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said.

      Bonnie was wearing a dress that screamed Christmas. It was red, with lace flowing from the bow tied at the A-line waist, and a calf-length skirt that fanned out like a bell. To complete the dress, she wore pearls at her neck and matching, strappy shoes.

      I pulled on my hand-me-down sweater. It was “Disha Nice,” but I still felt underdressed.

      She led us toward a dining area adjoining the kitchen, where Macgregor sat behind a newspaper and barely acknowledged us.

      The spread was magnificent, and I found myself filling my plate with eggs, pastries, sausages, and fruit. Rowan gave me a knowing smile. I guess midnight escapades made you hungry.

      Later that day, when Rowan’s brothers arrived—the oldest one with a wife and two blond demons erroneously called grandchildren, the other one with a haughty supermodel he called his date—things went crazy, indeed.

      You would have thought a mansion would be enough for the two granddaughters—I still had trouble thinking of Macgregor as a grandfather—but I suspected the Taj Mahal would not have sufficed.

      “Nathaniel and his wife think those imps are angels,” Rowan whispered in my ear as the oldest kid, a girl of four with a bow the size of Russia on her head, tried to literally climb the Christmas tree.

      With a tweak at a ring on her finger, Bonnie floated the little girl away from the tree.

      “No, bonbon. Not yet. It should at least last the day,” she said with a giggle, while Macgregor rolled his eyes and promptly sequestered himself with his two oldest sons in his study, without bothering to introduce me or include Rowan.

      I didn’t know why, but it hurt when Nathaniel’s wife gave me a sideways glance and turned to the middle brother’s date.

      “Lawrence has the worst taste,” Rowan whispered in my other ear, throwing a tired sneer toward the supermodel.

      Seriously, the woman could be Miss America with twig-like limbs a mile long.

      “She has legs up to her neck,” he said as if reading my thoughts. “Who likes that?”

      Who doesn’t? Was he serious?

      We followed the women into the parlor. The kids ran ahead squealing and asking when they could open presents.

      Rowan shook his head fondly, and I found myself feeling jealous. I was nothing like these people, but, in their own way, they were happy. They had each other and could spend times like this together. I had nothing, except this feeling that I was an intruder, someone who shouldn’t be here.

      While Rowan’s mom talked about what a success her Christmas charity event had been, I sat on a wingback chair, staring at the crackling logs in the fireplace. A couple of times, I caught Rowan’s eyes on me as he played with his nieces, trying to keep them from climbing up the furniture and breaking the expensive vases.

      The oddness of the situation struck me suddenly. For the past three months, my life had been filled with supernatural creatures, demonic possessions, and unexplained events.

      This, here, was too normal.

      Even if it wasn’t my normal. Even if it felt wrong.

      I hadn’t managed to find my place at the Academy, to fit in. Of all the students, only Disha made me feel welcome, so when I wasn’t with her, I hid behind the anonymity of campus life. As awkward as that was, this was much worse.

      Without anyone noticing, I left the parlor. I went in the bathroom where I’d seen Rowan last night and splashed my face, wondering if going to my room and disappearing for the rest of the day would be too rude.

      As I blotted my cheeks with a fresh cloth from a shelf, I remembered Rowan’s muscled torso, and the white towel wrapped around his narrow waist, water dripping down his smooth pecs. My mouth went dry.

      The door opened slowly, breaking me from my thoughts. Rowan, himself, slid in. He closed the door behind him and leaned casually on it.

      “You’re the girl with the plan,” he said. “You’ve escaped.”

      I was about to deny it, but he went on.

      “Next time, take me with you. Don’t leave me at the mercy of those witches and the little devils.” He smiled in such a disarming way that I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “All three of them are witches?” I asked, the idea of “Miss America” being a witch almost sending me into a fit of giggles.

      “The worst kind.” He paused and scanned my face. “Must be weird for you to be forced to spend the holidays with us. It’s weird enough for me and I live here.”

      “Just a bit,” I said, throwing the cloth in a hamper in the corner.

      Without warning, he took my hand, pulled me out of the bathroom, and dragged me through the house. We clomped up the stairs, past my bedroom, and into what looked like his bedroom.

      I planted my feet as soon as we crossed the threshold and glanced around. Undeterred, he pressed on to a double window, which he unlatched and threw open. The wind teased back his hair as he glanced over his shoulder.

      “C’mon.” He climbed out and disappeared from sight.

      I took a few tentative steps forward, my eyes darting from one thing to the next. A perfectly made king-size bed with a gray duvet. A desk with pencil sketches pinned to a corkboard above it. A gaming chair in front of a large TV and three different types of controllers strewn around it. A couple of model planes hanging from one corner and below them a bookcase filled with the kind of tomes I’d grown used to seeing at the Academy.

      “Are you coming or not?” Rowan poked his head in and gave me an annoyed look.

      Walking to the window, I peered out at the late afternoon sky. Rowan was nowhere in sight. Carefully, I stepped out onto the gabled roof, doing my best not to look down.

      “Climb up,” he called from his spot at the peak, where he sat staring out toward the adjacent forest and the horizon beyond.

      I climbed up, my hands down on the gritty roof tiles.

      Don’t look down. Don’t look down, I repeated to myself.

      When I got close enough, Rowan lent me a hand, pulling me up until I perched next to him. I let out a sigh of relief.

      “I’m sure you’ll agree it’s much better out here than inside,” he said, his brown eyes fixed on the horizon, his features so relaxed he almost seemed like a different person, like a Rowan from a Bizarro dimension, where all was good and no harm or curses ever came to anyone.

      I glanced down at my cuffs and, for the first time, wondered if I’d be better off without them, if I was better off away from all of this supernatural crap. But who was I kidding? I was not a Regular, and if I couldn’t find myself in this new world, I was shit out of luck.

      We didn’t exchange any words. It should have been awkward, but the silence between us was perfect. The changing colors of the sky said it all. There was so much more out there than what we currently had. All we had to do was wait and do our best until we were prepared to go get it. We stayed up on the roof until the sky turned purple, and the rustle of the wind over the trees threatened to lull me to sleep.

      After we carefully descended from the peak, Rowan went through the window, then gripped my hand as I climbed in and made sure I didn’t bang my head against the frame.

      Once inside, he held onto my hands and searched my face until I was forced to meet his dark eyes.

      “I think you’re right,” he said. “I’m very impressionable at the moment.” He frowned, appearing concerned. “I’m actually starting to think you’re… kind of amazing.”

      Pterodactyls spread their wings inside my stomach.

      I nodded, knowingly, and did my best to sound unaffected. “Maybe you knocked your head.”

      “I must have,” he said, touching two fingers to his temple. “Because you’re not really amazing, are you?”

      “Nope, not one bit.” I shook my head.

      “Hmm,” he took a step closer, his hand climbing up my forearm, sending chills into every corner of my body.

      I laid my hand on his chest and traced a circle, repaying him the favor, and wondering if some Shadow Puppet had taken possession of my limbs again. It certainly felt like it. What ever happened to “Don’t get involved with Rowan?” I couldn’t seem to remember why that was important as my eyes searched his warm brown irises.

      He lowered his mouth to mine. My breath caught at the whisper-soft touch of our lips. Fire ignited in my brain at the mere graze of skin against skin. He pulled away, his gaze reaching deep into mine.

      “You are nothing like what I imagined,” he said, his breath warm on my mouth.

      “You aren’t either,” I said, my voice low and heady. My heart fluttered in my chest and my head was light. I gripped his shirt, unable to let go.

      At the tone of my words, he seemed to lose it and kissed me again, this time deeply, his hand on the back of my neck, possessive and strong.

      Before I realized it, my fingers were in his hair, relishing its silky feel. Our kiss deepened, growing desperate and more hungry. Grasping my waist, Rowan guided me to the bed, where he eased himself on top of me, and I had to stifle a groan as our bodies molded to each other.

      A part of me screamed I should push him away and get off his bed, but his kisses were too good, and his hands chaste, despite the way my traitorous body seemed to want more.

      We kissed with abandon, as if the rest of the world didn’t exist, as if nothing else mattered. Oddly, it felt right. As right as everything else felt wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SPRING SEMESTER

        MID JANUARY

      

      

      

      “Chardonnay, you really need to be paying attention here. Answorth is about to show us how to possess the frog.” Disha jostled my shoulder.

      I shook away the thoughts plaguing me and tried to concentrate. Possessing a frog did sound interesting, but my mind was elsewhere and had been since that night last month in Rowan’s bed.

      Just remembering the delicious press of his body on mine sent shivers to my curled-up toes. His urgent lips. The taste of his mouth as his tongue slid over mine.

      Damn. I was definitely distracted.

      Our incredible make-out session had been rudely interrupted by Macgregor Underwood. He’d thundered up the stairs, bellowing Rowan’s name.

      Scrambling, we’d jumped apart and straightened our clothing as he strode in the door. Macgregor’s narrowed eyes and disapproving frown seemed etched in stone as he surveyed the scene—rumpled bed, rumpled us. In an instant, he had demanded to see Rowan in his office, leaving me both unsatisfied and panicked that I would soon be kicked out of the house.

      However, that was not to be my fate. I’d stayed at the Underwoods’ for the rest of the break. It was Rowan and his father who had not.

      I had not seen Rowan since the last backward glance he gave me. He and Macgregor had pulled out of the garage that night and had not returned. Nor had they come back to school at the start of the term.

      I had stayed under Rowan’s mom’s care, which involved lots of tea parties with her friends, preparations for a New Year’s event at one of her charities, and even a shopping trip to the fanciest stores in Atlanta. I’d been glad to be back in school, even if Dean McIntosh had grilled me about the effects of the cuffs while I lied through my teeth and promised all they’d done was help me focus my magic, never mentioning the fact that they’d also made me more powerful. The last thing I needed was more babysitting, so really… they’d forced me to lie with their overprotectiveness.

      When a full week of classes had gone by with no word from Rowan, I’d grown desperate enough to ask Dean McIntosh if she’d heard from them. She informed me that they were on private Academy business, but they were fine. Rowan would receive credit for the work he was doing with his father. I was not to worry about them.

      And yet, there was a tightness in her smile that made me suspect things were not going as well as she claimed. How could they be if Rowan and Dean Underwood had been gone over a month? Everyone knew they weren’t relishing in fun daddy/son adventures because they enjoyed each other’s company.

      The worry gnawed at me during the day and kept me up at night. It was worse than Disha’s moping over Professor Henderson. At least she knew he was still alive.

      Had I found Rowan only to lose him? Was I destined to lose every person in my life who I chose to care for?

      The ache widened into a cavern that threatened to split me in two. I felt lonely. Not even talking to Trey was helping.

      “Char-lie,” Disha whispered, her bony elbow digging into my side.

      “Ow,” I mouthed, but I obliged her and attempted to watch as Professor Answorth murmured the incantation again, twisting his fingers and touching the speckled frog’s head.

      The entire class stared, enrapt as the frog stiffened. Professor Answorth lifted his hands, causing the frog to rise and stand on its two long legs.

      “I didn’t know frogs could do that,” Disha whispered.

      I nodded, watching it all with growing unease. Answorth had been cleared of having any involvement in Georgia’s death, but that frog’s gaze looked eerily similar to hers before her death.

      “Now, pay attention,” Professor Answorth said with a comical twist of his mouth. Using one hand like a marionette with an invisible string, he kept the frog on its legs. Then he reached for his phone with the other hand. Swiping it open, he started a familiar tune. “Hello, my baby,” blared from his iPhone while Answorth directed the frog to strut and kick just like the famous Michigan J. Frog.

      The class giggled, but all I could think about was the frog, imprisoned in his own body. A puppet. I knew exactly how that felt. Answorth could command him to jump in front of a car. He could command him to do any vile thing he could think of and no one would be the wiser.

      This was wrong.

      My hand shot up as if on its own.

      Answorth saw me, lowered the frog, and turned off the music, his face sliding from joy to something more serious and professorial.

      “Yes, Ms. Rivera.”

      “Should we be learning this?” I blurted.

      All students turned to look at me, disapproval written all over their faces, but I kept going.

      “I mean, isn’t this dangerous? After all, could witches and warlocks use this to basically commit crimes and get away with them?”

      Answorth employed magic to swipe the frog off the table and into his cage as if moving it out of sight might erase what he’d just done. He straightened his shoulders and lifted his chin, although, come to think of it, he looked pretty disheveled for a man who always wore a jacket and vest to class. His clothes were unusually rumpled, his hair uncombed and there was a sallow pallor to his cheeks that suggested illness. I wondered if Georgia’s death and the investigation had taken its toll on him.

      “Class, all eyes up here. Ms. Rivera proposes an interesting, nay, a very important question. Is it ever okay to possess another human? What say you, class?”

      There was a general grumbling. I knew I’d just made enemies with nearly every freshman in my graduating class. So much for fitting in.

      Disha shot me a worried look and then raised her hand. She was going to fall on the grenade for me.

      “Magical Law of 1845 states that it is unlawful to possess any human or supernatural creature. Only the council or Magical Law Enforcement may do it, and they must obtain permission from the high court.”

      “Excellent, Ms. Khatri. We are not allowed to use this skill on Regulars. I dare not think any of you would possess enough power to do so, anyway.” He waggled his eyebrows at the pun. “It is very rare for a student to have what is needed. This takes much practice and years of well-seasoned powers.”

      “But someone did it to Georgia,” I said without raising my hand.

      Professor Answorth stiffened, and I swear when his gaze met mine, all friendliness had fled. “That is correct. We must never forget what happened to her. It was an unforgivable crime.”

      “Then why show us? Even on a frog?”

      Answorth twisted his neck from side to side as if my question made him uncomfortable. “There are things worth knowing, Ms. Rivera, even if one never uses them. Now, class.” He strode around the desk and waved his hand, causing all of our textbooks to flip to the same page. “We will pick up our reading on using mentalism to protect ourselves against a possession.”

      He was changing the subject and trying to make it seem like his little demonstration had led up to learning to protect ourselves, but I wasn’t buying it. There had been a glee in his eyes, when he made that frog dance, that hadn’t been normal.

      Not natural.

      Or maybe I was crabby and taking it out on him.

      My cuffs flared as if in response. Crabby, for sure. But that didn’t mean Answorth was innocent. And if Rowan wasn’t here to keep an eye on him, I would. When he returned, he’d be pleased to know I had kept it up in his stead.

      Was I just doing this to please him? Try to remind him what he saw in me that day?

      Well, maybe I was, but it didn’t make it a bad idea.

      Fifteen minutes later, when class ended, Disha and I folded up our books.

      “Let’s go,” she said, heading out of the classroom. “If we hurry, we might catch Mr. Sexy still at his shift in the cafeteria.”

      Mr. Sexy was Disha’s new crush, a senior with blond, surfer boy hair and aqua blue eyes. Apparently, she was picking a new boy toy that was as far from Dr. Henderson as possible.

      I casually eyed Professor Answorth who was busily packing up his materials.

      “You go ahead. I’ve got some surveillance to do.”

      Disha made a face, crossed her arms together Wonder Woman style and cast a bubble of silence around us.

      “Are you crazy? He was cleared over Christmas break. They brought in the best investigators the high council has. He was exonerated, Charlie. No involvement. Just like everyone else. Capice?”

      I shook my head, both in disagreement and in wonder that she could know so much. Either her parents were well connected and had spilled all the secrets, or she was talking to Dr. Henderson again.

      “Are you saying that a powerful warlock like Professor Answorth couldn’t fool members of the high council?”

      “I don’t know, Charlie, but what makes you think that you, a freshman with literally no experience before September, would be able to do better than the best minds in wizardry?”

      Her words stopped me cold. I reared back with their bluntness.

      She slapped her hand over her mouth. “Charlie, I’m sorry I snapped.”

      I waved it off, even though it still stung. “It’s nothing.”

      “It’s just that... ever since you got those cuffs,” she gestured at my wrists, “you’ve been different.”

      It was true. My cuffs, and their new found power, had made me daring—reckless even. But, they also made me powerful. More powerful than Disha even knew. I’d told her about their curing Rowan of his curse, but I’d left out how they hinted at things. How they drew me toward people as if they had a mind of their own.

      Yeah, I’d left out that little tidbit.

      When I glanced over my shoulder, Answorth was sneaking out the back door, very Scooby Doo villain-esque. My cuffs flashed hot as if letting me know I was on the right track.

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing Disha’s arm. “Just trust me, okay?”

      She gave me an are-you-kidding-look, but finally nodded.

      I smiled with the glee of having her by my side and the opportunity to use my new-found power again.

      Grabbing both her wrists, I tapped into my magical well-spring. It was as if I had batteries cuffed to my arms. The minute I focused my mental energy in their direction, the cuffs produced a stream of energetic bubbles tripping through my veins. I mumbled the spell we had learned in Henderson’s class, with a few added tweaks of my own. Then I pushed the charm out over Disha and myself.

      The minute she blinked out of existence I knew it had worked.

      “What did you do?” she whispered at me.

      “You can talk normally. No one can see us and only you and I can hear each other. It’s a cloaking spell.”

      “What kind of cloaking spell is this?” I couldn’t see her face, but alarm and amazement tinted her voice.

      “Don’t worry about it, okay? We need to move. He’s slipping out the back.”

      Pulling her along, we darted around groups of students and exited the building through the front door. Then I headed around the side to the back exit. Answorth was already outside, cutting a swift path north.

      “He’s not going to the staff housing. What could he possibly want at the north end of campus?”

      Disha’s disembodied voice appeared at my left shoulder. “Wide open spaces? All that’s up there is a field and then the woods.”

      So he wanted to be alone? Interesting.

      We jogged after him. Disha panted at my side, but she didn’t protest, a sign that she was now as intrigued about his field trip as I was. And when we saw him slip into the tall trees at the edge of the property, my suspicions felt all but confirmed.

      “He’s being sneaky for sure,” I said, casting my eyes about for Disha even though there was nothing to be seen.

      “I have to admit, you may be right. Do we follow him? That forest is chocked full of dangerous creatures and spells gone wrong. Plus, there are blocking spells around to keep students out. If we step into one of those, we’ll be sucked in and transported to Dean McIntosh’s office.”

      I rolled my eyes. As if she’d cared about following the rules when she’d been having an affair with one of the teachers.

      “Yes, we follow him. We need to know if he’s the one letting demons in and stealing items. Dean McIntosh certainly thinks he’s innocent. Maybe they’re in it together.”

      “Charlie,” Disha’s voice admonished, but I could tell she was keeping pace with me as we headed to the tree line.

      We slipped through the first tall trees with Answorth in sight. I was glad it was still broad daylight because the moment we walked under the tree canopy the sun disappeared, casting everything in long, creepy shadows.

      Hands wrapped around my arm and I yelped.

      “Told you it was scary,” Disha said as she pulled close.

      “We’ll just see what he’s doing and then get out,” I said, my chest tight. She was right. The magic around us felt old and unstable, like ancient dynamite. One wrong move and we’d be in deep trouble.

      As we walked, it felt as though eyes were watching us from the trees. We were cloaked, but I’d learned in class that some magical creatures could see past any type of cloaking spell. Memories of the lich and the werewolf crept up like icy fingers.

      “There,” Disha said, squeezing me tight.

      Answorth had stopped in a clearing up ahead. The area he picked was small and dim, far enough from the main campus that anyone passing wouldn’t see him. Definitely perfect for some nefarious bullshit.

      We scooted up closer, keeping track of all his movements. His briefcase, that should have held his books and papers, sat on the forest floor, pulsing with a sickly yellow light.

      Disha’s nails dug into my arm and my cuffs warmed as if to say See, I told you so.

      Answorth reached down and opened up the case.

      A long wooden object shot up four feet into the air and hovered for a moment before spinning in lazy circles and sending light in all directions. Answorth stood, holding his arms out, his lips moving faster than an auctioneer’s.

      “It’s a staff,” Disha hissed.

      A staff. Wasn’t that what the administration had claimed had gone missing?

      Slowly, I began to notice a pull in my chest. My magic was being sucked out, drained as if Answorth had turned on a large vacuum and was hoovering everything into him. To confirm my suspicions, he began to rise above the forest floor. Hair fluttering in the magical wind and his face lit with wild pulsing light, he looked… different.

      He snarled, his mouth changing. His jaw elongated as his teeth flashed in a grimace.

      “What the hell?!” Disha exclaimed. “He’s… he’s a vampire?”

      Vampire? Then I noticed the fangs protruding from his open mouth.

      Definitely vampire. And not the sparkly, sexy kind. The bite-your-neck-and-leave-you-for-dead kind.

      Oh, my God.

      I took a step forward to get a better look and it all fell apart. My cloaking spell disintegrated. We flickered into view standing only a few feet from Answorth. He spotted us immediately. Eyes wide, he opened his mouth, bared his fangs and growled.

      Turning to my friend, I spurred my wobbly legs into motion.

      “Disha, run!”
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      We ran as if our asses were on fire.

      Disha sprinted ahead of me, impossibly fast on her damn heels. What the hell? I pressed harder, fists pumping, feet pounding the dirt and fallen leaves.

      Behind me, branches cracked, sounding as if they were being run over by a bulldozer.

      My cuffs throbbed once, urging me to go faster.

      Gee, thanks.

      First, they’d gotten me in trouble and now they abandoned me to my own fate.

      “Help!” Disha screamed as the edge of the woods came into view.

      I dared a glance over my shoulder just to find Answorth flying straight at me. I cried out as he plowed into my body, sending me sprawling to the ground.

      We crashed on top of gnarled roots, Answorth’s clawed fingers digging into my sides. I cried out again, both from pain and terror. As we rolled over damp loam, he snarled like a mad beast.

      We came to a stop with him on top of me. He growled in satisfaction, face upturned heavenwards, the column of his throat pale and throbbing with black veins. His face was horribly distorted. Besides the large fangs, his cheeks were sunken and his skin glowed a sickly white.

      Chuckling deep in his throat, he glanced down, his blue irises opalescent and the whites lined with the same dark veins as his neck.

      He licked his lips, red tongue flicking between white, pointed fangs.

      I fought under him, arms and legs pushing on his rock-like body.

      “You want this,” he said in a husky voice. “You don’t wish to struggle.”

      The fight went out of me, my body going limp and filling with a strange warmth.

      “I want this,” my mouth repeated.

      My own voice echoed in my ears like a faraway murmur. A part of me fought the stupor, but I felt intoxicated, my eyelids heavy, my muscles weak.

      A cruel smile slashed Answorth face. His head dipped—straight, blond hair dangling and brushing my cheek as he angled himself for the kill.

      A violent thrill ran through me as his fangs sank into my neck, a wave of desire and pleasure making me throw my head back and moan.

      Behind my closed eyelids, images of Rowan’s face flashed in quick succession. The weight of his body against mine, molding itself perfectly, two puzzle pieces reunited. I dug my fingernails into his back. An animalistic growl of pleasure reverberated in my ears.

      My eyes sprang open.

      No, not Rowan. Answorth!

      I tried to scream, but my throat was petrified. I tried to push, but my arms and legs were useless. Why can’t I move?

      The answer came to me from my Supernaturals and Their Lore textbook. We had studied this. I was enthralled. It was a power vampires possessed.

      Suddenly, the pleasure turned to agony as Answorth’s fangs dug deeper into my neck and sucked. My veins turned into rivers of pain, cutting paths from every corner of my body straight to my jugular.

      Help me! Somebody help me!

      The cuffs pulsed, squeezing my wrists, reminding me they were there.

      I concentrated on their cool grip on my skin, remembered the way they’d blazed when I healed Rowan. For an instant, I feared the immense heat they’d released that day, the burns and blisters that marred my skin after all was said and done, but that pain was nothing compared to the sure death that awaited if I didn’t do something.

      “Help me.” I managed, hissing the two words through paralyzed lips.

      Energy blossomed in my chest, spreading quickly, reviving my useless limbs. Lifting my hands, I clamped them around Answorth’s throat and felt him swallowing, relishing in my blood.

      “Fit glacies sanguinem in venas.”

      Unfamiliar words flowed independently past my lips. They were weak, a mere whisper, but determination grew in me as knowledge flooded me. I suddenly knew what the spell would do. It would freeze my blood in Answorth’s veins.

      “Fit glacies sanguinem in venas,” I repeated, this time louder.

      Answorth made a choking sound.

      “Fit glacies sanguinem in venas.” Now, my voice was loud enough that it rang in my ears.

      The pull, the tug on my veins, stopped.

      “There! By that tree,” Disha’s alarmed voice broke through the woods, barely reaching me through the trance of my spell.

      “Fit glacies sanguinem in venas,” I pronounced with authority.

      This time, Answorth stiffened, becoming a heavy boulder on top of me.

      He had stopped drinking, but the wound in my neck burned like acid while his weight crushed my lungs, making it impossible to breathe. My vision swam. Too late. He had already drained me dry. I was fading fast.

      Voices and steps.

      “Oh god! Get him off of her.”

      Disha? She sounded hysterical.

      The weight that crushed me disappeared all at once.

      “Is she dead?”

      Precious air rushed into my lungs. I gasped and coughed.

      “Oh, thank you, thank you, God.”

      Hands smoothed my hair back.

      “You’ll be alright, sweetie.”

      My eyes flickered open for an instant and caught sight of a blurry Disha, brown hair draping on either side of her face. She was so pretty. I attempted a smile, but my mouth barely twitched.

      She glanced away from me. “She’s gonna be okay, right?”

      I sensed someone else taking a knee beside me, across from Disha. I attempted to open my eyes again to see who it was, but my eyelids seemed glued shut.

      Pressure on the side of my neck... on the bite. Murmured words I couldn’t understand.

      My skin tingled, then began to itch. There was a wet sound as I felt the wound knitting itself back together.

      “Is she going to turn into a vampire?” Disha whined anxiously.

      “Fortunately for her, Charlie’s spell slowed the poison and I drew out the rest. She’ll be fine.” A hand slipped behind my head. “Drink this, Ms. Rivera.” It was Dean McIntosh’s commanding voice.

      I obediently parted my lips and drank whatever she poured into my mouth. It went down like honey, and I hardly needed to swallow as the thick liquid found its own way down my throat.

      A lazy sensation spread over my muscles, same as when I first woke up in the morning. I blinked my eyes open. Disha and the dean’s worried faces hovered over me.

      “Hi,” I said, smiling stupidly.

      Disha exhaled in relief, her big brown gaze darting to Dean McIntosh’s hand. “What was that?”

      The dean shrugged one shoulder and slipped a small vial into the front pocket of her slacks.

      “Velour Vitae,” she said. “I always carry it with me. You’d be surprised how often students need a pick me up. Lots of shoddy spells.”

      “I have to learn how to brew that,” Disha said, her hands still a bit shaky. She examined my face, relief washing over it. Then, she startled, realizing something. “Dean McIntosh… how was Answorth able to perform magic all this time if he’s a vampire?” But before the dean had time to answer, Disha snapped her fingers and answered her own question. “The items that have been stolen! He was drawing magic from them.”

      The dean nodded.

      “I always knew he was no good, but I didn’t take him for a vampire,” a voice I recognized said from the side.

      I cringed. Not him. Not now.

      Dean McIntosh’s shoulders swiveled as she glanced back, revealing Macgregor Underwood leaning over Answorth’s immobile body. And a step behind his father stood Rowan, his features dark and stern. He stared at the cuffs around my wrists, then at Answorth’s frozen form.

      The image of his eager, kind face over mine as we kissed in his bedroom disappeared from my mind and was replaced by the desolate expression he now wore. He looked miserable, nothing like the happy Rowan I’d last seen. What had happened.

      Now what? What had happened?

      My gaze darted to Macgregor.

      Fucking dear ol’ dad happened, that’s what.

      Rowan had spent a whole month with Macgregor. Anything could have happened during those long weeks. The man seemed to a have knack for breaking his son’s spirit.

      Great. Just great! I didn’t just almost get killed by a vampire. Rowan was broken again and only God knew exactly why.
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      “Drink!”

      For the third time, Disha tried to stick a straw into my mouth, while she held up a glass of orange-flavored electrolyte drink.

      For the third time, I batted her away. I’d already drunk a full glass, and my stomach was sloshing with it.

      “Nurse Taishi said you should drink as much as you can,” Disha fussed at me like a brooding hen.

      “And I have,” I said, my eyes darting to the entrance.

      I was lying on a hospital-style bed in the infirmary, a long room with six more beds and dividing curtains between them. I was the only patient and Disha, my only visitor. She sat on a wooden chair next to the bed.

      Nurse Taishi had checked me and found my heartbeat and breathing too fast, both signs of dehydration. He’d said that, thanks to Dean McIntosh’s Velox Vitae potion, I could do without an IV, but only if I promised to drink plenty of fluids. I hated needles, so I’d promised to chug down whatever they gave me. Though, at the moment, I wasn’t counting with Nurse Nightingale and her mighty straw.

      “How about a popsicle?” Disha asked.

      “Yeah, sure.” Anything but the prodding straw.

      Disha skipped to a small fridge in one corner of the room where Nurse Taishi kept nourishing supplies for his patients. The light that came through the windows was dimming, letting me know the day was winding down.

      “Grape or strawberry?” Disha asked, holding two popsicles in transparent wrap.

      “Strawberry.”

      She handed me the red one, while she took the purple one and sat back down. We removed the packaging and got to work on them, silent for a moment. I glared at the door again.

      “Chartreuse, I warned you about him,” Disha said.

      “Chartreuse?” I asked. “What? Do you like… use a dictionary to come up with these names?”

      “You’re avoiding the issue,” she said in a singsong tone.

      I took a bite of my popsicle and huffed.

      “Rowan carries too much baggage, girl,” she said. “A lifetime of it, actually. Just imagine Macgregor as your father.”

      “What the hell did he do to him? He was so happy last time I saw him and now he looked… depressed, lost.”

      “It’s anyone’s guess. Macgregor is very hard on Rowan.”

      “What is wrong with that man?” I asked. “He’s worse than Hitler on a bad-mustache day.”

      Disha giggled.

      “Well, I almost died,” I said, “Rowan will come and see me. He has to, right?”

      Disha shrugged. “I think we’re better off unattached. You should do like me and find a play thing, instead. Someone easy on the eyes but shallow, by which I mean uncomplicated.”

      I shook my head. “Not my style.”

      “Seriously, give it a try. It’s quite fun.” She licked the popsicle as if it were a lollipop, her eyes growing dreamy and far away as if remembering exactly how much fun “uncomplicated” guys could be.

      The door to the infirmary opened. My heart leapt, thinking it had to be Rowan. Instead, Nurse Taishi walked in. He was easy on the eyes, with his shiny black hair and ready smile, not to mention the muscular frame inside those blue scrubs, but he was not Rowan. My shoulders sank.

      “How is the patient?” he asked, striding in my direction, a stethoscope draped over his neck. “I’m glad to see you’re hydrating yourself.” He gestured toward the popsicle.

      Disha leaned over coquettishly, putting an elbow on the bed and resting her chin on her hand. “She didn’t want to, but I made her.”

      Nurse Taishi squirmed on the spot and hid a blush by turning toward the blood pressure machine. What was Disha doing? Hadn’t she learned her lesson with Henderson? But what did the Academy expect when they hired such young, good-looking staff?

      I waved a hand, shooing Disha away and frowning. She rolled her eyes and sat properly while Nurse Taishi checked my vitals.

      Ten minutes later, I was headed to my room, walking on my own two feet with Disha by my side. I was wearing a pair of scrubs Nurse Taishi had given me as no one wanted me walking around with a bloody T-shirt, the evidence of another attack on campus.

      I could only imagine the amount of damage control Dean McIntosh would have to do after they’d assured everyone the school was safe. But there was no way to avoid it, not when Disha had run all over the place, screaming like a maniac that a vampire was killing her BFF.

      Disha and I walked into the Freshman Dorm, discussing what to do for dinner, though I wanted to take a hot shower before going anywhere. However, we came to an abrupt halt as soon as we reached the common area. A gaggle of students had sprung to their feet from the comfortable sofas as soon as they saw us and started firing questions like paparazzi after hot gossip.

      “Is it true that Answorth is a vampire?”

      “Did he bite you?”

      “What was it like?”

      “I wouldn’t mind him biting me… a little.”

      “Are you going to turn into one now?”

      Seriously?! I pushed past them, ignoring all their questions.

      “Guys, we’re tired. We need a bath. We need food. If you care for your lives, get out of our way,” Disha said, opening a path ahead of me.

      A deep voice rose above all others. “Is it true that he escaped?”

      I whirled around. “What? Who escaped?” I demanded.

      “Answorth,” a tall guy with horn-rimmed glasses and a lumberjack shirt asked. His name was Ian. We had Spells together.

      “Where did you hear that?” Disha demanded.

      Ian adjusted his glasses. “Dunno. Everyone’s talking about it. They’re saying he knocked Underwood out and took off.”

      I exchanged a glance with Disha. My heart clenched as my thoughts immediately went to Rowan. Was he okay? I opened my mouth to ask Ian if he meant father or son, but before I could manage, Disha grabbed me by the elbow and led me away from the gawkers.

      Blinking in confusion, I went along. When I realized she was leading us toward Rowan’s bedroom, I walked with firmer steps and pulled ahead of her. I practically ran down the hall, passing closed and open doors and ignoring the students who milled about.

      I stopped in front of Rowan’s door, heart thumping.

      He was hurt, and I’d been mad at him for not coming to see me in the infirmary. I’d already convinced myself he’d suffered a worse fate than me when Disha knocked, and Rowan himself opened the door, looking as rosy-cheeked as ever. When he realized it was us, he sighed, walked inside, and sat on the bed.

      My heart thudded with anticipation as we entered the room. I glanced around at the bare walls and piles of scattered clothes on the floor.

      “Is everything alright?” Disha asked. “We heard Answorth escaped.”

      He twisted his mouth to one side in an indifferent gesture. “Apparently, he got the best of my mighty father, knocked him over the head and left him unconscious.” Rowan seemed rather pleased by this development, judging by his twisted smirk.

      “But… you’re okay, right?” I asked.

      He met my gaze for just an instant, then glanced away. “I’m fine, yes.”

      Disha and I exchanged a skeptical look. That was a lie if we’d ever heard one.

      “The truth is I’m tired,” he said. “I’d like to… rest.”

      “Oh, sure,” Disha said, gesturing toward the door for us to go.

      “Um, meet you in the cafeteria in an hour?” I asked her.

      She nodded and, offering me a good luck expression, walked out of the room.

      Once Disha had left, I sat next to Rowan. He shifted on the spot and put a few more inches between us. I stared at the floor as my heart broke in two. Did I need any more proof to show me that what had started between us over Christmas break had already crashed and burned?

      “It’s… good to see you,” I said. Yep, apparently I did need more proof. If he still wanted this thing between us to go somewhere, he would take this as an invitation, right?

      “It’s good to see you, too.” The words seemed genuine but not as warm as I would have liked.

      “What happened? Where did your father take you?”

      He shook his head. “I can’t talk about it.”

      “Classified, huh?” I attempted a smile that felt like a grimace.

      “Look, Charlie…” he began.

      I jumped to my feet. Nothing good could start with those words. I had to get out of here.

      “It’s good to have you back.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets and strolled to the door. “I’d better let you rest. You look tired. Plus, I have to shower and change, then meet Disha for dinner. I’ll see you around, okay?”

      He nodded, his expression a combination of sadness and relief. I’d just saved ourselves a very hard conversation.

      So much for a chance at my first boyfriend. It was over before it began.
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      It was Saint Valentine’s Day and I had no boyfriend.

      One heated make-out session, it was all my relationship with Rowan had amounted to. That and a very awkward last couple of weeks as we tried to avoid each other at all costs.

      “Why are we going through this again?” I asked, glancing at Disha in the backseat of our Uber.

      She was dragging me to a party, and a fist-sized knot was already forming in my stomach as we pulled down a long tree-lined driveway. Why had I let her talk me into this? Parties were so… people-y. Lots of chit-chatting with classmates who stared at me and whispered to their friends. I knew rumors were circulating that I had turned into a vampire and was working for Answorth. God, would I ever fit in anywhere?

      Disha closed her lighted compact with a snap. “Because you’ve been avoiding every party all year and the end of the semester is around the corner. I will not, as your best friend and party advocate, allow you to finish freshman year without attending at least one rager. And Kenny said their Valentine’s party is going to be killer.”

      She batted lashes that were so incredibly long she must’ve used a grow spell on them. Her outfit was impeccable—slinky red dress, chunky heels, and perfect makeup. Her eyelids and lips shimmered red to match her dress, and she’d even gone into town to get a blowout for her hair, something I didn’t even know existed until now.

      People actually paid to have someone else blow dry their hair for them. Inconceivable.

      Me, on the other hand, I’d worn what I normally wore—skinny jeans, Chucks, and one of Disha’s red hand-me-down sweaters. Though, I had to admit to putting more time in on my hair and makeup than normal. Disha had mentioned that Rowan would be at the party. Yeah, I was clinging pathetically to some irrational hope.

      Thinking of him was like the memory of a bad fall—all pain and bruises that never seemed to heal. After his return from the excursion with dear ol’ dad, it was as if our time at his house, in his bed, hadn’t happened. Now I wished I, at least, knew the reason, but I’d been too chicken to hear him out, fearing the it’s not you, it’s me conversation.

      At least, the dean and the staff had managed to keep Answorth’s attack as quiet as they could, downplaying my injuries and sending a team to track him down. Plus, they’d beefed up security, buff men and women from Magical Law Enforcement.

      They’d had no argument from me. I didn’t want the school to close. Honestly, I had no idea what I was going to do at the end of April when the semester ended. But that was two months away. Time enough for me to figure out how to avoid living on the streets again.

      The car pulled up to a large farmhouse and let us out. I stood on the curb and took everything in.

      The house was rented by several upperclassmen, including Kenny, Disha’s new boy toy. Only seniors were trusted to live off campus and this was one of the college’s sanctioned houses, situated about ten minutes away in a little, barely populated township called Greenville. The huge ring of sky-high evergreens in every direction was a clue as to why. With no neighbors, the students here couldn’t get into too much trouble.

      The old farmhouse was enormous, sporting a giant wrap-around porch lined with twinkle lights above thrift store couches. Music thumped from the house’s interior as bodies moved past the glowing windows. Everyone wore reds and pinks, per the invitation, and paper hearts hung from the tree boughs. There were also recently-sprouted shrubs decorated with red and white roses.

      Disha grabbed my hand and pointed. “It’s Alice in Wonderland themed.”

      “A theme party? Ugh.” I rolled my eyes.

      “See? This is exactly why I didn’t tell you until the Uber guy drove away.” She winked at me and then tugged me up the cobblestone walkway.

      The house was jammed with bodies and loud music. My eyes did their best to take it all in—a couple already making out on the couch, two DJs in Tweedledum and Tweedledee costumes manning a set of turntables at the far end of the living room, and a counter with treats labeled “Eat me” and cups labeled “Drink me.”

      As I watched, a girl took a little yellow cake and nibbled. Her body blew up to twice its normal size, head thunking on the ceiling. She guffawed and handed the cake to a friend. If they all ate those, we’d be in trouble.

      God, it was loud. In addition to the music and the chatter, a very drunk girl in a crooked Red Queen wig kept yelling, “Off with their heads.”

      I wondered how long I would last. I should’ve paid the Uber driver to hang around, but then I remembered I had no money.

      “Kenny’s in the barn,” Disha yelled, pulling me away.

      Weaving through the house, we stepped into the yard and I sucked in a breath. If I thought the decorations out front were amazing, the backyard could only be described as out-of-this-world.

      Giant, bioluminescent mushrooms loomed above our heads, casting dim shadows. Flowers and vines of every color oscillated in time with the music. In the center of a brick patio, a huge table was set for tea with at least fifty cups and saucers. Tucked among them, a stoned guy in a rabbit costume twitched in the center while others sat around, oblivious while they smoked a hookah and blew smoke rings.

      I had to hand it to these guys. When they picked a theme, they really dove in.

      Disha led us across a stone path to the largest of the three barns. Kenny was waiting out front. He was clearly very excited about his party’s chosen theme, dressed in a full Johnny Depp style Mad Hatter costume with a big bowtie, curly red wig and makeup.

      He pulled off his top hat and took a bow. Disha ran up, squealing and threw her arms around him.

      “You look amazing!” She held his face in her hands. “You even changed your eye color.”

      Kenny smiled. “Lawrence did it for me. He swears they won’t stay this way once the spell wears off, but time will tell. Charlie,” he said, addressing me, “what do you think?”

      I grinned at him. Kenny was a nice guy, one she’d met in the library, actually studying. Too bad Disha was going to chew him up and spit him out in a few weeks. “This is amazing, Kenny. How’d you guys pull it off?”

      He shook his head, casting his gaze around. “Honestly, we didn’t attend class all week. Probably a terrible use of our time, but we love it.”

      Disha leaned into him, batting those bird-wing eyelashes. “He says last year they did Jurassic World.”

      “That got way out of hand,” Kenny said laughing. “Dinosaurs everywhere. This is way safer and less to clean up.”

      I tried to picture it, wondering how they kept the lizards all contained and managed not to kill the neighbors.

      “Much better choice,” I said, pointing at the tea table.

      “You haven’t seen the best part!” Kenny said, jumping up. Placing his hat back on, he got into character, accent and all. “Behind us, ladies, is the pièce de résistance—a maze of sorts that will require cunning, wit and a little magic.”

      Disha clapped her hands. I raised an eyebrow. Now, this sounded interesting.

      “How does it work?” I asked.

      “Simple. You go in, walk through the maze, and try to get out. It’s not that bad. I’ve only had to rescue a few people and you girls have a better shot because you’re sober, unless…” He gestured to the cooler by his feet.

      I shook my head, remembering the witch’s brew. I couldn’t trust what warlocks offered, even if it was from someone as nice as Kenny.

      “Okay, then.” He pushed open the barn door, revealing a dark interior.

      I took Disha’s hand and together, we stepped inside. Darkness enveloped us as soon as Kenny shut the door.

      “There better not be any of those pixie minotaurs in here,” I said.

      “Remind me again why I’m in here with you instead of out there making out with him?” Disha asked as she wove her hands in the air and cast a light spell.

      “Because you love me,” I answered, peering forward into the barn. It seemed very ordinary—hay, yard tools, and shelves of fertilizer that smelled terrible.

      “I don’t see any ma—”

      My foot, which I thought would land on a solid barn floor, fell into empty space. My body pitched forward. I wheeled my arms, trying to keep from falling in, but there was nothing to grab.

      Down I went.

      “Charlie!” Disha screamed.

      I fell through the rabbit hole, a shout tearing from my throat. My hands clawed at the sides, dislodging dirt and roots, but nothing stopped my fall. I tumbled end over end.

      The bottom reared up, and I feared I would splat, but, at the last second, my body hit a pocket of air and hovered a few feet off the floor, before gently landing on the dirt.

      I glanced up. Way, way up.

      Stupid boys. Stupid theme party.

      Dusting myself off, I found the tunnel I was supposed to take, the only one here with torches to light my way.

      This was Kenny’s game and I’d have to play it. I stared up to see if Disha would follow me, but after a few minutes, it seemed like she’d changed her mind. Whatever. I could do this alone. It’d take my mind off of other things.

      I trekked down the dirt tunnel and found a room at the end of it. The hollowed-out space was empty, nothing in it but a very tiny door at the far end. I’d seen the movie more than once as a kid and I knew what I had to do, but as I glanced around, I didn’t see any “Eat me” or Drink me” items to shrink myself.

      “But Alice didn’t have these,” I said, pushing my sleeves up to reveal my magic cuffs.

      Conjuring a shrinking spell was easy. Down, down I went until I was the size of a Pomeranian, small enough to fit through the door. Then, I turned the knob and strode through.

      A similar landscape to the farmhouse’s backyard lay before me—big mushrooms, glowing plants, a huge Cheshire-Cat-smile in the sky, lighting everything in dim shadows.

      The door slammed shut behind me and the knob wouldn’t turn when I jiggled it.

      Only forward, eh? Okay, Kenny. Forward it is.

      I walked through the mushroom forest until I spotted a hand-painted sign reading, “Royal Croquet Game.” That had to be where I needed to go.

      Approaching, I could hear the crack of croquet balls and the shouts of players. When I walked under a hedge arch, the game came into view. Several students were playing with frozen flamingo mallets. Card soldiers danced around, forming the rings that the balls rolled through.

      “Wanna play?” a girl called, holding up a flamingo to me.

      I shook my head. I wasn’t here to play drunk yard games, and I didn’t feel great about using birds as clubs. The sooner I got through the maze and back to Disha, the sooner I could get back to my bed.

      “Not your game, eh, Rivera?” a voice said.

      When I whirled around, Rowan stepped out from the shadows.

      “Rowan.” My heart climbed up into my throat as I tried to decide what to do. Every other time we’d met, we’d ignored each other, or Disha was there as a buffer. Here, there was no one but the grinning moon to see what would be a terribly awkward conversation. Even the croquet players were too far away to create a distraction.

      “Didn’t think you’d be here,” I lied, crossing my arms over my chest. “Thought you might be following Daddy around Kingdom Come.” I didn’t know what made me say that. I guess I was resentful.

      Rowan winced, covering it up with a smirk. “Daddy has bigger fish to fry. Mainly Answorth. You don’t know where he is, do you?”

      “Who? Answorth? Why would I know where he is?”

      His eyes lingered on the spot on my neck where two puncture marks would now always be.

      “Did it hurt?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Like a bitch.”

      His hooded eyes tightened. Then, as I watched, he put a flask to his lips and took a long pull. The smell of hard liquor was unmistakable. So that’s why he was talking to me.

      “My father,” he said drunkenly, “is back to thinking I’m useless. It’s better actually. At least now we have a dynamic I understand.”

      He took a few steps and sunk onto a downed mushroom cap. Then he took another drink.

      Reaching out, I snatched the flask. “I think you’ve had enough.”

      “Have I?” he laughed dryly. “Tell me, Charlie. Am I still a disappointment? Hmm? Will my magic return? Will these ever go away?”

      At this, he reached down, grabbed the hem of his sweater, and pulled it off over his head.

      I expected the sight of his half-naked body to turn on the faucet of my desire, but it was pity that flooded me instead. His chest, arms and neck were covered in dark blue veins again. They had spread like a cancer onto nearly every square inch of his body.

      Oh god! The curse was back with a vengeance.

      Was this why he’d pushed me away? Had he been alone, suffering, all this time?

      “How did this happen? It’s worse than before,” I said, gasping.

      “It just came back, and at an inopportune time, too. My father found about it  during our little excursion. All that hiding… Useless. After hunting down all those rabbit trails that lead nowhere, he did take me to the best magical doctor money can buy. And do you know what they said?”

      “No,” I whispered.

      Rowan’s teeth flashed. “They said there was no cure. That I would lose magic completely. So my father plans to pull me out at the end of the semester. He wants to set me up as an accountant.” He said the last word as if it were a curse in itself. I couldn’t imagine tasting magic and then losing it all. A life like that would be so... empty.

      Falling to my knees before him, I reached out to touch his skin.

      Rowan pulled back, hurt playing in all of his features. “Don’t. Don’t touch me.”

      A second before, all I’d wanted was to help him, but his attitude angered me.

      “So if I can’t cure you, I’m nothing then?” Was that time in his room only because I’d taken the curse away? Now that it was back, I was worthless. Tears sprung to my eyes. Oh Jesus, I was going to cry in front of Rowan Underwood. I could not let that happen.

      Jumping up, I turned to leave, but he was up fast, grabbing my wrist. When I faced him again, he just looked… broken.

      “I don’t... want to hurt you,” he said, one trembling hand cupping my cheek. His touch felt so good, but there were tears in his eyes, too. And I could feel the sickness rolling off him like heat.

      “Rowan, let me try to heal you again,” I whispered.

      He shook his head, letting his hair fall into his eyes. “It’s not worth it. I’m not...”

      His hand on my wrist found the scars from my first attempt. His thumb brushed over my damaged skin, sending tingles up and down my body. Even in my rage, my fear, I wanted nothing more than for him to pull me into his arms and press his lips on mine.

      Instead, he snatched the flask from my hand and drained it. “I’m going to have to do something… drastic.”

      “Drastic? Rowan?”

      He pulled away, staggering off down the path. “Stay away from me, Charlie. You will, if you know what’s good for you.”

      I watched him disappear into the dark.

      The irony was, I never did know what was good for me.
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      I wandered down the mushroom path, the ache widening in my chest. If I still had Rowan’s flask I would chug it just to drown out the voices in my head. Rowan was going to do something crazy, but what? We’d already tried everything legal we knew. That left unimaginable, unspeakable things.

      I had to stop him.

      But his words echoed in my ears. Stay away from me, Charlie. You will, if you know what’s good for you.

      Was I turning into one of those girls who threw their own lives away following after broken men? That couldn’t be my fate. I was more than an attachment to some male, no matter how much he’d grown to mean to me. I vowed then and there to help Rowan, but to not let it take me down, too. If he was planning some of the things we’d studied in Spells like using blood magic or summoning some demon, I would not get involved.

      But still, my heart ached for him. Ill-fated was his middle name.

      I had to find my way back to Disha and get her advice. She knew more about what Rowan might attempt than I did. Plus, she cared about him. Maybe, between the two of us, we could stage an intervention.

      The question was how to get back?

      I walked the path, noticing the change in landscape. Here, the mushrooms grew smaller as large gnarly branches took their place. Without the mushroom’s glow, the shadow’s deepened, making each branch look like gnarled hands ready to snag and catch. A chilly wind made me shiver and shook some wind chimes that jangled off key, only adding to the fear creeping up my spine.

      If I was in one of Alice’s wonderlands, this had to be the Tim Burton one for sure.

      My bracelets throbbed. A bad sign. But when I turned around, the path I’d just traveled on was gone. Behind me, the trees closed in, blocking the way.

      “Oh, shit,” I whispered.

      “Hello, Alice,” a voice said, echoing above me.

      I spun around, heart pounding. “Show yourself.”

      “I knew you’d come.”

      The voice boomed from all directions so that I couldn’t get a read on where it was coming from. I spun around, eyes roving over branches and darting past shadows. Was this part of the game? Maybe, but I drew power from my cuffs anyway.

      As I watched, the moon floated down toward me, morphing into a set of sharp, glowing teeth. Yellow feline eyes blinked above them.

      The Cheshire cat. I should’ve known. My terror eased off a bit as the cartoon face of a pink and purple cat came into view.

      “Alice,” it said, hissing the last syllable.

      “Hey, how the hell do I get out of this maze?”

      Its yellow grin widened to an impossible length. “To get out, you must pay the toll. Hand over something valuable and I will let you pass.”

      “This isn’t part of the movie. And, besides, I don’t have anything valuable.” I hadn’t even brought a purse since Disha always insisted on paying for everything.

      The cat’s grin morphed into something more hostile. Fangs that once appeared harmless lengthened and sharpened.

      “You lie. The bangles on your wrists.” Yellow eyes trailed down my arms.

      “What? No.” I took a step back. On second thought, this really didn’t feel like part of the game.

      The cat’s face began to change. Its eyes and mouth shrank as the fur turned pale and a body took shape. A moment later, the cat was gone and in its place stood a man.

      Answorth.

      “You.” I fisted my hands, drawing as much magic as I could and running through battle spells in my head. There were only a few I knew. Freshmen year focused on defenses, not attack. Quickly, I formed a shield charm and cast it over myself.

      The vampire ran a hand over his white-blond hair and laughed. “A shield charm? How quaint. We really should do a better job as teachers. I’ll be sure to bring it up with Dean McIntosh.”

      His right eye twitched, and he seemed to flicker like an image on an old TV. Was he really here? Or was he just a projection? He took a step forward. A leaf crunched under his foot. Yep, he was here, all right. Or maybe the mushroom spores had addled my brain.

      He waved his hand dismissively and my defensive charm disintegrated before my eyes like a popped soap bubble. He must have gotten hold of another magical item to be able to perform spells. Hell, he probably had a stash of them somewhere.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, backing up as I tried to stall, but branches closed together behind me, forming an impenetrable wall. Woodsy fingers dug into my clothes and I jumped away.

      “There’s no use running,” he said, flashing his vampire fangs.

      They were longer than I remembered. The punctures at my neck tingled, remembering his attack.

      “I made sure no one else could come down the rabbit hole,” he added.

      That’s why Disha didn’t follow me! No one else could come down. My mind turned to Rowan who might still be nearby. But his magic must be gone, and who knew if he was even still in the game? There were the few other party goers playing croquet, but would they be close enough to hear and sober enough to do any good?

      I opened my mouth to scream. Answorth flicked two fingers. My lips clammed up like they’d been zippered shut. My legs locked next. I was frozen in place.

      Terror ran riot over my useless body. Would he attack me again? Drain me lifeless for once and for all. I was done for.

      As panic coursed through me, another sensation grabbed my attention, my bracelets were growing steadily hotter, making my skin feel as if it would melt. Answorth’s eyes locked onto the radiant bands.

      “You have no idea what these are. How powerful,” he said, moving closer. The light from my bracelets made his pale face almost translucent as he stared, transfixed. “You need to hand them over to someone who knows what they’re doing.”

      He placed his hands over my wrists, closed his eyes, and started muttering. I shuddered with impotence and fear, knowing there was nothing I could do.

      Heat burned my flesh where his skin touched mine, as if he were planning to burn my hands off to take the bracelets. When my desperate gaze darted up to his cruel face, I could tell from his muttered spell that was exactly what he intended to do.

      There was no growth spell in the world that would replace my hands. Magic would be lost to me, too. A shock went through me as I realized I would rather die.

      My skin felt as if an inferno was eating every inch. Pain made my eyes water, but I couldn’t cry out. Rowan! I thought. My only hope was that he might save me, but then I thought about how drunk he’d been.

      No one was coming.

      I had to save my damn self.

      The image of the Shadow Puppet flashed before my mind’s eye. I had been frozen then, but I’d been able to break the spell by conveying all my energy outward in one big blast.

      Pushing everything I had in me outward, I thought Stop!

      There was a blast of power like the shockwave after an explosion. I spilled on the ground as Answorth’s spells fell away. On my hands and knees, I sucked in a deep breath.

      “What?” he gaped, his face flickering as if it had also been bewitched. It must’ve been residuals from his Cheshire Cat trick.

      I didn’t give him time to recuperate. I used the first spell I could think of—a propel defense.

      I put my hands on his legs and pushed.

      Answorth flew back like someone had turned a firehose on him. Arms wheeling, he crashed into a tree, and fell into the brush.

      Staggering up, I found my voice. “Help!”

      I didn’t wait for the cavalry. I ran.

      I tore through the landscape, having no idea where I was going but desperate to get away. Maybe if I could get to the party, Answorth wouldn’t risk trying to attack me. There’d be too many witnesses. Plus, Disha would be there.

      But the landscape was still a tangled mess. The thorny trees died away, but now giant chess squares dominated the rolling hills. I scanned the horizon, panting. I saw no door, no ladder, no way out.

      He would come after me. He had to be right behind me.

      Then I heard a familiar baseline. Someone was playing the song Under Pressure.

      The party!

      I ran toward the sound, plowing into a field of flowers and smashing right into a bale of hay.

      I spit out dry grass, whirling around. The barn.

      “Charlie!”

      Disha clomped on her wedges and, like a freight train, barreled into me.

      “You’re okay! I couldn’t get in. Something went wrong. Your hands!” She touched my throbbing mitts.

      When I glanced down, each wrist had bright red burn marks in the shape of hands. Great. More scars.

      “Who did this?” a male voice asked.

      Glancing around, I saw a dozen students had gathered inside the barn. More awaited outside.

      “It’s like I need to put you in a bubble or something,” Disha murmured, waving her hands over my burns. I felt them cool under her healing spell. “Seriously, Char. Why does this keep happening to you?” she said a bit hysterically.

      I stared down at the golden rings on my wrists. A blessing and a curse.

      “It’s the cuffs. Answorth wants them and I don’t think he’ll stop until he gets them.”
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      I plodded down the empty corridor of my dorm, the sound of my flip-flops bouncing against the walls. All the doors were closed, no rowdy girls hollering at each other from across the hall, begging to borrow a flat iron or demanding to know who ate their chocolate.

      Happy spring break to me, yay!

      Coming to a stop in the common area, I kicked at a sofa in frustration.

      “Ow!” My fat toe throbbed.

      Literally everyone was gone to the beach, to parties I wanted the opportunity to turn down. But no, I was stuck on campus. By myself. Even Disha had abandoned me. Not that I blamed her. Kenny had invited her to Cancun, no less.

      Charlie…or Cancun? Charlie…or Cancun?

      Yeah, I’m sure she pondered that choice for about two seconds.

      I stared through the glass doors to the lawn outside. Sun seeped down from the skylight above. With a sigh, I went out, my book and towel tucked under my arm.

      A few moments later, I found a sunny spot close to the Enlightenment Fountain, determined to sunbathe while I enjoyed the sound of rushing water and the steamy words of my novel. If I couldn’t get real romance, the hunk in the book would have to do.

      Kicking off my flip-flops, I spread my beach towel over the grass and lay down on my stomach, facing the standing turtle. Of the five marble statues in the middle of the fountain, it was the one I found least intimidating. Plus, as water jetted from its mouth, it made a pretty rainbow in the sunlight. Beautiful to say the least.

      Since I was the only student on campus, I was breaking all the rules, wearing a pair of cutoffs and a bikini top. Warmth rippled over my bare legs and torso as I made myself comfortable. The sun felt wonderful. The hottie on the cover of my thrift-store novel tempted me with his six-pack. I smiled and began to read.

      After only ten minutes, my eyelids began to droop. Well, this wasn’t as bad as I’d thought. It was actually very relaxing. I closed the book, rested my cheek on folded arms, and shut my eyes. Soon, the warmth and the sound of rushing water lulled me to sleep.

      I woke up sometime later with a weird tingling sensation on my back. I shot up to a sitting position and glanced around, certain that someone was watching me. I spun around. A distance away, in front of the Humanities Building, someone stood, partly hidden by a column.

      Rowan?

      According to Disha who’d heard it from Kenny who’d heard it from Counselor McIntosh who’d heard it from Macgregor, Rowan was supposed to be out of town, enjoying the break with family in Savannah. I narrowed my eyes. The figure was too far away to tell, but it seemed the right height, the right hair color. Looking down for an instant, I pushed to my feet and, when I glanced back up, he was gone.

      Damn!

      Had I imagined it? No. Someone had been there, but was it Rowan? Was Answorth back to drain me of all my blood and possessions? I shook my head. I was getting carried away. For all I knew, it was a creepy janitor, getting his kicks by watching me sunbathe. My skin crawled with disgust.

      Great, Charlie! Way to ruin the fun.

      With a huff, I snatched my towel and book and marched back toward my dorm, my thoughts inevitably back on Rowan. God, I was so tired of trying to keep him out of my mind. It was work, worse than all the history essays Mrs. Middleton loved to assign us.

      I’d been fighting his presence in my mind since Christmas break, and his drunken threat to do something drastic had made things harder still. He was constantly in my thoughts. I fretted over what he might do, even though Disha told me not to worry since Macgregor wouldn’t let anything bad happen to his son now that he knew about the curse.

      She assured me that the trip to Savannah was another attempt on Macgregor’s part to cure Rowan. The Underwoods had powerful relatives in the coastal city, including a great uncle by the name of Everett Underwood who was supposed to have renowned healing powers. Apparently, the old man hated Macgregor which was the reason they hadn’t gone to him sooner and why Rowan had gone to see him on his own.

      “There is hope,” Disha had insisted plenty of times. “Don’t despair, Charmander. And maybe once he’s cured, you two can finally get your freak on because, I swear, all the sexual tension between you two is killing me.”

      Killing her? Yeah, right. Killing me!

      Rowan and I hardly said hello in class or when we inevitably ran into each other around campus, but every glance we exchanged seemed charged with electricity, which made things so much harder for me. I’d even tried a few spells to help take my mind off him. They’d been weak, little charms that lasted only a few minutes and left me feeling worse. I didn’t dare try anything stronger, for fear of forgetting him altogether.

      God! I was pathetic.

      Back in my room, I flung my towel and book on the bed and paced the length of the room, silently praying Rowan’s great uncle could come up with a permanent cure.

      Rowan. Rowan. Rowan.

      Here I was, thinking of him again, even as a more pressing matter loomed over me, the reason why I was stuck here on campus while everyone else partied their eyeballs out.

      “What is wrong with you, Charlie?! You’re about to lose Aradia’s Cuffs and all you can do is worry about Rowan who, by the way, is not worried about you. Get a grip.”

      Awesome. Now, I was talking to myself. Not that it was much different from talking to Trey’s urn.

      I stared down at the cuffs. They flashed for an instant as if to reassure me, as if saying, No matter what Macgregor or the dean try, we’re not going anywhere.

      And maybe that’s why I wasn’t worried. Macgregor was still hell-bent on taking the cuffs from me and restoring them back to the museum. Apparently, he’d found some kind of spell that would do just that. The only caveat… it had to be performed during the vernal equinox, which happened to be right in the middle of spring break. Joy, joy.

      Macgregor didn’t give a damn I was now excelling in my classes or that the cuffs had chosen me. He just wanted to get his way, even if he didn’t gain anything from restoring the artifacts back to their glass boxes.

      Maybe he’s only trying to keep the cuffs from falling into the wrong hands, a backstabbing voice echoed inside my head. Answorth had tried to kill you for them, after all. Macgregor might be trying to save your life.

      It wasn’t the first time I’d had that thought, or the first time I’d pushed it away, because the Aradia Cuffs had chosen me. Not Georgia. Or Macgregor. Or Answorth.

      They’d chosen ME. Charlotte Sofia Rivera.

      Eat your heart out, Macgregor “Douchenoggin” Underwood.

      I needed these cuffs to stay alive because, if nobody else had noticed, magical things tried to kill me on a regular basis and, without them, I was a sitting duck. These cuffs weren’t going anywhere. Equinox spell or not.

      I passed the next couple of days in the same fashion: sunbathing and reading, then feeling as if someone were watching me. As I meandered around campus passing time between sacked meals from the student cafeteria, I cast around for Rowan, hoping to see him at every corner. He was not there. It was just my wishful thinking.

      On the fourth day, there was a knock at my door, bright and early. I’d barely finished taking a shower and getting dressed, and they’d already come for me more than three hours early. I figured they weren’t leaving anything to chance, or waiting till the next equinox.

      When I opened the door, I was surprised to find Counselor McIntosh beaming at me, her fat ferret draped around her neck. Irmagard was wearing a pair of drawstring shorts in a psychedelic pattern, leather Jesus sandals, and a bright yellow tank top. A multicolored band the width of my thumb circled her head and beads and feathers adorned her necklace.

      “Hi,” I said.

      “Hello,” she responded, holding up two fingers in the peace sign and marching into my room. She glanced around with a frown as if she didn’t approve of my organizational skills, but hello… I’d seen her office, and my humble mess had nothing on hers. She turned her blue eyes on me once more. “My sister had to attend other matters, so she put me in charge of things today.” She glanced down at my wrists.

      “In charge…” I echoed doubtfully, trying not to sound rude. It seemed to me the one in charge of my “cuff situation” was Macgregor and no one else.

      She seemed to catch my meaning and winked. “In charge of making sure you make it out in one piece.”

      I swallowed. “You mean… the spell is dangerous.”

      “Oh, no.” She clucked her tongue and made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “The spell is harmless. It’s Macgregor we’re worried about.”

      I blinked. Well, that was reassuring.

      The ferret climbed down her torso and started digging in her shorts pocket. I stared at the animal, but Irmagard went on unfazed.

      “I need to get you ready, then make sure you’re on time,” she said. “The vernal equinox is exactly at eleven fifteen AM, and Macgregor must speak the last word of the spell not a second past that time. If he fails to do that because we’re late or any other reason, there’ll be hell to pay, I assure you. So let’s make sure that doesn’t happen.” She winked again and walked out of the room.

      I trotted after her, closing the door behind me.

      “What do you mean get me ready?” I asked.

      “Nothing much, just cleanse you from all possible hexes that might interfere with the spell. Students hex each other for all kinds of silly reasons. The other day I had to help a boy whose ex-girlfriend was trying to teach him not to cheat.” She held a finger up, then let it go flaccid.

      “Oh,” I said, catching her meaning, surprised that she would recount such a story. I stifled a laugh, imagining how embarrassing that must have been for the poor guy to admit.

      “The word cleansing doesn’t sound fun,” I said, wondering if she’d tried to give me a laxative or something.

      She petted her ferret and, giving a careless shrug, said, “Nothing to worry about, it’s a piece of cake.”

      It turned out that “cleansing” was indeed a piece of cake, but it was also ridiculous. While in her office, Irmagard smoked a pipe and blew the smoke straight at my nose, ran raven feathers from the top of my head to the tip of my toes, let her ferret sniff inside my ears, rubbed a chicken egg against my forehead then cracked it over a bowl and, finally, when none of the crazy rituals revealed any hexes, prepared a cup of Angelica root and fennel tea for me to drink.

      The brew looked and probably tasted like ferret pee, but Irmagard made sure I drained the cup to its last drop. When that craziness was done, she guided me outside and led me toward the hedge maze.

      “We’re not going in there, are we?” I asked, panicked as I remembered the water nymph that nearly drowned Rowan.

      “No, dear, we’re going by the sundial,” she said, veering off to the right.

      Good. I’d been past the sundial. It was harmless, or it had seemed so until I saw Macgregor Underwood standing next to it, dressed in a black suit as if he were going to a funeral.

      My funeral, he was secretly wishing, I was sure.

      “Underwood,” Irmagard said, nodding in his direction.

      “McIntosh.” He inclined his head back, then glanced at me… or, should I say, at the cuffs. I was worth less than the dirt under his Berluti shoes, a ridiculous brand I hadn’t known existed until I came to the Academy.

      The sundial—a large copper plate with time markings in Roman numerals and a metal wedge to cast a shadow—sat between us, its patinaed surface making it appear aquamarine under the noon sunlight.

      Underwood checked his wristwatch, a golden monstrosity almost as wide as my cuffs. He pressed a button on the side, his eyebrows furrowing slightly.

      “Step aside, please.” He gestured toward Irmagard. “It’s nearly time.”

      My stomach contracted with nerves, worry suddenly unleashing from wherever I’d kept it corralled. What if Macgregor succeeded and removed the cuffs? What if I went back to being a mediocre student and I lost my scholarship? What if—

      I should run, I thought, bolt as far away from Underwood as possible. That would at least buy me some time until the next equinox. They couldn’t kick me out as long as I wore Aradia’s Cuffs, right?

      I took a step back. Macgregor’s eyes widened as he comprehended my intention. His right hand went up, fingers clenching. I froze on the spot.

      “No, Ms. Rivera,” he chastised. “Bad idea. This is for your own good, whether or not you choose to believe it.”

      Holding me in place, he checked the time again, without taking his eyes off the dial. My heart raced. The cuffs throbbed as if in protest. I gathered my magic and tried to push outward like I’d done with Answorth, but nothing happened. Underwood was too strong for me, too practiced.

      After a few interminable seconds, he gave a barely perceptible nod, then glanced at the sundial. Satisfied, he began the incantation in a flat tone that revealed no emotion.

      “Accipere clavi fons et accipere sua potentia,” he said succinctly.

      I waited, teeth clenched, for something to happen.

      Nothing.

      I exchanged a glance with Irmagard. She shrugged, cocking her head to one side. Still frozen, I waited for Macgregor to repeat the spell. Instead, I witnessed a major, wizardry tantrum.

      “Damn it all to hell!” he exclaimed, throwing his arms up in the air and releasing me from his magical grip.

      He stared down at me with ill-restrained anger, then, in the most undignified way I’d seen from him, he stomped away, though not before pointing a finger at my face and saying, “I’m not done with you, Rivera.”

      Irmagard and I watched him leave.

      “Oh boy, that man is intense,” she said once he was out of earshot.

      I frowned at her. She’d made the word “intense” sound rather suggestive.

      “Oh, don’t look at me that way, young lady,” she said. “It’s not like you are immune to the many charms the Underwoods have to offer.”

      My mouth fell open. How did she…?

      Irmagard tapped her nose and smiled. “Nothing escapes my notice, Ms. Rivera. You’d do well to remember that.”

      Then she strolled away, leaving me staring at the cuffs and wondering why Underwood was so bent on getting them back. It wasn’t as if they didn’t have hundreds or even thousands of similar artifacts in the museum. It wasn’t as if Answorth hadn’t burned who knows how many of them while he pretended to be fae.

      Something more than Macgregor was letting on was going on here, and I was going to find out what.
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      Later that night, I was sleeping in my bed, having my recurring dream of Rowan and I kissing, his body molding against mine in a deliciously intimate way, when suddenly, I was on the floor, butt up in the air, the bed bucking like a wild horse.

      No, correction: the entire room bucking like a wild horse.

      What the hell?

      The lamp rattled on the night table until it crashed to the floor, so did the alarm clock, which read half past two. My desk slid from side to side as if on skates. The sheer curtains danced like ghosts in front of the window. My textbooks on the built-in shelves thumped to the floor one by one—all while I huddled on the spot, arms over my head, raw screams tearing from my throat as if I were on a roller coaster from hell.

      Shit!

      I’d never heard of earthquakes in Georgia. No, scratch that… mega earthquake in Georgia because this had to be in the scramble-your-brains-into-next-week scale.

      Except something told me I wasn’t in the middle of an ordinary earthquake.

      An instant later, my suspicions were confirmed as a wave of kaleidoscopic light broke through the window and swept across the room like some sort of visible sound wave, then everything went still.

      For a long moment, I stayed on the floor, tightened into a frightened snail, fearing that aliens or at least a battalion of Supernaturals would smash through the window like a Mission Impossible SWAT team.

      They didn’t.

      Only stillness and silence followed.

      Warily, I rose to my feet and glanced around. My room was a disaster area, with all the furniture clustered by the door. It was as if someone had picked up the building and tipped it to one side before setting it down. What the hell had happened?

      Trey!

      I ran to my desk and breathed a sigh of relief when I spotted his urn at the very edge of the desk but safe.

      Fearing another shake-up, I decided to get out of Dodge. Taking the urn, I climbed over the bed and, setting my feet against the wall, pushed it away from my only exit. I opened the door and peered into the hall. The emergency lights were flashing but, other than that, everything appeared normal, though deserted.

      Crap! Was I the only one who’d witness this mess? I certainly hoped not. Maybe there was a staff member somewhere who could explain.

      Barefoot, wearing only a pair of skimpy shorts and a tee, I stepped into the corridor and ran on tiptoes toward the common area where I found the framed pictures hanging askew on the walls, and the sofas and chairs packed against the back of the room. Everything was deathly quiet, and only the hum of the emergency lights filled the air.

      My breaths came in short spasms as I slowly stalked toward the double glass doors that served as the dorm’s entrance. I was desperate to get out in the open, worried about being buried alive or attacked by shadow puppets, vampires, werewolves or whatever creatures had decided to come and get me this time. Could it be Answorth back for more?

      When I was close enough to see my own reflection on the glass door, something appeared to move behind me. I whirled, my free hand raised, cuffs flaring with power. The common area was empty.

      There’s no one here, Charlie, I reassured myself.

      As I began to lower my guard, a violent rapping shook the glass door.

      I screamed and whirled back, hand at the ready once more.

      Macgregor Underwood stood on the other side of the glass, his door-rapping fist paralyzed in midair, his wide eyes fixed on my glowing cuffs.

      “Are you alright?” he asked, cautiously taking a step back and holding his palms up. His voice was muffled by the glass, but I could still hear him. He glanced at the urn with a frown.

      I swallowed and lowered my hand. My heart slowed. The glow around my wrists dimmed.

      “I’m… I’m okay,” I said.

      He nodded, then walked closer and tested the door. It didn’t budge. It was properly locked as it should be. All residents had an access card, and security engaged automatically after the door swung shut.

      Tension apparent in his movements, Macgregor held his hands toward the building and, after a few seconds, nodded approvingly.

      “The spells held,” he announced.

      Spells? Something about the way he said the word made me think he was talking about more than just the normal spells that protected the entire school.

      Had he placed extra spells on my dorm to protect the freaking cuffs?

      I bet my panties he did.

      Anger flared in my gut. I didn’t care if the extra spells had likely saved my life. I was tired of this. Someone needed to explain what was the deal with the freaking cuffs.

      I opened my mouth to say something but realized Macgregor was moving away from the door.

      “Wait! Where are you going?” I demanded.

      “Stay put,” he said. “The building is protected. You’ll be safe in there.” He rushed away.

      “Hey, hey!” I went for the door handle. A jolt of electricity hit me. It snaked up my arm and sent me careening backwards.

      “Shit shit shit.” I shook my hand, air hissing through my clenched teeth. It hurt like hell.

      When the pain passed, I stared at the door, fuming. He’d locked me in. The nerve.

      But no freaking way I was staying in here. Macgregor’s spells might have survived the first attack, but a second one could easily bring the building down on my head.

      With a deep breath, I focused on the door and aimed my hand at the handle. Magic tingled across my body, marching its way into my chest, gathering into a dense ball that grew and grew. My ribs expanded until I felt like an overblown balloon, then the cuffs throbbed, letting me know it was time to let go.

      I did.

      A current of power blasted from my fingers, hitting the metal handle then spreading over the glass, forming what resembled an iridescent spider web. It flickered for a moment, then slowly disappeared.

      Huh? Had it worked?

      I inched closer to the door, anticipating another jolt. For a tense instant, my hand hovered hesitantly over the handle, then, donning my courage, I touched it with one finger.

      No electric jolt came.

      At once, I pushed the handle. The door opened, which was all the excuse I needed to go after Macgregor but not before carefully setting the urn on the sidewalk.

      Dewy grass met my feet as I ran across the lawns that fronted the student dorms. The overhead lights that normally illuminated campus at night were out. Buildings loomed at either side, their shadow-filled windows staring like huge, vacant eyes.

      Looking straight ahead, I kept on, ignoring the voice in my head that said I should turn back.

      A flash of movement several yards ahead caught my attention.

      Macgregor.

      I veered left, squinting into the darkness. He was headed toward the center of campus, toward the fountain. I thought of calling out to him, but I never had time to make up my mind because the ground shook, and I spilled sideways, landing on top of a bush.

      A mighty explosion rocked the world. The earth rumbled. The night sky turned white. Radiant light, like a supernova’s, blinded me. I cried out, threw my hands over my face and buried deeper into the bush, its branches tearing at my naked legs and arms.

      I waited for death to wrap its arms around me and take me to Trey. I would miss Disha, and Rowan, but I would see Trey again, at least.

      Except death didn’t come, only quiet and a sharp branch that poked my butt with the ferocity of a hunter’s spear.

      “Ow!” I scrambled out of the bush, fighting to keep my shorts on as the depraved branch tried to steal them.

      Blinking, I let my eyes adjust. White stars winked in my retinas for a long moment before I was able to make out my surroundings again. When I finally did, the orange glow of large leaping flames drew my attention.

      “Shit!”

      I ran toward the fire. Smoke rose into the air, painting serpentine streaks against the black backdrop of the night sky.

      Something was on fire, but what?

      As I got nearer, the answer appeared before my eyes: a pyre of flames, coiling and swirling around the Enlightenment Fountain like a merry-go-round on steroids.

      Enthralled by the mesmerizing fire, I gradually came to a stop and gawked. Heat radiated from the conflagration, lapping at my skin like a cat’s tongue. I shrank a bit, but couldn’t tear myself away from the savage spectacle.

      “What are you doing here? Get back!” Macgregor came out of nowhere and pushed me backward just as a huge whip-like flame pulled away from the inferno and lashed at us.

      We went sprawling over the grass and rolled away from each other. A small crater smoldered in the spot where I’d been standing.

      “Run!” Macgregor said, springing to his feet faster than any man his age should be able to do.

      I didn’t hesitate and obeyed him this time. He joined me as I ran, casting a shimmering shield around us. I peered back just as another lash of fire struck at us. It hit the shield, making it flicker. Red and orange embers rained around us, sliding down the dome of our protection.

      We ran and ran, leaving the angry fire-beast behind.

      Macgregor only stopped when we got back to the dorm area. There, he turned and stared back the way we’d come.

      “What was that?” I said between sharp intakes of breath.

      “I don’t know,” he responded. “Though I might have been able to find out had you stayed where I left you.” He said the last words through clenched teeth.

      Shame flared in my cheeks. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

      He faced me, carefully scrutinizing me from head to toe.

      “Are you hurt?” he asked, real concern in his expression. To his credit, he didn’t even glance toward my wrists.

      I nodded, having the bothersome impression that maybe he wasn’t as bad as I thought.

      “Good. Now, go and stay inside your dorm until I come back.” He jostled me along. “And stay there!”

      “I will,” I promised as I ran back with Trey’s urn hugged closely to me.

      Once I was safe inside the Freshman Dorm, he took off again, headed back toward the fountain.

      Damn it, Charlie, you idiot! You almost got yourself and Rowan’s father killed.

      I whirled away from the door, angry at myself, which is when I noticed the trail of blood leading from the door to the back of the common area.

      A foreboding feeling nestled at the pit of my stomach. I followed the trail as it snaked around an overturned loveseat.

      Behind it—shirtless and pressed against the wall—was Rowan, sitting in a puddle of his own blood.
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      “Oh, my God, Rowan.” I fell to my knees beside his bloody shape and set Trey’s urn to the side. One jagged gash cut across Rowan’s chest from his right pec to his abdomen. My brain going a million miles a minute, I grabbed the closest thing I could find, a couch throw pillow, and pressed it to his chest to try to stop the bleeding.

      “Just… hang on. Oh god. How did this happen?”

      He ignored my question, waving a weak hand. “The healing spell... from Henderson’s class.”

      Oh, shit. Of course. What was I thinking?

      I pulled the bloodstained pillow away and channeled my magic. The glow of my cuffs lit up his face, highlighting just how bad off he was. Sweat dappled his forehead and darkened his hair and his eyelids drooped heavily as if he were battling for consciousness. Pale and hollow-cheeked, he seemed to be suffering not just from blood loss but from the horrible curse that had now spread to his hands and neck. His skin was choked with veins.

      I thought that was what his spring break trip had been about, getting a cure from his great uncle. Apparently, it too had been a failure.

      Tossing those thoughts aside, I forced my scattered brain to focus on the wound. Muttering the spell was easy, but taming my energy was not. I watched the spell stitch the wound in a jagged line. It would help stop the bleeding, but it was far from perfect.

      Rowan winced in pain.

      “Sorry!” Lord, I was botching this.

      “My… pocket.” He pointed to his jeans.

      Ignoring how awkward this situation was, I dug into his pants’ pockets. A smooth object grazed my fingertips and I latched on. When I pulled it out, I found a glass vial with dark blue liquid sloshing inside.

      He held out a wavering hand. I uncorked it and gave it to him. He drained the liquid in one gulp. As I watched, the pain drifted from his features and his posture relaxed. This time, when he stared up at me, his eyes were able to focus.

      “Thank you,” he finally said.

      I bit my lip. “How did this happen? The ground was shaking and there was a fire outside. Your father and I…”

      “My father’s still out there?” His eyes darted behind me toward the dark windows. The glow of the fire could be seen in the distance.

      I put my hand up as if to stop him from running off, though it didn’t seem like he could even manage to stand. “Rowan, you are in no shape to go out there.”

      His brow furrowed. “My magic’s gone, anyway. I couldn’t even lift a finger to stop whoever was trying to take the portal.”

      “Take the portal?”

      A tense expression passed over his face that made me realize he’d just revealed something without meaning to.

      “Rowan, the fountain, is that the portal?”

      His answer came out slowly. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone.”

      “Okay, but let’s just say I figured it out on my own. I just saw it ringed in fire, for Pete’s sake. And, when I touched it that day, it made me see things.”

      He nodded, swallowing thickly. “It’s the epicenter of magical power for the Academy, primal magic that runs on its own fuel and feeds every Supernatural being. Plus, it also connects us to the network of portals all over the world. But, you can’t just access it. Unless, you’ve been granted special access by the High Council, it takes a very special item, a sort of key, to be able to travel through the network.”

      “A key,” I said, slowly putting all the pieces of the puzzle together. “Is that… is that why Answorth is after my cuffs?”

      Rowan nodded.

      Thoughts swirled in my brain. So these bangles on my wrists were more than just high-powered magical batteries? And I’d been wearing a key that could unlock world travel and vast amounts of magic?

      The places I could go. The things I could see and do.

      That also explained why Macgregor wanted them back so badly.

      “But why would Answorth want to travel between portals?”

      “Some of the world’s most powerful magical items are stored in guarded places with the only access being a portal. They have to be or any magical creature would snatch them up. If Answorth can get the portal to work, he can steal those items and become unstoppable.”

      “It’s always about power,” I murmured.

      “Yeah,” Rowan said as he sat up a little, wincing at the effort. “Also, he could shut our portal down, leaving the Academy basically without magic. It could cripple everyone here, knock down all the school’s defenses. Think of anything bad that could happen, you name it, and Answorth accessing that portal will make it happen.”

      “That’s why he was willing to cut my hands off to take the cuffs.” I stared down at them, realizing that the items on my wrists had to be among the most wanted, most dangerous in the world. That was why Macgregor was desperate to get them off me. Maybe he did have my best interests at heart, after all.

      Rowan tenderly touched the giant scar on his chest, then gazed out the window. “If my father doesn’t come back in five minutes, I’m going out there.”

      “No, you’re not. He made me promise to stay here and the same goes for his gravely injured son. I’m sure he’s fine.” I glanced over my shoulder, too. The firelight had diminished, giving me hope, but why was it taking Macgregor so long?

      “Answorth deserves to rot in hell for what he’s done,” Rowan said.

      “You saw him at the fountain?”

      He shook his head. “But we know it’s him. After what he did to you…” his eyes traveled from his chest to the faint burn scars on my wrists.

      I gripped my scars self-consciously. “It’s nothing compared to what you’re going through.” My gaze traveled the length of his curse-ravaged body. “What did your great uncle say?”

      Rowan dropped his gaze. “Nothing good. How I got lucky enough to be the recipient of an unbreakable curse, I’ll never know. He did give me that potion. Helps with the pain. Most days.” He stared at the empty vial in his hand.

      So the curse not only sapped his magic but left him in pain. No wonder he’d been so hard to deal with. And the alcohol at the party had to be self-medication.

      I reached out, touching the back of his wrist with my fingertips ever so gently. “We’ll figure something out. Maybe, if your dad can get these cuffs off, we can give them to you. They’re pretty powerful.”

      The expression on his face was so tortured it hurt me just to witness it. He flipped his hand over, lacing his fingers through mine. The feel of his skin sent chills down my body.

      “Charlie, I still meant what I said about staying away from me. Either I’m going to be cursed forever, or…” He trailed off.

      “Rowan, whatever crazy thing you’re thinking of doing, you don’t have to do it alone. I get that you’re trying to protect me, but honestly, have you seen the stuff I’ve managed to stumble into all on my own? I think protecting me is an unrealistic goal at this point.”

      I laughed a little at this, but Rowan didn’t. Concern played on his features as his thumb traveled the length of my hand. “If I had magic, I could help you. I could help a lot of people. Like this… I can’t be normal, Charlie. I’d rather die.”

      I winced, but how could I blame him? I’d felt the same thing when I’d thought I might lose my hands.

      When my eyes trailed up, Rowan was still staring at me, the intensity in his gaze like a magnetic force drawing me closer. My lips tingled at the thought of his mouth on mine. I didn’t care if the world burned down around us. I needed Rowan right now.

      Frantic footsteps outside made us pull apart. Macgregor Underwood thundered up to the door and through it.

      “Rowan?”

      I felt his hand slip away from mine. His eyelids drooped, revealing how much staying conscious cost him.

      Macgregor ran over and stooped over his son. “What’s all this? You’re bleeding!”

      “He got hurt,” I mumbled, standing up.

      Useless and impotent, I watched as Macgregor levitated his son and whisked him out of the room. Snapping out of it, I went after them.

      Macgregor gave me a sideways glance that said I wasn’t welcome, wherever they were going. I opened my mouth to say I wanted to be with Rowan, but Macgregor beat me to it.

      “You’ve done enough, Ms. Rivera.” He gestured toward Rowan’s jagged scar. “He needs special care right now.”

      Heart shrinking with the harshness of his words, I stopped and watched them leave. When they were gone, I stood alone with Trey’s urn in my arms, feeling as if the weight of the world might crash down on me at any moment.
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      After the attack, the Enlightenment Fountain was left a charred mess.

      I saw it the morning after the explosion. The lion had lost its head. The turtle was scattered in pieces across the blackened lawn. The other three statues managed to remain in one piece, though they were cracked and stained with soot.

      There had been no happy gurgling of water, no little rainbows sparkling in the sunlight. The water was gone, evaporated in the inferno, and the bottom of the fountain was filled with nothing but broken pieces of marble and ash.

      But by the time classes resumed, no one could have suspected what happened. Dean McIntosh had come back from wherever she’d gone and, together with Macgregor, magically restored the fountain and the lawn to its previous grandeur.

      I’d watched them from a distance, sitting on the steps that led to the library, while the cuffs vibrated lightly against my skin as if happy the portal’s facade was being set to rights.

      As I’d observed their progress, my mind whirled. I knew where the Academy’s portal was. Few people possessed that information. Should I be worried I’d joined their ranks? Would this new knowledge be my undoing?

      During my two remaining days of spring break, I hadn’t sunbathed again and my thrift store novel completely lost its charm. I could do little else but think of the portal, the cuffs, and, most importantly, Rowan. I hadn’t seen him since Macgregor had levitated him out of the dorm, and no one had bothered to let me know how he was doing.

      Finally, the afternoon before the recommencement of class, I lost it and marched into Macgregor’s office, determined to find out what I could.

      After I burst through the door, the all-mighty Dean of Admissions glanced up from his paperwork and fixed me with his cold, blue stare.

      “Let this be the last time you barge into my office, Ms. Rivera,” he said.

      For once, I held his gaze. “Where is Rowan?” I demanded.

      He set his pen down and assessed me for a long moment. Finally, he said, “You really care about him, don’t you?”

      No shit, Sherlock.

      I almost mocked him out loud, but I managed to bite my tongue. I wanted to see Rowan, and antagonizing his father wouldn’t accomplish that.

      He rose, wearily pushing away from the desk, and came around. As he stood in front of me, I could see the huge circles under his eyes, the rumpled state of his shirt under the black jacket, and the way the graying hair at his temples stood on end as if he’d been running his fingers through it over and over.

      “Follow me,” he said and walked out of the office.

      I stood frozen for a moment, before whirling around and rushing after him. He led me toward the infirmary. I frowned. I’d already gone there, the only logical place for a sick person on campus, but the place had been empty. I’d concluded that Macgregor had taken him elsewhere, home most likely. Apparently, I’d been wrong.

      As we entered the empty infirmary, I glanced around the vacant beds, wondering if Macgregor was playing a mean joke on me. I was about to ask him just that when he whirled his hands toward the ceiling and a large, circular section dislodged from it.

      Gaping, I watched a cylindrical structure detach from the ceiling and silently descend toward the floor. Soon, there was a spiral staircase in the center of the room. When Macgregor climbed the first step, I realized it was an old flight of stairs made of stone and wood with an intricately carved handrail.

      Halfway to the top, Macgregor peered down, giving me a raised eyebrow. I snapped out of it and climbed after him, wondering how many more such secrets the Academy hid in its many corners.

      Holding my breath, I took the last step and emerged in a room as big as the one below, except much different. Here, the walls weren’t sterile white, but made of polished wood. Instead of harsh fluorescent fixtures overhead, there were metal lamps that hung from the ceiling, bathing the space with a warm, gentle light. Where the room below had windows, this one was closed in, its far stone wall fronted by a massive, wall-to-wall set of shelves and worktable.

      A myriad of jars, canisters, candles, tinctures, amulets, and mortars and pestles occupied the shelves. Thick tomes rested on the worktable and on the floor. They were stacked waist-high, many cracked open, their yellowed pages brimming with words and illustrations from another time and place.

      Of course, there was a second infirmary. Not one for feverish or dehydrated students, but for terminally cursed ones.

      My eyes wavered with tears as I finally allowed them to drift toward the farthest bed in the room. A canopy of thick fabric hung over it, glowing from within.

      Macgregor approached the bed and gently pushed the canopy aside.

      The tears that had pooled in my eyes spilled at the sight of Rowan’s paralyzed, floating shape. He was hovering a few inches off the bed, wearing only a pair of white, linen pants. His skin glowed as if it were bioluminescent, making the dark veins that trellised his skin stand out even more. The scar on his chest was almost gone, and only a faint mark remained.

      “What… ? Is he… ?” I didn’t know what to ask—not that my constricted throat would allow me to form the right words.

      “I’m forcing him to rest, buying him a bit more time,” Macgregor said as he regarded his son, fists tight at his sides, impotence painted clearly on his features. “He’s a hardheaded, proud boy. He should have told me about this earlier. If he had, he wouldn’t be in this shape. We would have had more time to find a cure.”

      Even as he said the word cure, I felt his hopelessness, as if he believed it was already too late for that.

      “There has to be something that can help him,” I said. “Maybe… the portal. It’s all-powerful, isn’t it?”

      Macgregor regarded me with narrowed eyes. I tried to look innocent, like a person who didn’t know she was wearing the key to one of the most powerful magical portals in the world. I must have done a good job because he glanced away, sighing and shaking his head.

      “Nothing is all powerful, Ms. Rivera,” he said. “This curse is incurable.”

      I shook my head. That couldn’t be true. Rowan thought there was a way to cure it, didn’t he? But what if he believed that only out of desperation? What if he was truly condemned?

      “I can keep him this way for another couple of days,” he said, closing the canopy again. “You will see him again, Ms. Rivera, if only to tell him goodbye.”

      Macgregor turned sharply away from the bed and headed toward the staircase.

      My heart took a tumble. Tell him goodbye?

      No. No. No. Rowan couldn’t die. He couldn’t. Losing Trey was all I could bear. I wouldn’t let anything happen to Rowan. I would find a way, even if his own father had given up on him.

      “Please,” Macgregor said from the top of the stairs, “Let’s let him rest.”

      After my short visit, I went straight to my room and lay on my bed, fighting the urge to cry. Even though I hadn’t bothered to clean up, the furniture was back in its place as if nothing had happened. Someone had taken care to hide the mess from the returning students.

      So many lies. So many secrets. Why was it so hard for people to trust?

      Classes picked back up the next day, and campus filled with the hustle and bustle of excited students who couldn’t help but recount their spring break adventures ad nauseam.

      To my dismay, Disha was full of the same exasperating excitement, and, despite my best efforts, I resented her for it. She had gotten back to school sometime during the night and had found me in the cafeteria this morning.

      As soon as she sat, she began rambling about Cancun, and all I’d heard for the last thirty minutes was Kenny this and Kenny that—just like it had been with Henderson. She hadn’t taken one breath to ask about Rowan, and not even the blank stares I threw her way seemed to faze her.

      She stopped her story, about an overzealous dolphin that had tried to steal her bikini bottom, to take a sip of coffee, and finally seemed to notice my irritation.

      “Um… so how was your break?” She smiled sheepishly.

      I rolled my eyes, rose, and picked up my tray.

      Disha followed. “That bad, huh?”

      God, she had no idea. How could anyone be so self-centered?

      I practically threw the tray on top of the conveyor belt as Disha did her best to keep up.

      “What am I missing here, Charlie?” She caught up with me outside the cafeteria as I made my way to our Spells 201 class.

      “Nothing,” I snapped back, “just that Rowan is dying.”

      I hurried along, leaving her behind. Apparently, I stunned her enough to freeze her on the spot. Minutes later, she slid into the seat next to mine. I ignored her and stared at the cave ceiling, remembering the day I’d levitated myself into the light fixture. Rowan’s curse had been torturing him that day. If I’d only known then…

      “Charlie—” Disha started.

      “Henderson is here,” I said, pointing toward the lectern and opening my notebook.

      I knew I was being unfair, but I couldn’t help all the emotions warring inside my chest. Disha just happened to be the only one on whom I could take out my frustration. I’d make it up to her later.

      “Welcome back, class,” Dr. Henderson said, a cheery smile on his lips. He had the looks of someone who had also enjoyed the break. “We will start with a new topic today. Teleportation. We’ll talk about this extremely hard skill and how, for some, portals will be the only way to ever travel instantly from one spot to another.”

      My ears perked up at the word portal and, of its own accord, my hand went up in the air.

      Henderson blinked. “Yes, Ms. Rivera?”

      “Um, is that all portals are good for?” I blurted out. “Don’t they do other things?” It was a stupid question. Everyone knew they did other things, but I just wanted to get him talking about the topic to see what I could learn.

      Henderson laughed. “They certainly do. None of us would be able to perform magic without portals. As a matter of fact, there would be no supernaturals without them. They are called portals not only because they are doors that allow travel to other places, but because they are doors to power itself. Though, no one really understands everything about them, or what may be accomplished by someone strong enough to channel their energy. Some actually think portals hold all the secrets to the universe, all we need to know about the world we live in, why we’re here, why we die. Many supernaturals have sought them in pursuit of eternal life, a healing spell, wisdom, you name it. Does that answer your question, Ms. Rivera?”

      A healing spell.

      My mind raced with the possibilities.

      A healing spell!

      The words tolled inside my head like giant bells. “Yes, Dr. Henderson. That answers my question. Thank you.”
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      The old digital alarm clock buzzed gently from my nightstand, but I didn’t need it. I had lain awake in bed for hours, watching the numbers tick towards two AM. Campus was always bustling with late-night hangout and study sessions, but I figured most of the staff would be asleep at this ungodly hour.

      A good cloaking spell and lots of luck would hopefully see me through to what I was about to do.

      Thoughts multiplied like horny rabbits in my head as I pulled on my boots. Could I get expelled for this? Most certainly. Would it even work? I had no idea. Should I get Disha involved? No, not if expulsion and possibly death were on the docket.

      Was it worth it?

      Yes. Yes, it was.

      Dressed in all black, I did the cloaking spell without giving it much thought. My bracelets hummed in quiet anticipation as if they knew we were about to do something big. Maybe they’d gotten a clue from my sudden intense reading on everything I could find related to portals. Maybe they had tapped into my emotions somehow. Either way, I needed them tonight. This would be the ultimate test of their power.

      Slipping out of my room and the dorm was easy. A few night owls were in the common room studying, but they didn’t even glance up as I walked by. Outside, the campus grounds were equally deserted. Exams were a few weeks away so people were either studying or getting much needed rest after break.

      A three-quarters moon hung overhead as I cut across the manicured lawns. The night was warm and still, a sign that sweltering days were about to descend on campus once again. That meant the end of the semester, and I still had no idea what would happen to me, but that no longer mattered. I could make it out there if I got expelled. Rowan wouldn’t make it a week if I didn’t do something drastic, just like he’d said.

      As I approached, the infirmary stood tall and proud in the moonlight. I surveyed the windows, seeing no movement. No patients. People were too tired from their week spent partying to try out love potions or body enhancement spells. As far as I could tell, Rowan was Nurse Taishi’s only patient and he was in a magical coma, so hopefully, that meant he was getting minimal attention right now. I’d practiced a knock-out spell I’d learned in a Defensive Studies book, but I really didn’t want to use it. Nurse Taishi was cool and attacking teachers did not seem like a great idea. One I certainly wanted to avoid.

      I crept up the first set of stairs to the main infirmary, praying I wouldn’t run into anyone. All the beds on either side were empty, but, as I walked closer to the hidden staircase Macgregor had shown me, I heard voices, one male and one female, coming from down the hall.

      Shitballs.

      I debated about what to do so they didn’t catch me opening the staircase. I could try to cast a cloaking spell on it, too, but I had never attempted one on anything but myself.

      Tip-toeing toward the voices, I realized they were coming from Nurse Taishi’s office. The male voice definitely belonged to him, but the female voice sounded very familiar.

      Scooting along the outside wall, I slid myself over until I could peer in one of the office windows.

      Nurse Taishi was doctoring something on a young female ankle. At first, all I could see was smooth, brown skin on someone’s shapely foot until the owner flipped her hair back and exposed her face.

      Disha!

      “Thank you so much for seeing me right away,” she said more anxious than I’d normally heard her. “I was worried these bumps would spread into something unfortunate.” Long eyelashes fluttered as she watched Taishi apply a cream to the skin above her ankle.

      Was she attempting to seduce another teacher? No, she seemed honestly concerned about some rash that would mar her perfect skin. To Taishi’s credit, he seemed to be keeping it very professional, despite the smooth, young female leg in front of him. And Disha’s legs were legendary.

      Then I realized that, without knowing it, Disha was giving me the exact distraction I needed. I hurried back to the hidden stairwell and opened it just as Macgregor had.

      Luckily, it descended silently just as before. Once the last step was in place, I practically flew to the top step, then ran straight to Rowan.

      He still hovered above the bed in his magical coma, looking just as terminally ill. My heart wrenched, but I focused my thoughts. Gathering my power, I disintegrated the spell that held him in place. I didn’t know exactly how I did it, but the cuffs certainly did. His body floated down to the bed, and I hurriedly applied the levitation spell and cloaking spell around his body.

      “Hang on, Rowan,” I said brushing hair tenderly off his forehead.

      Then, with him in tow, I booked it to the stairwell.

      Needless to say, getting a floating person down a spiral staircase was up there with the things I’d like to never do again.

      I was down the bottom step and navigating Rowan around the last turn when footsteps approached from the back office.

      “What’s this?!” Taishi’s voice said behind me as he saw the staircase open.

      I was trying to run, pulling Rowan with me, when I felt the blast of magic from behind. My cloaking spell disintegrated like wet paper.

      When I glanced around, Disha and Nurse Taishi were staring at me in disbelief.

      “Charlie?” Disha asked. “What are you doing here?”

      “I could ask you both the same thing,” I said, stuttering, stalling. Rowan hovered beside me.

      Taishi stepped forward, hands out. I could feel him readying his magic.

      “Look, Charlie, I know you care about Rowan, which is exactly why he needs to stay here. Whatever you think you can do for him, it cannot possibly be better than what his father has set up for him upstairs. Macgregor has consulted the best minds in magical medicine. Please, let’s not do anything we’ll regret.”

      I stared at Nurse Taishi, letting his words fall over me. Macgregor might have tried most things, but he was also a proud man, and someone who worried about what others thought of him. He wouldn’t risk his reputation by damaging the school’s magic portal to save his son.

      But, luckily, my reputation was trash and I definitely would risk it.

      “I’m leaving here with Rowan,” I said as forcefully as I could muster. “It’s better for everyone if you don’t try to stop me. Once we’re gone, you can do whatever you need to do.”

      My heart pounded in my ears as I drew magic from my bracelets, letting Taishi know I meant every word.

      He retained his defensive posture, too. “I can’t just let you walk out of here with my patient.” His eyes were steady, his hands fisted.

      We faced each other, magic gathering like storm clouds between us.

      Suddenly, Disha jumped on top of Taishi, dragging him back. As they flailed, she yelled, “Go, Charlie!”

      God love her. I grabbed Rowan and ran.

      Sprinting out of the infirmary, I tore towards the fountain with Rowan in tow. Luckily, the portal was close because I was sure Taishi was sounding the alarm. With little time, I jumped into the water and pulled Rowan in with me. He hovered above the surface, body motionless. In the moonlight, his curse-ravaged body seemed like a hollow shell, as if his soul had already departed.

      “This has to work,” I murmured to myself and to my cuffs. Slowly, I lowered them into the water. Cool liquid closed over my hands and arms as I waited for… something.

      Nothing happened.

      Shouts cut through the night behind me. Lights flared on in windows in the surrounding buildings. Taishi had woken up the whole school, it seemed, and the fountain was doing nothing!

      “Come on,” I shouted, splashing my cuffs in the water. I lowered Rowan until his body touched the surface. I placed my hands on his chest and murmured the few healing spells I’d memorized, but my magic seemed useless.

      This was worse than failure. This was me putting Rowan in jeopardy for no reason.

      “Work, dammit!” I punched the water, tears springing to my eyes. “Do as I command!”

      At the last word, a pulse of magic shook everything. The fountain trembled. The water sloshed like someone had just done a giant cannonball. Magic flooded in, hitting me in the chest and nearly taking me under. I stumbled, reaching for Rowan who still hovered over it all, a little wetter, but still okay.

      Suddenly, water shot up around us. Walls of it blasted to the sky, going up as high as the eye could see, ringing us in. A water barrier surrounded us… like a cage.

      This wasn’t my magic. It felt nothing like it. My cuffs pulsed a warning, letting me know it wasn’t them either.

      A laugh from above cut through the rush of water crackling with awful glee. “I just love teenage girls. So impressionable.”

      Fear radiating through me, I turned toward the voice.

      There, standing on top of the fountain’s ring of animals, stood Professor Answorth.
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      My eyes darted from the foaming wall of water to Rowan’s body to Answorth’s awful smile. His fangs seemed impossibly long in the dim light.

      What had I done?

      I tried to draw my power from the bracelets, but they sputtered and died as if something was draining their energy.

      “Don’t bother,” he said, jumping down from the statues and splashing water in all directions. “I’ve mastered the art of blocking other’s magic. It’s amazing the spells they have these days.” He smirked, licking one fang.

      My body coiling with fear and anticipation, I positioned myself in front of Rowan protectively. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing. The entire campus knows we’re in here. They’ll be here in seconds.”

      “They’re already here, though they’re having a hell of a time with my water spell. I tried fire last time. I figured water was the next logical step. Now… for those cuffs.”

      He reached for me, but I lurched back and splashed water in his eyes at the same time. Grabbing Rowan, I dragged him away, running around the fountain, though I knew there was nowhere to go. Still, I had to hope that if I bought the staff some time, they would break through and rescue us.

      Someone would come. They had to.

      But as I tore around to the back of the fountain, a figure loomed in front of me.

      It was Professor Answorth, only... he was wearing different clothing and he appeared as if he’d been ravaged by some disease in the seconds since I’d last saw him.

      Shocked, I sloshed to a stop, staring at his awful transformation.

      Then another Answorth jogged up behind me. What the hell?! Two Answorths? I felt as though my brain was melting.

      “So you woke up?” the fresher-looking Answorth said to his twin. “I wondered how thin I could spread my magic, and I thought this might happen. That’s why I kept you near, so you would come here to take the blame for me.” He laughed.

      The feeble Answorth stumbled forth, waving at me. “Get behind me, child. Rowan, too.”

      I froze, unsure what to do. One Answorth offered to protect us and the other wanted to attack us. Turning my gaze to the latter, I ran through it all in my mind. He had to have used so many advanced spells to set this all up. Spells only one man, a magical prodigy, would be powerful enough to accomplish.

      “Henderson,” I said accusingly.

      He waved his hand in front of his face, and Professor Henderson stood before me in Answorth’s clothing. It was him. It had always been him, disguising himself as Answorth, taking advantage of the vampire’s need for magical objects.

      “Clever,” he said. “Though, it won’t matter now. I know how to get those cuffs off your wrists, Charlie. My apologies if the spell won’t bode well for you. After that, my power will strengthen, and I’ll be able to spread my magic far and wide.”

      “You’ll never get away with it,” Answorth slurred, his speech as weak as his body.

      “Answorth, old chap, you served me well. When you confided in me about your… affliction, I knew you would make the perfect scapegoat. No one likes a vampire.” He laughed once more, amused with his own cleverness.

      “Charlie?” a hoarse voice said.

      I blinked and glanced down at Rowan. He was trying to sit up, his gaze darting all around. He shook his head, waking up to a nightmare rather than a nice, warm bed, and it was all my fault.

      “Professor Henderson?” Rowan said as I helped him to his feet. “What is happening?”

      “Oh, Rowan. I’m sorry you got messed up in all of this, but since you’ve seen me...” he clucked his tongue and shrugged in mock regret. “It’ll be a mercy, really. That curse you’ve stumbled into… I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.”

      “You…” I said as more pieces of the convoluted puzzle randomly fell into place inside my head, “you killed Georgia.”

      He didn’t deny it, his expression portraying annoyance instead of guilt. “You need to break a few eggs to make an omelet and college girls are so breakable.”

      “But Disha?” I sputtered.

      Henderson’s mouth curled up. “Disha was my first prospect to steal the cuffs, but her will is strong. Instead, she proved to be a nice distraction from my lofty goals.”

      Disha would be crushed if she knew, but then, none of us might make it out alive to tell her.

      “Enough talk!” he yelled, extending his hands. “This ends now.”

      I felt the magic gathering as Henderson turned toward me. Whirling his hands and grunting with the effort, he formed a spell and heaved it forward. A bright ball of energy zoomed in my direction.

      I held up my hands, invoking my power, but it was still blocked.

      A shape dove across my line of vision, catching the spell in the chest and falling into the water. Horror stealing over me, I watched Rowan’s lifeless form sink to the bottom of the fountain.

      “No!” I screamed.

      I dove in for him just as Answorth charged towards Henderson.

      “Rowan!” I exclaimed, slipping my hands under his arms and tugging him back to the surface.

      As Answorth and Henderson wrestled, throwing water everywhere, I leaned over Rowan in a panic. His breathing was shallow and his pulse weak. If we didn’t get help now, he’d die. I had to stop Henderson and get him to take down the water wall so that Rowan could be healed.

      Fear and anger throbbing through my body, I laid Rowan safely on the raised platform in the fountain’s center and turned toward the fight. Answorth was weakening. Henderson had him pinned and was attempting to push him under the water.

      I wondered, fleetingly, why Henderson didn’t just zap him with a spell, but then I remembered what he’d said about his magic growing thin. It must’ve taken all his power to keep the wall of water up and block everyone’s magic. That spell he’d thrown at me was what was left in his arsenal.

      So it was down to a physical fight. I could deal with that.

      I remembered the time Trey and I took on two thugs in a back alley as they tried to steal our shoes. I remembered all those days fighting just to stay alive.

      Answorth’s head plunged under the water, and Henderson growled with deep satisfaction. His face, which I had once thought of as handsome, twisted in ugly triumph.

      I hated him.

      Without thinking, I ran over and punched him in the head as hard as I could.

      Stunned, Henderson lurched back and splashed into the water.

      I shook my hand, wincing at the pain and feeling triumphant. I had knocked him out with one punch.

      Then he gripped the fountain’s outer wall and began to drag himself up. No, it wouldn’t be that easy.

      Answorth jumped up, sputtering.

      I pointed toward the fountain’s center. “Help Rowan!”

      Then I went after Henderson again.

      He reared up, blowing water out of his mouth and glaring at me.

      I held up my fists in a boxer's stance. Sure, Henderson had eighty pounds on me, but I could hold him off while Answorth tended to Rowan.

      “Come on!” I shouted.

      He hit me like a freight train. One blow crashed into my head and then another jabbed at my stomach, cutting off my air. He shoved me hard, and I tumbled into the water.

      My air gone and my head spinning, I thrashed in the foamy waves, trying to get up, but Henderson pushed me down. Strong hands held my shoulders as I fought. My lungs screamed for air. I clawed at his arms, but he was unwavering. His face hovered over me, a faint outline in the churning liquid as he watched me die.

      Limbs growing weaker, I fought for life, but it was ebbing. The world grayed. I went limp. The need to breathe was all consuming.

      A bright light appeared. The light at the end of the tunnel. I was dying. I hoped Trey would be there to meet me.

      But the light grew brighter. It wasn’t a tunnel. It was coming from my wrists.

      My bracelets. My power was back.

      I used my last bit of consciousness to use a spell to propel Henderson away.

      Go!

      His hands flew from my body as his shape disappeared.

      I was free. I lurched up, spitting water and gasping in sweet, sweet air.

      Staring around in wonder, I took everything in.

      Henderson was gone. It seemed that I had propelled him far, far away. His wall of water splashed to the ground, soaking the crowd of people who had gathered around the fountain. My eyes skipped past the faces of my classmates and teachers, all soaking wet and staring like they had no idea what they’d just witnessed.

      They stared at me and the glowing aura that burst from my bracelets and lit up the night like a lighthouse. The water around me glowed, pulsing and trembling in time with my cuffs.

      My magic was back in full force. The ring of wet teachers around the fountain probably had something to do with that, but the fight wasn’t over.

      Rowan.

      Maybe my healing spell would work now.

      Turning in the direction where I’d left him, I found Answorth folded over Rowan’s lifeless body. At first, I thought Answorth was doctoring his wounds, but then I realized, to my horror, that Answorth’s mouth was latched around Rowan’s neck.

      “No!” I screamed lurching forward, but suddenly I had no power over my legs. When I glanced down, I couldn’t see them below the water’s surface. It was as if my legs were... disintegrating.

      Within seconds, the effect traveled up the rest of my body, each inch of me disappearing into golden shimmery dust. I stared at my hand as it blew away, and then I felt nothing at all.
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      Panicked, I patted my legs, my arms, my face. They were all there. I hadn’t really disintegrated. Oh, thank god!

      But my eyes weren’t working.

      They were in their sockets, all right, but I couldn’t see.

      Hugging myself, I took a step back and ran into something hard. I startled, leapt away, just to confirm a moment later—fingers touching the thing gingerly—that the surface behind me was a damp wall.

      A dank smell filled my nostrils, reminding me of the abandoned building Trey and I had shared.

      Where the hell am I?

      I feared I’d died and gone to hell, but the devil wouldn’t let me keep the cuffs in his domain, would he? I could feel their still-warm grip on my wrists, but I was afraid to use them to make a light, afraid to see where I was.

      My breath came out in broken wisps. A chill crawled up my arms, raising goose bumps.  I could see nothing past a couple of yards, but I had the distinct feeling the space I was in was small.

      Slowly, as my eyes adjusted, my surroundings began to take shape. I could see little more than shadows, but it was better than nothing. Something big and rectangular sat in front of me. Above, about ten feet up, a round window, no bigger than a dinner plate, provided the glimpse of a black-blue sky and a tree branch, cutting through.

      Just as I started to get the courage to use my bracelets to light my surroundings, I became aware of a slight throbbing all around me. I felt it through the soles of my wet tennis shoes first, then in the air. I laid a hand on the wall and felt it there, too. I realized the slight pulse had been there all along. I’d just been too scared to notice it.

      The soft pulsing picked up to a steady beat, making me feel like I was inside a giant heart. I stared out of the small window. The tree branch seemed to move farther away, then nearer as the walls beat their still-increasing rhythm.

      Shit!

      At this rate the room was going to blow with me in it. I had to do something, figure out how to get out.

      I gathered a bit of magic and released it in a trickle, afraid to use more than that. The cuffs began to glow like a flashlight with low batteries. I raised my hands and slowly turned in a circle. In small strokes, the room took shape inside my mind.

      A large stone structure stood right in the middle of the room, its sides carved intricately with interlaced fleurs-de-lis and winged cherubs. The walls on two sides were checkered with marble slabs—some with names and dates carved in them, others empty. To the back, two stone statues—robed figures with heads bowed and hands pressed together in prayer—occupied each corner. To the front, a metal door. And, like garlands, thick spider webs lined every corner.

      My blood ran cold. I was in a mausoleum. But not just any mausoleum, one that was throbbing and seemed about to blow up.

      But where? How?!

      My thoughts ran in different directions, looking for an explanation. The answer quickly came to me, though it didn’t make my situation any easier to digest.

      I had teleported.

      Rowan had said the fountain connected the academy to a network of portals all over the world. I could be anywhere.

      Hoping to gain some information that might hint at my whereabouts, I lifted a hand to one of the stacked graves to my left and read the nameplate.

      

      
        
        Mellette LeRoux

        Je T'aime Toujours

        4 Février 1826 - 19 Mars 1871

      

      

      

      Oh, my god. I was in France.

      The room throbbed again, but I ignored it and kept reading, shining the light on the other graves. The dates went up, moving from the nineteenth century to the twentieth century. They were all in French at first, but they gradually changed to English, making me wonder if I was truly in France or somewhere else.

      

      
        
        Larry “Butch” LeRoux

        Beloved Son

        March 23 1979 - August 7 2002

      

      

      

      Where the hell was this?

      The walls throbbed once more. This time, the door groaned, arching inward, then outward.

      Double Shit!

      I ran to the back of the mausoleum, hid behind one of the robed statues, and doused my light.

      The room gave another huge inhale and exhale. Metal moaned, twisting, grating, until it broke with a deafening crash, the sound of collapsing stone following close behind.

      The room trembled. The statue in front of me teetered for a moment, then settled back down. My heart pounded against my chest so hard I thought it might pop through my ribs and skitter across the stone floor. I pressed deeper into the shadows, panic clawing its way up my throat.

      Silence followed. Then steps. Someone, or several someones, had entered the mausoleum. I listened intently, holding my breath.

      “Well, where the fuck is he?” a contralto female voice asked. So they spoke English here, though with a different accent than what I was used to.

      More silence and, a moment later, a frustrated sigh.

      “He better hurry up,” the same voice said.

      “What if… he failed?” a nasally, vibrating voice that I would never forget asked.

      Anger descended over me like a falling curtain in a tragic play. That voice. It had to be.

      “If he failed, I will kill him,” the woman said.

      Teeth clenched and fighting to contain my magic as it threatened to burst to the surface, I peeked around the statue to confirm with my eyes what my ears had told me.

      Standing shoulder-to-shoulder in front of the stone coffin, waiting impatiently for someone to appear the same way that I had, stood two people: a tall woman with flowing hair and long legs clad in leather, and a man with three missing fingers, his face indistinct, not only because of the poor light, but because he was vibrating.

      I was right. It was Trey’s murderer. Smudge Face.

      I wouldn’t miss this chance.

      Cuffs blazing, I stepped out of my hiding place.

      Smudge Face and the woman took a step back, hands lifting to their brows to protect their eyes from the intense light.

      “We were starting to think you’d screwed things up again,” the woman said with contemptuous mockery.

      I pushed a hand in her direction and sent her flying out of the broken door. She probably deserved worse than that given the company she kept, but my beef was with Smudge Face.

      “What the hell, Thad?” Smudge Face asked.

      “I’m not Thad. My name is Charlie,” I said. “Did you even know that? Did you even care?”

      I lowered my hands a fraction, dimming the brilliant light so Smudge Face could see me before I took my revenge.

      “You?” he said, his face twisting with fearful surprise.

      “Yes, me. You killed my friend, and now you will pay for it.” I aimed my hands at his chest and released the energy I’d been holding back.

      It smashed into him like a white laser, lifting him a few inches off the ground. Feet dangling, his body hung like a marionette’s, limbs jerking, head lashing back and forth.

      I was killing a man, zapping the life out of him, and I felt no regret.

      Before I could finish Smudge Face, a blast of wind hit me. I slid back, my feet uselessly dragging across the floor as I went. I hit the wall with a bone-cracking impact. Air whooshed out of my lungs. I collapsed to the stone floor right after Smudge Face did.

      The woman stepped back into the mausoleum, her long, dark hair in disarray, one of her hands pointed at me as it swirled with a glowing ball of what looked like wind and water.

      She walked closer, heels clicking against stone, and loomed over me. Her magic shone between us. Her dark eyes scrutinized my face as I scrutinized hers. She was Asian. Chinese, perhaps. Her long, black hair hung over her shoulders and reached past her breasts. She wore heavy makeup, red lipstick and smoky eye shadow. She was as beautiful as any supermodel I’d ever seen on TV or magazines.

      “Who the hell are you?” she demanded. “And where is Thadeus?

      “Thadeus is dead,” I said. “I killed him.”

      I had no idea what I’d done to Henderson, but watching the way the woman’s face crumpled at the news made me wish he was truly dead. If she was with Smudge Face and Henderson, I was sure she deserved all the pain I could dish out.

      “Then you won’t live to tell another soul,” she said, casting her ball of magic right at my face.

      I had no time to think of how to defend myself, and I probably would have died, twisting in agony, if not for Aradia’s Cuffs. They came to life as soon as the threat materialized and, just as I’d done at the fountain moments ago, I dissolved into nothingness.
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      I stumbled forward, sloshing water up my arms as I tried to orient myself. I’d just been in the mausoleum being attacked by Smudge Face and that woman. Now I was hip deep in ice cold water. The sounds of screaming flooded my ears and bright lights dazzled my eyes. Shading them, I tried to get my bearings.

      The fountain’s statues reared up in front of me, the stone turtle’s face staring down as if in disapproval that I’d messed up, leaving Rowan just when he’d needed me most. But I had no control. My bracelets had teleported me away, just as they’d brought me here in time to save me from that witch’s spell. Had they done that on purpose? Taken me there to show me Trey’s murderer?

      I was back, but much had changed. Glowing balls hovered like stadium lights in the night sky, creating strange shadows. Outside the fountain, on the lawn, people were everywhere—running, casting spells, and holding off crowds of students who wore pajamas and gawked at the spectacle.

      Stunned and probably in shock, my first clear thought was Rowan. I’d last seen him being attacked by Answorth, which made no sense since he’d been the one to help us with Henderson.

      Panic replacing confusion, I lurched through the water.

      “Rowan. Rowan!”

      Halfway around the fountain, I spotted a commotion that had drawn quite a crowd. People were wrestling with each other and shouting. Was that Macgregor and Dean McIntosh? Henderson must still be alive. Jumping out, I ran over, readying my cuffs.

      Nurse Taishi held Macgregor Underwood’s arms as he fought like a madman. His normally aloof demeanor had transformed into absolute fury as he tried to free himself from Taishi’s grasp.

      “I’ll kill you, you vile monster! How could you?” He foamed, lashing back and forth as he tried to get his hands on Professor Answorth.

      Answorth stood behind Dean McIntosh who was casting a protective spell between them and shouting back at Macgregor. “Now, let’s all just calm down. We need clear heads to think this all through. Macgregor, stop.”

      Answorth looked as though he might pass out at any second. “I’m so sorry. He asked me to. He was dying,” he muttered, wringing his hands and glancing down. My eyes followed his gaze and spotted a body on the ground.

      Rowan!

      I ran around Dean McIntosh’s protective shield and slid to my knees beside Rowan’s still form. Placing my hand on his chest, a jolt of fear rushed through me. He was ice cold.

      Tears in my eyes, I pulled him onto my lap, trying to access my magic through my terror. But as I scanned his body for wounds, I realized his pale skin was blemish free. The cursed blue veins were completely gone.

      Then I spotted the bite marks on his throat, still dribbling blood.

      Answorth leaned down over us, looking pitiful and sunken. “He asked me to, Charlie. It was the only way to reverse the spell, and he knew it. If I hadn’t, he would have died. Henderson hit him right in the chest with a suffocation spell.”

      “What did you do?” I asked, trembling with fear and rage.

      Answorth clutched his hands together as he stared down at Rowan with pity in his bloodshot eyes.

      “It’s a curse of a different kind. To be shunned. Hated. Always having to hide. That’s why I pretended to be fae, you know. They never would have accepted me. He’ll have to leave the Academy, but at least he’s not dead. You have to give me that. I saved his life. He would have died.”

      “What did you do?!” I screamed.

      “I turned him, Charlie,” Answorth said. “I turned him into a vampire.”
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      I held Rowan’s cold, lifeless body in my arms as the tears streamed down my face.

      There had to be some magic that could reverse what had just happened. I couldn’t believe he would now and forever be…

      A vampire.

      Cursed. Hated. Shunned.

      Answorth hovered over me, wringing his hands as the chaos continued around us. People shrieked and called out. The fountain trickled in the background, the smell of its treated water stuck in my nose. Macgregor was still shouting at Dean McIntosh, while the magic lights burned in the night sky. Crowds of my stunned classmates looked on, horrified.

      Standing hunched over and looking like he might faint at any second, Answorth’s eyes darted from father to son. He spoke, more to himself than to me.

      “It was the only way, I swear. He would’ve died.”

      Answorth appeared near dead himself, having only just escaped Henderson’s control. What that sinister spell master put Answorth through, I could only guess. But then, Answorth was a vampire. No heartbeat in his chest. Could he feel pain like the rest of us?

      Was Rowan doomed to the same fate? His body was the same ice-cold temperature of the fountain water and his chest didn’t rise and fall with struggling breaths. Was that normal for vampires? I didn’t know anything.

      God, this was all my fault. If I hadn’t taken him out of the infirmary… If I’d just listened to Nurse Taishi… Henderson had tricked me, used me. What a fool I was. How could I live with myself if Rowan…

      I cradled him in my arms as my wet hair dripped onto his lifeless face.

      “Rowan, please, please wake up,” I said. “Please be okay.”

      As if he’d heard me, his eyelids fluttered. Chocolate-brown eyes focused on my face. Oh, God. He’s awake! Relief soothed my aching heart like a salve.

      “Charlie,” he said weakly. Then he winced, arching his back. “It burns!”

      “What? What burns?”

      My eyes scanned his body for wounds, but his skin appeared pristine. The dark blue veins, the visible markers of the unbreakable curse he’d been afflicted with, were gone. The spot where Henderson’s magic struck his chest—that deadly attack that had been intended for me, but had been blocked by Rowan as he acted like a human shield—was only a faded red splotch.

      Still, Rowan writhed against me like his very blood was boiling. He gripped my arm, his eyes pleading. “Charlie, help… me.”

      Oh, God. What could I do? I urged my cuffs to help, but they wouldn’t respond to my call for magic. I had nothing.

      I grabbed Answorth’s pant leg and shook it. “He’s in pain. Do something!”

      He stared down in pity. “There’s nothing to be done, I’m afraid. The change is very painful. At least, he’s not dead.” He gave a half shrug that made me want to punch him in his pale face.

      Rowan’s mouth twisted up in pure torment. It gutted me. I pushed damp hair off his forehead, feeling useless.

      “Hang on, Rowan.” I turned to Answorth. “How long does it last?”

      “Only twenty-four to thirty-six hours.”

      “Thirty-six hours?!” Now I really was going to punch him.

      Someone stormed over, blocking out the light spells that illuminated this whole mess. In an instant, Macgregor Underwood was there, waving his hands. In another, he and Rowan were gone.

      I stared down at my empty lap in shock. “Where did he go?”

      Dean McIntosh was the one to appear beside me and answer my question. She looked as exhausted as I felt.

      “Macgregor took him, Charlie. They went home.”

      “But I… I…”

      “I know you’re concerned, but I assure you, Dean Underwood will take good care of his son. Now, please. We should get you looked at.”

      “But… no. I need to be there. I can help.” I stood, trying to charge my cuffs, but nothing happened.

      However, very powerful magic did ignite beside me. Dean McIntosh’s hands glowed a shimmery purple as she stared me down with a no-nonsense expression on her face.

      “Now, I really must insist that you head with Nurse Taishi to the infirmary to be checked out. You’ve suffered greatly tonight and there’s no telling what kind of damage has been done, both physically and mentally. I’ll also be sending my sister to you as soon as she is located.”

      Another counseling session and an unwelcomed happy spell from Irmagard? No, this was not how it was going to go down. I opened my mouth to protest but realized I had no idea what I was dealing with. Dean McIntosh’s magic felt hella strong and my cuffs didn’t seem to be pumping out the juice they normally did.

      I lowered my hands but didn’t budge. “Where is Henderson?”

      “You flung him halfway across campus. He hit a fence and is dead.” Her face was still, but not emotionless. I could tell this information pained her, though I wasn’t exactly sure why.

      “Good,” I said, venom in my voice. “He killed Georgia. He almost killed Rowan and me. He kept Answorth prisoner. And there’s probably more.”

      Dean McIntosh nodded, her tired eyes dipping down in what seemed to be sadness. “It’s a shame he made such horrible choices. He was a very talented young man.”

      Talented young man? She sounded like she was on his side.

      “There’s more,” I said. “When I disappeared, the fountain took me somewhere. A mausoleum. Two people were waiting for Henderson. He’s part of a bigger plot.”

      Dean McIntosh’s brow wrinkled. “I suspected as much, but I’d like to hear every detail of what you saw when you are up to it. Now, if you’ll proceed to the infirmary.” She held out a firm arm as if she were no longer playing around and meant business. Even in her robe and slippers, she was formidable.

      “Fine,” I said, pouting like a little child. “But I want Disha to go with me.” I had scanned the crowd for my friend and didn’t see her.

      “She’s already there, waiting for you,” Dean McIntosh replied. This woman thought of everything.

      Fatigue settling in my bones, I gave the fountain, and the spot where Rowan had been, another glance before turning away.
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      The memory spell faded and I came to in my dorm room, yet I could still feel the raw emotion of it. Clutching my chest, I fell back on the bare mattress of my new dorm room in Sophomore Hall.

      This room was a bit smaller than the last, the bed and dresser a bit more battered, but it wasn’t a homeless shelter, so it was perfect. Plus, I still barely owned anything, despite Disha and the Dean’s best efforts, so all my items fit perfectly in the tiny closet and small pine dresser. Trey’s urn dominated the left side of my dresser. At least I’d managed to bring him along on all of my travels.

      Still, it was hard to be back on campus with all the memories flooding back. I’d only just arrived, hadn’t even unpacked, and was already torturing myself with visions of my last day at the Academy.

      The last time I saw Rowan Underwood.

      That night, after Nurse Taishi checked me over and pronounced me good to go, Counselor McIntosh had arrived in striped pajamas and a matching nightcap, a quaint outfit straight out of a Charles Dickens movie. She’d fretted over me for a bit, then proceeded to dose me with one of her good-time spells where nothing mattered and all I could feel was joy. Just what I had feared.

      While I was in that fantastic mood, she’d informed me that, right that minute, she was whisking me away to her beet farm in Idaho. That I would continue my studies with her and finish my semester that way. She assured me a little one-on-one tutoring would do me good.

      And who was I to argue?

      The rest had been a whirlwind of transportation spells and an old ramshackle farmhouse with crops as far as the eye could see. I spent all summer pulling weeds and asking when I’d be allowed to leave, but, surprise, surprise, they’d all decided it was unsafe to allow me and my magic cuffs to roam free.

      They’d plotted it all out and trapped me in the middle of nowhere with a crazy lady whose idea of baths was rubbing patchouli oil around in her armpits.

      And, also unsurprisingly, my cuffs didn’t work. Something about the beets, Irmagard had murmured before lathering herself with suntan oil, tucking her ferret under her chin and splaying herself across an old rattan lounge chair right in the middle of the weedy yard. For my part, I suspected the entire farm had some powerful blocking spell on it, though I never found out the truth.

      So, beets, dusty magic books, and Irmagard, who I’d gotten to know very well. In fact, I’d seen enough of her fluffy, gray armpit hair this summer to fill two lifetimes.

      Yeah, not exactly the summer break I’d been picturing.

      I had spoken to Disha a few times a week on Irmagard’s ancient rotary phone. She’d kept me informed on the goings-on, letting me know that it was pretty clear to everyone that I was being punished for my part in the fountain incident. She’d gotten in a heap of trouble with her parents, too, when they’d been informed she’d “attacked a teacher.” Luckily for everyone, Taishi hadn’t been hurt.

      Rowan, of course, had been.

      No one knew where he was, not even Disha’s well-connected father. No one had seen Rowan or Macgregor all summer. Disha’s father had confirmed, however, that the school’s bylaws forbid vampires from attending the Academy. Apparently, they’d done some terrible things in the early 1900s and had been banned as a species forever, along with other Lessers, for good measure.

      Answorth had been stripped of his professorship, even though it was proven he’d only stolen that one magical item the same day we’d found him in the forest. And he’d only attacked me out of sheer desperation since he’d not fed in some time.

      So, weeds, a ferret, and sporadic phone calls had been my summer. What a difference a year made. I’d gone from homeless kid to witch to prisoner to—

      Knuckles pounded on wood, drawing me out of the swirling vortex that was my thoughts.

      I strode across my barren room and opened the door.

      Disha practically fell on me, twirled around, and slammed the door behind her.

      “What the hell?” I asked.

      “She’s coming. Shh. Don’t say a word.” She gripped the door handle and pressed her ear to the crack.

      “Well, hello to you, too,” I said. “Who is ‘she’? And why are we hiding?”

      “Bridget and shh.” She put a finger over her ruby-red lips.

      “Who’s Bridget?” I whispered, putting my ear to the door beside her.

      Disha gave me a bug-eyed stare. “Bridget is my roommate.”

      “Your what?” I replied loudly.

      Last year, Disha had occupied a single room, paid and royally furnished by dear old daddy and his big bucks. I couldn’t imagine what had happened between then and now. Was campus so full that everyone was doubling up? Whoever ended up with me would have a rude awakening since my room was barely bigger than a broom closet.

      “Disha, how did you end up with a roommate?”

      A moment later, a fist pounded on the door, startling both of us.

      “Deela? Is that you?” a shrill female voice called.

      “Shit,” Disha whispered, darting to my closet. “Tell her I’m not here.”

      “Deela?” I asked. “Does she not know your name?”

      Disha waved a hand at me. “She’s a transfer student. Now, shh.” She ducked into my tiny closet and pulled the curtain closed.

      Lord, just what I needed, to deceive the new girl on the first day.

      Carefully, I constructed my lie and a confused expression, then opened the door.

      A flurry of curly, red hair and waving hands greeted me as a girl pushed past. “Are you Charlie? Boy, I’ve heard a lot about you. Where’s Deela?”

      I stared at her, taken aback. What exactly had she heard about me on her first day? Were rumors already that rampant? Students knew I’d killed Henderson, the evil professor with the nefarious plans, though the exact reason was left untold, which was probably why rumors had grown and spread like a fungus. Disha had heard rumors consisting of anything from my allegiance to a vampire coven, to a secret sex cult gone awry.

      I fake smiled at the new girl. “Bridget, is it? Disha is not here, but she told me to tell you to head to the cafeteria without her. She’s got a bad case of the green apple quick step if you know what I mean.”

      Disha would kill me for saying that, but it was payback for making me the bad guy.

      Bridget barraged me with questions as I gently guided her to the door. I managed to dodge all of them except the one about me being in league with the water nymphs, which I laughed at and denied.

      Then I “helped” her out of my room.

      “Thanks for coming. Nice to meet you. See you soon,” I said, trying to shut the door, but I stopped short as my eyes traveled over her shoulder to the figure walking down the hallway. My heart stuttered in my chest as I took in those deep brown eyes.

      Rowan was back.
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      “Rowan!”

      I struggled past Bridget, but she was stuck on her water nymphs rumor and pegged me with questions while blocking my path. I tried slipping around her, but each time she blocked my way, her bright green eyes wide with unasked questions, her raincloud of red hair obstructing my view.

      “Is Rowan the vampire?” she asked with glee. “I heard all about him. Boy, people are ma-ad they’re allowing him back in school.” She drew the word out like a child tattling on her younger sibling.

      Wait. They were allowing Rowan back in school? That was great news! I needed to ask him what had changed, but she just kept occupying my doorway.

      “Could you please move?” I asked, trying to slip the other way.

      I ducked under her arm and squeezed between her body and the doorframe. She called after me, but I ignored her, my mind on one thing.

      But when I ran down the hallway, following after Rowan, he had disappeared.

      I stared down the rows of closed doorways, searching for a retreating shape, but didn’t see one. Why would he come up here only to vanish the minute I headed his way? Was I hallucinating from that memory spell?

      Scanning right and left, a commotion drew my attention to one of the hallway windows that peered down on the green.

      The Sophomore Dorm had the distinction of being one of the oldest buildings on campus. It was creaky, leaky and supposedly haunted, but it was one of the closest to the campus’ main entrance and the administration building. My window was above the circular drive where most parents parked to unload their children’s luggage. I expected to see happy families moving their kids in.

      What I didn’t expect was a massive protest.

      At least one hundred people, students, and adults stood on or near the steps of the administration building. Some held signs, others conjured words above their head. One person had magicked their voice, making it boom out across campus.

      “We say no to Lessers! Keep our school safe.”

      These people were here protesting Lessers? Because of Rowan? Was that what Bridget meant?

      A big, purple smoke bomb exploded above everyone’s heads, revealing words that hung large enough for everyone on the grounds to read.

      “No vamps on campus!”

      A head appeared above the smoke. Shimmery and purple, it trembled in the breeze, but it was clear who they were depicting. Rowan’s face hung above the crowd. To drive their point home, they’d given him long, blood-stained fangs and a feral expression.

      As I watched, a slash cut through it, tearing it in two.

      My hand flew to my mouth. Were these people mad? No wonder Rowan had disappeared. He was probably hiding out, hoping his head didn’t end up on a pike.

      Rage building in my gut, I jogged along the corridor, down the flight of stairs, and burst outside. Then I made a beeline for the protestors.

      No one noticed me as I wove through their ranks. When I got to the front, my heart pounded in my chest and my cuffs pulsed. With two quick movements, I shot a cease-and-desist spell over the crowd, a bit of magic I’d learn in Idaho from Irmagard after a swarm of mosquitos threatened to carry us away one night.

      The booming voices died away. The slogans fell out of the sky, and the slashed image of Rowan disintegrated.

      People turned on me, anger distorting their faces. Geez, had I really thought this through? There were one hundred witches and warlocks, all staring at me like they’d like to tear me in half.

      “What are you doing?” I shouted, not knowing what else to say. “Leave Rowan alone. You don’t know what he’s been through. Go home.”

      “It’s the girl,” someone shouted. More voices joined in. “She’s in league with him. Vampire lover!” They started to crowd around me.

      I readied my cuffs, running through defensive spells in my mind. Shit, I wished I’d prepared a few ahead of time, but now it was too late. Irmagard taught me a lot, but I was yet to be able to recall everything on command.

      “What’s all this?” a voice called.

      Dean McIntosh strode out of the administration building in a hurry. She stood beside me, scanning the crowd and casting a protective bubble between us and them. When she was done, she projected her calm, cool voice out over the crowd. “Can I help you people with something?”

      A man in a dark cloak strode forward. Despite the Georgia heat, he was wearing an old-fashioned black cape and bowler hat. A wide, brown, handlebar mustache occupied most of his face, but it didn’t cover up the jagged scar that cut from the bottom of his left eye to his chin. Something gruesome had happened to this man, but he seemed to have come out the other side, strong and cantankerous, looking very much like a cartoon villain.

      He stared at Dean McIntosh with no trace of hesitation in his voice. “Greetings, Ms. McIntosh. I do hope you’ve been expecting us. I left you several messages.”

      “Sebastian Mink. I did get your messages. All one hundred and forty of them. A single, ‘I’d like to speak with you at your earliest convenience,’ would have sufficed.” Dean McIntosh crossed her arms over her chest, unamused.

      “I’m a man who likes to get his point across. And these people,” he turned and gestured to the crowd, “they’d like to get their point across as well. Mainly, that vampires should not be allowed in this once-fine institution. Macgregor used to agree with me until his son became one. I say that, despite his newly softened heart, the rest of us remain unconvinced. Vampires are vile, evil creatures hell-bent on turning the world into mindless, soulless demons. And to think you want them cozied up to our best and brightest. Whatever are you thinking, Lynnsa?”

      “None of that is true,” I retorted.

      He clucked his tongue at me. “Can we really trust the word of a vampire lover? My dear, I believe you’ve been enthralled.”

      “I have not.” Never had I wanted to hit a man so much as I did right then.

      He sneered at me, staring just a little bit too long. I darted my eyes away before I did something I would regret.

      Giving a short laugh, he threw his hand into the air and yelled, “No vamps on campus!”

      A cheer went up behind him. His thin lips pressed together in a smug smile.

      Staying cool, Dean McIntosh didn’t take his bait. “Sebastian, if you’d like to talk to me in my office, that can be arranged. The rest of your demonstration is not necessary.”

      He laughed mirthlessly. “Oh, I think it is. Am I right, Macgregor?”

      Macgregor Underwood strode down the steps and stood beside Dean McIntosh. He did not seem at all pleased to see this Sebastian Mink or his army. I’d never seen him so angry and that was saying something.

      “This assembly is unlawful,” Macgregor boomed. “The crowd must be dispersed and you should all leave. Magical Law Enforcement has been alerted.”

      Dean McIntosh’s eyebrows went up as if she had not been made aware, but she said nothing.

      Sebastian Mink closed the gap between himself and Macgregor. For a moment, it seemed as if a warlock’s duel was inevitable, but then Mink bowed and tipped his hat.

      “We’ll leave, for now, but heed my words, Macgregor. Your son is not safe here. Nor anywhere.”

      “Is that a threat?” Macgregor said through clenched teeth. Sparks danced on his fingertips.

      Mink took another step back, but his face held its nasty smugness. “No threat. I worry about the lad. Vampires have this funny way of turning up dead. Best keep him under house arrest if you know what’s good for him.”

      Mink whirled, his cape flaring out, and signaled to the crowd. “Let’s go.” Then he turned back to us. “But we will return. The day you let Lessers back into this school is the day you signed its death warrant. Toodles.”

      He wiggled his fingers and disappeared, fading away like a ghost.

      The rest of the crowd evaporated or walked off, grumbling and throwing us backward glances.

      I turned from them to the two Deans who seemed as dumbfounded as I was.

      “We knew there would be protests,” Dean McIntosh said quietly to Dean Underwood.

      He nodded solemnly. “But not on the first day. And not so many. And that awful Sebastian Mink. I thought he was in Romania.”

      “He was,” she responded. “He is rumored to have come back when he heard. He’s not a fan of yours since you changed your position.”

      Macgregor ran a trembling hand through his hair. “I was just at the verge of killing that man and losing everything I’ve worked for.”

      Dean McIntosh put a hand on Dean Underwood’s shoulder. “That wouldn’t help Rowan, now, would it? He needs you here now more than ever.”

      It was a tender moment that I ruined by clearing my throat. “I don’t mean to interrupt, but... is Rowan here?”

      They both glanced up at me as if they’d forgotten I’d been there all along.

      Dean McIntosh smiled. “Thank you for coming to his defense, Charlie. That was very brave and very stupid.”

      “Story of my life,” I mumbled.

      Macgregor nodded. “Yes, thank you. You’ll be caught up in this, too, I’m afraid. That is if you agree.”

      “Agree to what?” I asked.

      They exchanged a look.

      “What?” I hated when adults did that.

      “Please, come to my office,” Macgregor said, leading the way. “There’s something very important we’d like to discuss with you.”

      I followed them into the air-conditioned administration building, enjoying the cool air, though heat still surged in my body.

      “Who was the man?” I asked as we walked the hall toward Macgregor’s office.

      Dean McIntosh answered me. “That was Sebastian Mink, or Bash as he likes to be called. He is a self-proclaimed vampire hunter and a bit of a rabble-rouser.”

      “Vampire hunter!” I said with alarm.

      Dean McIntosh held up a calming hand. “Don’t worry. It is outlawed in the United States. There are strict punishments for harming any Supernatural creatures, including vampires.”

      “Still, that’s awful,” I replied. “And all those people don’t want Rowan to attend school here? Why?”

      Macgregor shook his head as he held the door open for us. “Many witches and warlocks have old prejudices stemming back centuries to when vampires and werewolves hunted our kind and killed us in large numbers. There were whole Supernatural wars fought long before we were born. The feud is centuries old.”

      “But it’s time for a change,” Dean McIntosh cut in. “A long, overdue change. Those who some call Lessers will now be allowed to attend the Supernatural Academy. We changed the bylaws this summer. Dean Underwood led the charge.” She smiled at him, but he merely glowered and let us into his office.

      Someone was waiting inside.

      “About time,” a voice said. He turned to greet us.

      “Rowan.”

      Without thinking, I ran and threw myself at him.

      Strong, cool arms circled my body and drew me into an embrace. I pressed my face to his chest, almost sobbing with the nearness of him. He felt strong and alive, his body more muscular as if he’d spent all summer at the gym. Inhaling his scent, I noticed his cologne but also an undercurrent of something minty and fresh. His energy felt new; there was no sour curse hanging around him.

      But then... there was no magic at all, or none I could detect with my new spell repertoire.

      I pulled back, taking in the brilliance of his face. He was more achingly handsome than I remembered. He wore his hair short and his face clean-shaven. He was pale as if he’d spent the entire break avoiding the sun, which… duh. He was a vampire.

      He ran a thumb tenderly down my cheek. “Hello, Charlie,” he whispered. His voice broke a little as if he’d missed me as much as I had him.

      “Hi,” I managed, stepping back. I was quickly realizing how strange it had been to throw myself at him after I hadn’t seen or heard from him all summer. And before that, he’d been in a coma. And before that, he hadn’t really been talking to me, so…

      I took another step back as waves of awkwardness washed over me. “How was your, um, summer?” I mumbled.

      He gave me a pained look. “Pretty bad. Turning into a vampire is not all it’s cracked up to be.”

      McIntosh and Underwood walked in, coming around the large wooden desk to stand in front of us. Macgregor gestured for us to sit.

      “I know you two have a lot of catching up to do, but while you’re here, there’s something we need to ask of you, Charlie.”

      “Do we really need to do this now?” Rowan snapped. “I thought we were going to try a few other avenues first.”

      He was annoyed. I wondered what in the world they could possibly want from me and why it would make Rowan so angry.

      Macgregor shot his son one of his patented looks, one that meant it’s already been decided.

      Rowan gripped the armchair as if he meant to break it. The wood gave a light groan that made him realize what he was doing. He stopped and relaxed his hand over his thigh, maintaining a posture that let me know he had to try very hard to keep himself and his impulses in check.

      Dean McIntosh picked up where the father-and-son duo left off. “Charlie, one of the stipulations for non-warlocks and non-witches to attend our school is that they are required to have a magical partner, someone from whom they can draw the necessary magic to pass all their classes.”

      I frowned, not really understanding.

      Macgregor picked up on my confusion. “Non-magical Supernaturals have some magic, but it’s raw and limited to their specific… talents. They can’t really do spells, per se. It was one of the reasons they were left out of our most recent charter, among other things.”

      “No spells?” I asked, thinking back.

      Macgregor shook his head. “Werewolves can change. Vampires have powers of persuasion and the ability to shapeshift into certain animals, but they cannot access the flow of magic that runs through everything.”

      “Like the magic that comes from our portal,” Dean McIntosh added.

      “Right,” Macgregor went on. “But, if a warlock were to draw it and give it to a creature,” Rowan flinched at the use of the word creature, “then, they would be able to perform spells like you and me.” Macgregor looked at his son, but Rowan was glaring at the carpet.

      “Besides,” Dean McIntosh put it, “most of our classes require the use of magic, so there would be little for non-wizards to learn if they didn’t have some magic of their own to put what they learn into practice.”

      “There is a catch, however,” Macgregor said.

      Wasn’t there always?

      “The only way for us to give magic to a creature,” he continued, “is if we sign a pact. In blood. Unbreakable.” Macgregor cleared his throat. “The creature would be bound to the warlock or the witch.”

      Dean McIntosh took a step forward. “For life.”

      My heart pounded as my brain attempted to wade through all that was being thrown at me.

      Pact. Blood. Unbreakable. For life.

      It was unsettling to say the least. I couldn’t see how this scheme would help other Supernaturals join the Academy. Who, in their right mind, would bind themselves to anyone for life? How could I bind myself to Rowan? We couldn’t get along for two days straight, a lifetime just seemed impossible.

      But if I didn’t agree, Rowan wouldn’t be able to do magic or attend the Academy. He’d once told me he’d rather be dead than be devoid of magic. What if he wasn’t allowed to stay and did something stupid as a result?

      All summer, I’d hoped and prayed that he was alive and well, wishing more than anything that there was something I could do to help him the way he’d helped me. He’d saved my life at the fountain. If he hadn’t jumped in front of that spell, I would be the one cursed or dead.

      “If it will give Rowan magic, I’ll do it,” I said, the words spilling out of me on their own, fueled by my sense of guilt and the tangle of emotions Rowan awakened in me.

      “That’s enough. This isn’t happening.” Rowan sprung out of his chair and bolted angrily out of the room.

      I blinked at his retreating figure, wondering what I’d done wrong.
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      The door to Macgregor’s office slammed shut behind us as Rowan stormed out. I sat stunned, not knowing what to say or do. Macgregor slapped a hand on his desk, his frustration clear, while Dean McIntosh sighed and shook her head.

      “That boy is too proud,” Macgregor said.

      “I wonder where he gets that from,” the dean mused quietly.

      This felt like a conversation I didn’t really want to be a part of. Plus, I still needed to speak to Rowan.

      “I… is it okay if I…” I pointed toward the door. Macgregor inclined his head in answer.

      I walked toward the hallway, measuring my steps, but once I was outside the office, I hurried down the hall and into the grand foyer.

      “Rowan, wait!” I called out as I spotted him exiting the building.

      He didn’t turn back and, instead, hurried out. Why was he taking such great care to avoid me? I rushed after him and burst past the huge doors into the bright daylight. Squinting, my eyes snapped left and right, but Rowan was nowhere to be found. Had he gone up in smoke? The sun was vampires’ mortal enemy, after all.

      I shook my head. I knew better than that. I’d studied all about vampires during my many boring evenings in Idaho. Of course, Rowan didn’t have to worry about the sun or bloodlust. His father was a powerful warlock who must know all the spells to help his son avoid those little inconveniences. None of the spells were permanent and had to be renewed often, but it was better than having to live like an actual creature of the night.

      Scratch that! A being of the night. Rowan didn’t like the word creature. I couldn’t blame him. When had being labeled an animal worked out for marginalized persons in the past?

      So, no, he hadn’t gone up in smoke. He’d just used his preternatural speed to get away from me. So much for thinking he’d missed me as much as I had missed him.

      Way to play it cool, Charlie, throwing yourself on him like that. I was a freaking relationship noob and had clearly blown it. I might as well have told him I loved him and made a scrapbook of what our children would look like.

      I stood at the top of the steps, berating myself while letting my eyes rove over the lawn below. A few signs from the protestors’ littered the ground.

      This couldn’t be easy for Rowan. He’d grown up with wealth and power, a golden boy full of promise, like his successful brothers. Now, all of that was gone, and he couldn’t even perform magic unless he was bound to someone else. Then these a-holes had to go and make it worse with their stupid protest.

      I redoubled my effort not to take his rejection personally. When I first met him, I thought he was a grade-A douche, a spoiled rich kid who hated me because I was poor and, as such, didn’t belong in his precious Academy. Later, though, I’d learned how much he’d been dealing with, including that terrible curse that poisoned his body and nearly killed him.

      And now this.

      His father was right. Rowan was proud, and this couldn’t be easy for him. Not in the least.

      Maybe his running off wasn’t about me. I decided to stick with that since it left most of my ego in place.

      Nodding to myself, I hopped down the stairs and headed for the Sophomore Dorm. I had to find Rowan and talk to him. He needed to know he could trust me, needed to remember I was his friend, and he was not alone in this.

      A few minutes later, I was walking down the hall and passing my own room headed towards Rowan’s. The R.A. had told me where he was staying, and I’d barely thanked her before I’d rushed away to find him. But I still needed to keep it cool. I slowed my steps and set my face into a nonchalant expression.

      Once in front of his door, I took a deep breath and knocked. No response. I knocked a second time. Nothing. Turning the knob, I found the door was unlocked. I went in.

      I told myself I was not a stalker. Just determined.

      Rowan was standing in front of the window, staring out at the lawn. He ran a hand through his hair and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “You don’t know what a terrible idea that pact is, Charlie,” he said without turning.

      I cocked my head to one side. How did he know it was me? Oh, right. He had enhanced senses, now. He could probably smell me coming from a mile away. I desperately tried to remember the last time I’d showered and came up with this morning, thank the Lord.

      Stepping further in, I glanced around. He had a standard issue bed and chest of drawers like me, but also a black mini fridge. An unopened duffle bag sat on the single bed, but that was the only personal item in view. It certainly didn’t look like the room of someone who thought he would stay.

      He turned and faced me, his dark eyes as expressive as ever. He was hurting.

      I took another step forward, my heart beating so fast I felt embarrassed. With his enhanced hearing, he could surely hear it and sense how much he affected me, how eager I’d been to see him, and how glad I was to finally be close to him. Alone.

      So much for keeping it cool.

      He took a step back, and I felt my insides crumple.

      Clearly, he wasn’t as happy to find himself alone with me.

      I hadn’t forgotten our heated kiss over the Christmas break, the connection I’d thought we’d shared. But that had been... eight months ago. A flush rushed up to my neck, and I lowered my eyes. I was so stupid to assume this kiss had meant the same to him. He probably kissed girls like that all the time, and it meant nothing. It just—

      “You don’t have to be scared of me,” he said. “I would never hurt you.”

      My gaze darted up to his. Scared? Oh, God. He’d taken a step back because he thought my rapidly-beating heart meant I was afraid of him.

      “I’m not scared of you, Rowan,” I said.

      He narrowed his eyes, distrustful.

      “I’m…” I hesitated, not sure if I should open up to him so thoroughly. But if I wanted to help him, maybe that was what it would take.

      “In case I didn’t make that clear in your father’s office, I’m actually happy to see you. Excited, really,” I said, with a crooked smirk. “I thought about you all summer long.”

      “You did?”

      I nodded reluctantly.

      He frowned, his eyes searching my face as if he hoped to spot a lie there. I lifted my chin and let him discover the truth instead.

      Hesitantly, he moved closer, close enough to touch.

      “I did, too,” he admitted, sending my heart into a skittering frenzy. “I wanted to see you, but I didn’t know if you would…” he trailed off, breaking eye contact and glancing off to the side.

      “If I would what?” I asked, touching a finger to the side of his face, with a boldness I didn’t know I possessed, forcing him to look at me. Just this slightest touch of skin on skin sent shivers down my spine. There was that scent again, something raw and intoxicating that made my head swim as if I’d guzzled Witch’s Brew and it was rapidly heating up my insides.

      A muscle jumped in his jaw as he tightened his lips into a thin line.

      I took a guess. “You didn’t know if I would still like you as a vampire?”

      He assented with a dip of his eyes.

      I blew air through my nose and smiled.

      “You’re still Rowan,” I said, taking another step closer, one that put me but two inches away from him. “And I do…” I swallowed thickly, “still like you. Very much.”

      He let out a pent up breath, and I was pleasantly surprised to know I could have that effect on him.

      After a short pause, he spoke. “I drink blood, Charlie.” He lay a frigid hand on my cheek.

      I flinched, taken aback by its cutting chill.

      “I’m cold,” he continued. “Dead.” He pronounced the word under his breath, his lower lip trembling, his bottomless eyes drilling into mine. “How can you be attracted to that?”

      It was clear to me what he was trying to do. Well, I wasn’t going to let him and, knowing that words wouldn’t make a difference, I opted for something more drastic.

      Throwing all caution to the wind, I leaned forward and pressed my mouth to his.

      To my utter disappointment, he didn’t reciprocate.

      A hollow space opened inside of me. I stepped back. Talk about awkward. I tried to decide if I should bolt out of the room or think up some excuse to try to save what was left of my dignity.

      He regarded me for a long moment, a mixture of emotions washing over his pale features. He wouldn’t let me in. Maybe his pain was too much. Maybe self-loathing would keep him from letting anyone close.

      Then he rushed into me, his lips crashing into mine and sending all my fear out the window.

      He pulled me against his hard body, one hand weaving into my hair, the other at the small of my back. His insistent lips moved over mine, exploring, igniting all the passion I’d been storing since the first time we kissed.

      I wrapped my hands behind his neck and pressed myself harder against him. I groaned in pleasure, which seemed to strike a chord inside of him because he pushed me down onto the bed, sending his duffle bag flying against the opposite wall with a fling of his arm.

      The aggression should’ve scared me, but instead, I found my heart beating faster as I pulled him toward me.

      He pressed against me, one hand sliding under my T-shirt and up my side, sending electricity into every corner of my being. I ran a hand around his biceps and back, feeling every muscle, marveling at their perfection.

      His tongue caressed my lower lip, then slipped inside my mouth, its velvety touch sending a pang of desire into my belly. His body rocked once. I arched against him, digging my nails into his back. A rumble of desire sounded in the back of his throat.

      This passion was new. This intensity. It lit my brain on fire with possibility. The old Rowan turned me on. The new Rowan reduced me down to one trembling nerve, begging to be touched. I was thrilled and a bit frightened at how badly I needed him and what I was willing to do to keep him on top of me with his hands gripping my naked skin.

      Trailing kisses along my jaw, he dipped lower, his tongue sliding down my neck, sending waves of want through my body. He inhaled sharply, a halting intake of breath that made him shudder.

      Abruptly, he stopped and pulled away, his chest visibly rising and falling. He stared at my lips, a terrible hunger in his expression like he was starving and I was the last bit of food left in the world.

      I should have been afraid. Terrified, actually. But I wasn’t. In fact, I wanted more. I wanted it all. I pulled him down, going for another kiss, but he slyly twisted to one side and ended up lying next to me, his head propped in one hand as he rested his elbow on the naked mattress.

      He was trying very hard to look casual, but I could tell it cost him to keep his distance. I was tempted to roll on top of him and kiss him again, but a small voice of reason in my head stopped me.

      Take it slow, Charlie. You don’t know what you’re playing with.

      Only he knew how he felt and how much his father’s spells curbed his vampire appetites. It would be unwise to go too fast.

      But, damn, I wanted to drive toward the cliff at full speed.

      I smiled and caressed his cheek. “I’m glad we cleared that up.”

      He chuckled, a deep rumble that did weird things to my insides.

      I didn’t want to ruin the moment, but I couldn’t help how anxious I felt without knowing what would happen if Rowan didn’t make the pact.

      “I want you to stay,” I whispered.

      He sighed and lay down flat next to me, staring at the ceiling.

      “You don’t know what you’re volunteering for,” he said. “Besides, this pact thing is a sham. My dad’s clever way of reducing the number of Lessers who actually have a chance of joining the Academy.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, propping myself up to better look at his face.

      “How many people do you see wanting to bind themselves to creatures and for life?”

      “More than you think, I bet,” I said.

      He huffed. “Not everyone is as naive as you are, Charlie.”

      “Not everyone is as jaded as you are, Rowan.”

      “You could get hurt,” he shot back.

      “You saved my life,” I said with emphasis. “You actually got very hurt saving my life. Nothing wrong with me trying to repay the favor.”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. I was almost dead already.”

      I slapped his arm. “Don’t be an ass.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, suppressing a smile.

      “Whatever risk there is, I’ll take it. I love risk. Risk is my middle name.” I gave a silly little laugh.

      He folded his muscular arms over his chest, a clear sign that he was closing off again.

      “Or maybe you’re afraid,” I said.

      “Afraid? Me?” He twisted his mouth as if to say he wasn’t afraid of anything.

      “Of opening up, trusting, getting close to someone,” I said, feeling I’d stumbled onto the real reason for his refusal.

      “Depending on someone, you mean.”

      “Would that be so bad?” I kicked my feet off the bed and sat with my back to Rowan.

      Maybe he didn’t want to be bound to me. Maybe there was someone else he would prefer. I bit my lower lip and chided myself. He’d just told me he thought of me all summer. I needed to quit with all the disparaging thoughts, even if they were the heavy baggage left from years of childhood neglect.

      Thanks, Dad.

      The bed moved as he sat next to me. “No, it wouldn’t,” he said. “I just don’t want it to come between us.”

      “It won’t,” I said.

      He stood and walked to the window. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”

      A chill went down my spine. I rose to my feet. “What do you mean? Is there something you’re not telling me?”

      He faced me, laughing. “No, there isn’t,” he said, holding my gaze. “I just think… you might get sick of me. We would have to take the same classes, practice together, be attached at the hip. Are you really up for that? I am an ‘ass,’ remember?” He made air quotes.

      I narrowed my eyes, unsure of whether or not he was being honest if there wasn’t another reason why he thought the blood pact could cause trouble between us. Maybe, there was. Maybe, there wasn’t. But if he was willing, so was I.

      “I’m ready for anything you throw my way, Rowan Underwood. I survived a werewolf, a lich, an evil warlock and the school cafeteria on Salisbury steak day. I can survive you. Bring it on,” I said, lifting my chin and putting my hand out.

      He stared at it for a moment, then finally shook it.
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      For an unbreakable blood pact, the bonding ceremony wasn’t much to write home about.

      The next night, Dean McIntosh, Dean Underwood, Rowan and I met under a nearly full moon on the back green of the campus. I’d been given no instructions other than to be on time and abstain from eating after noon. Both directions made my stomach squirm and my hands jitter. It wasn’t like they were going to perform surgery, right?

      My cuffs pulsed weakly like even they weren’t sure.

      I hadn’t seen Rowan all day and when I spotted him on the lawn, my skin tingled. I was crushing hard as Disha would say. But, with everything between Rowan and I so tentative and fresh, what would being bound together for eternity do? I tried not to think about it. Yet, why did this feel like a Vegas wedding to someone I’d just met?

      So, without pleasantries, we stood in the moonlight while the deans chanted and cast complicated spells. My cuffs glowed brighter and brighter as my pulse increased. Rowan glanced up at me but then away as if this whole endeavor greatly embarrassed him.

      Then Dean Underwood took my hand, placed an ornate knife it the center of my palm, and cut a slash through my skin. Red blood bubbled in a line as I gritted my teeth from the pain.

      Rowan gritted his teeth for a completely different reason. I watched his nostrils flare as he caught my scent. I couldn’t begin to imagine the turmoil that must be wracking his body at the smell of fresh blood.

      His hands formed into fists, but he remained motionless as Dean Underwood placed my palm on Rowan’s bare chest.

      We stared into each other’s eyes and said the vows. Electric pulses like spring lightning flashed from my body to his, causing our skin to glow a dull gold. Power surged from my cuffs, up to my arm and out. Rowan bristled and then relaxed.

      I smiled. It seemed like everything had worked as it should.

      Then my stomach clenched, and I lost my lunch all over the grass.

      That explained the whole “not eating after noon” thing.

      With the ceremony behind us, things could move forward as normal. Rowan could use the magic allowance I gave him each day to attend classes, and I could continue my studies with his proximity no more than a captivating distraction. Disha picked up a new boyfriend and avoided her new roommate. All was normal.

      Until Saturday.

      Disha insisted we attend the sophomore bash down by the lake. She said it was a sort of initiation, a tradition stemming back hundreds of years. We had made it through our Freshman year without being killed by an errant spell or a soul-sucking lich, which meant we were official.

      “Just making it to sophomore year does not make you a witch,” Rowan protested, taking one of Disha’s fries as we discussed plans in the cafeteria.

      “Hey!” she exclaimed, smacking his hand away. “I thought you didn’t eat food anymore.”

      Rowan glowered. “I can eat food, it just doesn’t do anything for me, besides taste good.” His voice was hushed as if he could keep what he was a secret, but everyone knew. It was all they talked about. Even now, glances darted our way.

      “Whatever,” Disha said. “Just promise me you’ll both be there. We can double date.” Her dark eyebrows waggled.

      “Who is it this time?” Rowan asked, without balking at the double date comment. I smiled inwardly. Our first date...

      I took one of Disha’s fries before answering for her. “His name is Vincent. He’s a Junior with ‘dreamy eyes.’” I added air quotes so Rowan would know I wasn’t checking this guy out.

      “And he works at the bookstore, so he can get us discounts,” Disha added, beaming. She pointed to the new school scarf she was currently wearing.

      “Whoopie,” Rowan said dryly.

      “Look, Debbie Downer, we all can’t ride the celibacy train like you two.” She savagely shoved three fries in her mouth.

      Rowan’s eyes shot up as I kicked Disha under the table. I’d told her, under strict confidence, that we were taking it slow. I was going to kill her. She’d be hearing Ewok voices for a month before I was done with her! I’d come up with a twist to her hex, and she wouldn’t be able to stop it.

      Rowan stood. “I need to go… study.” He hesitantly kissed me on the cheek before slipping out the back. A tingle traveled all over my body.

      “Disha!” I said, but she held up a hand to stop me.

      “I’m just laying the groundwork, baby girl. Come to the party. You’ll see why.”
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      A little after nine PM, we met in the common room. Disha, of course, was dressed to the nines in designer shorts, a frilly blouse and more bangles than a tiger. Her hair fell in giant black-brown curls that looked like they’d taken hours to create. I’d at least made an effort and dressed the part in a blue scoop-neck tee, jean shorts, and ballet flats.

      Rowan strode in, impeccably handsome and understated in his tee and jeans. The medallion still hung at his neck, but it held no magic. It wouldn’t work for him now. If he wanted magic, he had to get it from me, a really strange concept to wrap my head around. All week, he’d come to me for his daily allowance with his eyes on the ground like he’d done something wrong. Like I was his parent and he needed gas money. It was a weird dynamic.

      “Where’s Vincent?” Rowan asked Disha.

      “He’ll meet us there,” Disha said, seeming distracted. She tugged our hands, rushing us to the door. “Come on. We need to get a good spot.”

      “For what?” I asked.

      But she wouldn’t answer. I glanced at Rowan, but he shrugged.

      We hiked it across campus, seeing other groups in beachy attire and carrying towels. Apparently, this “initiation” wasn’t sanctioned by the school, but they turned a blind eye, it being a long-held tradition. Still, it didn’t exactly give me confidence. Slavery and human sacrifice were once a tradition, too.

      When we got to the lake, my jaw dropped. Someone had been planning this for a while. Magical fairy lights danced above our heads in a rainbow of colors, which reflected off the water in shimmery hues. Large mushrooms sprouted from the ground to form chairs and tables that were arranged at odd intervals. A spread of food and drink dominated a long downed tree someone was using as a buffet table.

      People were already milling about, drinking and talking. It looked like a regular lake party until my eyes took in the platform rising up into the sky.

      “What is that?” I pointed a finger at the three-story tall wooden tower.

      “Oh yeah, that,” Disha said.

      “Yeah, that,” I repeated. “Why does it look like a diving platform?”

      Disha bit her nails and shrugged.

      “Oh, no,” I said, turning around. “No, no, no.”

      “Charcoal, please, please, please. Everyone who’s anyone will do it. If you don’t, you won’t get invited to any cool parties. People won’t respect you.”

      “They don’t respect me now. Remember how they called me Yogi Bare for a whole semester?” I said, pulling away. All that popularity crap had never been my thing.

      But then Rowan stepped in front of me.

      “Let me get this straight. You faced Henderson, one of the world’s best warlocks, punched him in the face, and then took on his accomplices single-handedly, but a little pile of sticks is going to make you turn tail and run?” The corner of his smugly adorable mouth quirked up.

      He was teasing me. Challenging me.

      “Are you going to do it?” I said, jutting a hip.

      He snorted a laugh, stripped down to his boxer briefs, and started climbing the ladder.

      “This is stupid.” I held his clothes and unabashedly ogled his miraculous body as it ascended. His skin was smooth as marble, even the scar from my botched spell after Henderson blew up the Enlightenment Fountain was gone. His pecs were strong, descending into a finely-defined six-pack, then a narrow waist. His back muscles flexed as he grabbed rung after rung, moving up the ladder. I stopped my eyes from moving further down as a blush lit up my cheeks.

      “He doesn’t have anything to prove,” I said, clearing my throat.

      But maybe he did. Even now people whispered about him behind their hands. I could tell by the expressions on their faces that there were still long-held prejudices at work when anyone mentioned the name Rowan Underwood.

      And there had been that image of his face floating over the crowd with a huge slash through it. The children of those protestors were standing around us, watching carefully.

      “Daaaamn,” Disha said, eying him. “No wonder you want to hit that. Mama likes.”

      I elbowed her, my eyes glued to Rowan.

      He reached the top in no time, walked to the edge, and turned around. His eyes found mine for a split second. I shook my head, trying to communicate that he didn’t need to risk his neck for some stupid stunt, but he merely smiled, crouched down and sprung into the air backward.

      I gasped, my hands flying to my mouth as he whirled end-over-end, arms out like a diver before tucking them in, then plunging feet first into the water with a huge splash.

      A cheer went up from the crowd. He had made it look flawless.

      Disha and I hurried to the lake’s edge, peering into the murky black depths for him to surface. Time ticked by as we waited.

      Thirty seconds. One minute. Panic built in my chest.

      “Where is he?” Disha asked.

      Someone behind said, “Vamp probably bit it,” and then laughed at his awful joke. Another person whooped. Assholes. I would kill them, but first I had to make sure they were wrong.

      I kicked off my shoes, wading into the water. The chill bit at my thighs, but it didn’t matter. I was going in.

      His head surfaced just as I was about to dive.

      “Rowan,” I shouted, relieved. But why had he—?

      “See. The water’s fine.” He smirked and flicked a little spray in my direction.

      The crowd groaned and started to filter away, but I stood at the water’s edge, my emotions running from relief to anger and back again.

      When he pulled himself out, I wasn’t even swayed by the water glistening on his pecs.

      “Why’d you do that?” I asked, crossing my arms over my chest and squashing his clothes.

      Rowan shook his hair out and reached for his pants. “Vampires don’t really need to breathe, remember? Nothing to worry about, Charlie.”

      I glowered. There were things in that lake. It was off-limits for a reason.

      He leaned in to kiss me, but I pulled away.

      “What?” he asked, oblivious. “You know I can’t get hurt, right? Not like that.”

      He’d forgotten that I could get hurt, mainly by him and his thoughtless actions. I opened my mouth, about to tell him so when three figures cut across the lawn toward us.

      Disha grabbed my arms. “Oh, god, it’s Bridget. Turn me invisible, or into a tree or something.”

      When I glanced up, Bridget had penetrated our circle, and with her, a very large male with flaming red hair identical to hers. A sickly-looking girl with blonde hair and blue eyes drifted up behind them, looking unsure and ready to bolt at any sudden movement.

      “Rowan, is it?” Bridget said, sticking her hand out to shake like they were business associates and not students at a college party. “I’m Bridget Nowak. I’ve been dying to meet you.”

      Rowan’s brow furrowed before he finished tugging on his pants. “Nice to meet you, Bridget. Disha’s told us so much about you.” He nodded to where Disha was ducked down behind me.

      “Has she?” Bridget said brightly, wide eyes blinking. I’d read somewhere that when people showed the whites around their irises it was a sign of mental illness, so I worried for her and that crazy-eyed stare.

      I thought maybe she’d berate Disha for hiding or ditching her, but she kept her eyes on Rowan. “A vampire, eh? That’s exciting! What’s it like?”

      Rowan’s mouth tightened. “What is the whole of my existence as a ‘Lessernatural’ being like? You want me to sum that up right now?”

      She nodded, oblivious to his sarcasm.

      “It’s… great.”

      “Awesome.” She bounced a little, her red curls bobbing. “Anyway, this is Bobby. He’s my brother. And that’s Ava Marie. She’s a new student here, just like us.”

      The large man beside Bridget grunted, giving a nod of hello. It seemed that the family’s talkative genes had been hoovered into Bridget’s open mouth. He didn’t utter a word, choosing instead to cast a bored gaze on the entire festivities like a red-haired Lurch.

      Ava Marie didn’t say anything, either. Her eyes flicked from Rowan to me and then back down to the grass. Like a timid animal, she stepped to the side and let Bobby’s giant profile hide her from sight. The only way I knew she was there was when she sneezed and a cloud of snowflakes flew into the air, so that was something.

      “We just wanted to come over and tell you that we did not sign that student petition trying to ban you from campus.” Bridget smiled.

      “What?” Rowan asked, growing alarmed. “There’s a petition?”

      “Yes. But we did not sign, like I said.” She leaned in and hid her mouth behind a raised hand as she said the next words. “Ava Marie is an elemental and Bobby is a werewolf. My brother and I made the pact just like you guys. And Ava Marie made a pact with one of her many cousins. I think she had to pay them, but whatever. Anyway, not everyone knows about us yet, but we are on your side.” She gave Rowan a wink.

      “Thanks,” Rowan said slowly, glancing around. I’m sure he was wondering who at this party did sign that petition. Hard gazes stared back at him.

      “I think I’ll go,” he said, tugging on his shirt. “You girls stay here. Have fun.”

      “Oh, no! Stay,” Disha yanked on his arm, but then suddenly let go with a shriek. “Vincent!” She took off running.

      Rowan gave a short laugh. “She really talked me into staying. Anyway, I mean it, Charlie. Please stay. I don’t want to ruin your fun.”

      My eyes stared after Disha who was now lip-locked with Vincent. She would be preoccupied, so that left Bridget, Bobby, and Ava Marie who I wasn’t sure I wanted to bond with just yet.

      “I’ll go with you. This isn’t really my scene.” I slipped my hand through his smooth, cold fingers. A night in with Rowan wouldn’t be half bad. Not bad at all.

      “Yeah, get out of here, vampire lover,” a voice called.

      Rowan whirled, his teeth bared, looking as if he might tear someone’s throat out.

      I put a hand on his chest as my own heart hammered. “Not worth it. Definitely not.” I tugged him toward the path.

      “Leaving without taking a dive?” someone behind me asked. A clucking sound followed. More chimed in. They were calling me chicken for not jumping.

      Me, chicken? I’d lived alone at sixteen after my father left. I’d walked the dangerous Atlanta streets after that, dodging meth heads and mean cops. Then, I’d faced a lich, a thirsty vampire, and an evil warlock.

      I was chicken?

      Turning around, I glared in the direction of the other students. Then I made a beeline for the goddamned platform.

      “Charlie?” Rowan called, but I couldn’t stop or I’d lose my nerve.

      I kicked off my shoes once more and climbed that platform like my life depended on it. Then I walked to the edge and glanced down. The murky lake seemed miles away and were those rocks below?

      Yep, I’d face a lich any day over this.

      “Do it!” someone yelled.

      When I glanced back, everyone was watching.

      Rowan was watching.

      I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and jumped.

      The wind rushed past me, ruffling my clothes. My stomach climbed up my throat and my arms wheeled through open air. My last thought was “What have I done?”

      Then I hit the water.

      My body plunged down, slicing through the black depths. Bubbles sprung up around me as the cold water sucked me down, down, down. My panic grew as my body plunged further. How far would I fall? How long would it take me to reach the surface? I’d already come to the end of that last gulp of air.

      My feet hit the gritty bottom, seaweed tangling around my ankles.

      I readied my legs to kick up, but as I was about to, something caught my eye. My cuffs flashed with a dull glow, two quick blinks.

      Then, something buried much deeper in the lake, flashed back.

      Something was down here.

      Something important my cuffs wanted me to see.
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      When I broke through the surface of the lake, my lungs burned as I took in huge gulps of air and pushed away the weeds and hair plastered to my face.

      “Charlie!” Rowan came swimming in my direction and seized me in his arms. “You’re alright.”

      We sank a little until he let me go, then we swam back toward the shore. I was cold and a bit traumatized, but the fact that he’d care enough to swim out warmed me up a little.

      “Gah!” Disha exclaimed as she helped me out of the water. “Don’t ever scare me like that again. I swear I’ll kill you.”

      She wrapped me in a hug, then held me at arm’s length to make sure I was in one piece. Beside me, Rowan checked me too, his shirt and pants dripping onto the gritty beach sand. After he’d gone through the trouble of keeping them dry, he’d gotten soaked to save me.

      My heart got all warm and fuzzy again.

      He reached out and removed a strand of lake weed from my hair, his hand lingering on my shoulder. His brown eyes were full of concern and relief. I smiled, and he pulled me into a wet hug that quickly caused my body to heat up.

      He spoke in my ear. “Like Disha said… don’t ever scare me like that again.”

      The brush of his breath in my ear sent a shiver down my spine. “Now you know how I felt when you didn’t come up right away,” I pointed out.

      A strange expression crossed his face before he recovered, nodding in agreement.

      Wait a minute… Had he been distracted by the same thing I had? I pulled away to ask, but a jeering comment from the side pulled his attention away from me.

      “What did you say?” Rowan demanded, turning to face a guy whom I’d seen outside the administration building, protesting. A big mouth, for sure.

      “I said… you two are perfect for each other. The hobo witch and the unwelcomed Lesser.” He laughed and so did those around him.

      The kid was the warlock equivalent of a burnout, one who spent all his time with his dumbass friends, concocting ways to magically get high. Right now, they were probably tweaked on mangrove root or something. I knew they grew special pot in the woods and sometimes broke into the potions cabinet, but their parents were well connected, so they never got kicked out. He and three of his friends stared at us with red-rimmed eyes and sauntered over, weaving a little even as they challenged Rowan.

      Unfortunately, Rowan took the bait.

      There was a whoosh, and next thing I knew Mr. Big Mouth was against a tree, feet dangling several inches off the ground with Rowan’s hand wrapped tightly around his neck.

      Those around the guy scattered, some of them with their hands up as if ready to unleash a magical attack, but most were just dropping their drinks, turning tail, and disappearing through the trees.

      Without hesitation, I ran to Rowan’s side, but when I took in his expression, I realized I’d rushed into an extremely unpredictable situation.

      His face was a mask of fury, pointed fangs exposed and black veins creating a web around bloodshot eyes, while a deep growl resounded in the back of his throat.

      His features looked… savage. Like he could kill at any second.

      My first instinct was to shrink away and take cover, but I stood my ground.

      “No one interfere,” Disha said to the crowd behind us. “Let her handle this.”

      I didn’t bother to see who was trying to meddle. Instead, I lay a hand on Rowan’s tense arm.

      “Rowan,” I said calmly.

      He growled without taking his deathly focus away from the guy, though his chokehold seemed to relax a fraction at the sound of my voice.

      Mr. Big Mouth’s eyes darted my way, pleadingly as he gripped Rowan’s hands and bicycled his legs in a vain attempt to free himself. Apparently, some air was still getting through Rowan’s grip on his throat because he was whimpering like an abandoned puppy. Not so macho anymore, huh?

      “He’s not worth it,” I said, my tone even and soothing. “He’s just a prejudiced jerk with air for brains. He’s probably tweaked out on bath salts or something.”

      The veins around Rowan’s eyes began retreating. He shook himself, and his enlarged pupils shrank a little.

      He glowered back at the guy, setting him on the ground, but keeping him pinned to the tree with one hand.

      “Apologize,” he said, his voice sounding as if it’d come from inside a coffin—not the analogy I wanted to think of, but the only one that sounded right.

      “I’m sorry, man,” the guy said in a hoarse voice.

      “Not to me.” Rowan gestured with his head in my direction. “To her.”

      “I’m sorry, Charlie,” Mr. Big Mouth said, his voice nothing but a high-pitched whine.

      I blinked. He knew my name? Weird.

      “Sure,” I said. “No worries. Just… uh, don’t call anyone a Lesser or a vampire lover, okay? Labels are wrong, dude. And lay off the drugs. They make you stupid.”

      Rowan released his grip. The guy dropped to his knees, which is when I noticed the dark stain spreading down his pant leg. Yikes. He was not going to live that down with his bros.

      “Let’s get out of here,” Rowan said, taking my hand and pulling me toward campus.

      As we went, his face slowly turned back to normal. I kept stealing glances his way, unsure of what to say. When we made it out of the woods, he let go of my hand and squinted at a nearby lamppost as if it hurt his eyes.

      “The spells are wearing out,” he said to no one in particular.

      I frowned and was about to ask what he meant when it dawned on me.

      “How… often do they need to be renewed?” I knew that until he became a pro at controlling his vampiric instincts, he would require magical help, but I didn’t know how often his father needed to fortify the restraining spells.

      “Every three days,” he said between clenched teeth. Then gripping his head, he shook it. “That was so stupid. I was so out of control. If you hadn’t come over…”

      I put my hand on his arm to reassure him that I would always be there. But three days between spells? That was more often than I’d guessed, which was clearly maddening to Rowan. It meant he was dependent on his father the way he was dependent on me due to the pact.

      I stared at the ground, feeling like an idiot for not understanding the full length of his frustration before.

      “Maybe… I can learn the spells, so you don’t have to go to your dad all the time.” I made the offer without looking him in the eye. I knew it wasn’t the best thing to say, but I didn’t know what else to do.

      He huffed, walked away from the lamppost, and sat on a stone bench, facing the lawn. Electric light couldn’t hurt him—not like the sun could—but from what I’d read, vampires preferred the shadows.

      “They’re complicated spells, Charlie. Very advanced.”

      What he was saying was that he didn’t think I was capable of learning them. I tried not to let his assumption hurt and determined myself to prove him wrong if I had time between my classes.

      “I could’ve killed that stupid stoner,” Rowan said, rubbing his forehead.

      “But you didn’t,” I replied, sitting by his side while I wrung my T-shirt of excess water.

      His mood turning on a dime, he faced me and took my hand. “Are you alright?”

      I nodded, warmth spreading through my chest like thick honey. It had been some time since anyone, besides Disha, showed they cared about me.

      “I’m fine.” I smiled, then frowned as I remembered what I’d seen at the bottom of the lake.

      “Are you sure?” Rowan cocked his head to one side, a lock of wet hair falling to his forehead.

      “I think I saw something… in the water,” I said.

      “You did?” he asked, his expression shifting once more, a bit of his previous wildness returning.

      I scrutinized his face, the events of the evening slowly shaping themselves into a bothersome realization.

      “Wait… you know what’s down there, don’t you?”

      He didn’t answer, but the slight tightening of his eyebrows confirmed my gut feeling. Rowan let go of my hand and stood, turning his back on me.

      “All kinds of things are down there, supposedly. I’ve heard a bunch of rumors,” he said with a shrug, “but they’re probably wrong.”

      It wasn’t exactly a denial, but I could sense he was trying to change the subject to get me to leave the topic alone.

      “What are you trying to hide?” I asked.

      “Nothing.”

      I stood. “Then why don’t you look me in the eye?”

      He turned and faced me, his impression impassive. His gaze was cold and pointing straight into mine. A chill went up my arms.

      “I thought we were in this together,” I said. “But you’re keeping something from me.”

      He didn’t deny it and just went on staring at me.

      “This isn’t going to work if you don’t trust me, Rowan.”

      “What about you trusting me?” he asked.

      I huffed. “That’s ridiculous. You’re pretty much lying to me.”

      “I’m only trying to protect you. And when I say trust me, I mean... trust that I know what I’m doing,” he clarified.

      I threw my arms up in the air. “That’s great, Rowan. Awesome way to treat your girlfriend.” I shut my mouth, a knot forming in my throat. Had I just said that out loud?

      Rowan’s expression softened. He rose to his feet. “Girlfriend?”

      I could back down and play stupid, but he wasn’t the only one who could set the pace in this relationship.

      “Yes, girlfriend,” I said, taking a step in his direction and lacing my fingers through his. The coolness of his hand was strangely soothing, seeming to temper the fever I felt every time I got too close to him. “What? We can make an unbreakable bond, but a silly label is too much?” I smiled trying to lighten this heavy conversation.

      Rowan’s eyes wavered, suddenly looking as if he were about to cry. He inhaled sharply and blinked. My heart squeezed as a freight train of emotions hit it. I’d never seen him cry, not even when he was dealing with that nasty curse and found himself at the brink of death.

      I lay a hand on his cheek, pushed to my tiptoes and kissed him gently. He pulled me in his arms, pressing his cheek against mine. There was such tenderness in his embrace that I felt I might melt into a puddle at his feet. I embraced him back, my arms wrapping around his waist.

      “You’re... something, Charlie Rivera. Only you would… care for a vampire after he almost ripped a guy to shreds,” he said in my ear. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      Okay, I could be excused if I melted, right?

      We kissed then and, unlike before, it was tender, thoughtful, and far more intimate.

      Hand in hand, we walked back to the Sophomore Dorm. The knowledge that he was hiding something kept gnawing at me. Whatever he was up to couldn’t be good, not when he thought I needed to be protected from it.

      I cursed inwardly. I wanted to demand the truth from him, but I knew that wasn’t going to work. Maybe he was trying to protect me, but maybe it was just trust issues. Last Christmas, I’d only learned about his curse by accident. And he’d never told anyone his plan to become a vampire as a way to save his life from that awful magic.

      Rowan walked me to my door and kissed me tenderly.

      “Good night, Charlie,” he said, his forehead resting on mine.

      “I thought maybe you’d like to come inside... for a bit.” I wasn’t thinking of sex. It was too soon for that, but I’d been looking forward to our next make-out session.

      “Shame on you,” he said in a playful tone. “It’s against the rules for an opposite gender student to be in someone else’s room after hours.”

      “I think the rules have been our bitches enough times that once more won’t matter.”

      He chuckled. “Mmm...” He inhaled and licked his lips. “It’s tempting, but not a good idea. My spells are wearing out, remember?” Cocking his head to one side, Rowan pulled away, looking as disappointed as I felt. “We’ll break this particular rule, though. Soon.”

      Still holding my hand, he started to back away. We drank each other in, our fingers reaching, reaching until contact broke.

      He finally turned and headed to his room. I opened my door and went in, trying very hard to trust him, to believe he wasn’t planning anything drastic again.

      An hour passed with me lying in bed, fighting to go to sleep as I pictured Rowan’s nearly naked body ascending the platform ladder a few more times than I’d like to admit. I’d almost given up sleep altogether when my thoughts finally settled, and I started to drift away.

      The cuffs pulsed. My eyes sprang open.

      I sat up, my gaze immediately darting toward the window. I walked up to it and peeked out. The lawn and the circular driveway were empty, lampposts casting a warm light into the night. My alarm clock read midnight.

      The witching hour.

      And, apparently, the vampir-ing hour, too.

      Rowan was hurrying down the sidewalk.

      Where was he going? Maybe to his father for a spell renewal, but at this hour? And if that was all, why had the cuffs flashed a warning?

      Without thinking, I stuffed my feet into my tennis shoes and opened the window—no time to go through the front door. I was wearing only a white tank top and a pair of pajama shorts, but there was no time to change either or I’d lose him. I climbed down the brick and landed on the other side, with a little help from a quick levitating spell. The bushes at the foot of the window got their little branchy claws out and attempted to scratch me, but I pushed them away with a distracted wave of my hand, my attention locked on the figure now disappearing around the bend.

      I almost took off running after him, then remembered his supernatural senses. He would hear me and smell me right away, unless…

      Sweeping my arms in a circle, I created a barrier around me. It was a cloaking spell that wouldn’t let attacks in and would keep me hidden. Satisfied, I went after Rowan.

      When I turned the corner, he was gone, not a trace left behind. I rolled my eyes, fearing this super speed thing was going to get old very soon. Now what?

      But I knew what… I knew where.

      Heeding my instincts, I ran toward the lake.

      When I got there, I found that everything was as it had been earlier: fairy lights dancing against the canopy of the trees, the diving platform, the large mushrooms—only the students were missing. Everyone must’ve dispersed after Rowan almost killed senior pee-pee pants.

      Yet, someone was here. A pile of clothes by the shore confirmed I’d been right. Rowan had gone back in the lake.

      Was it my fault? It felt like my fault. I’d told him I’d seen something at the bottom, perhaps what he’d been looking for while he was down there so long and, now with more time to search, he intended to find it.

      I stared at the dark surface of the water. The floating lights reflected on it, twinkling like multi-colored Christmas lights. I waited, taking deep breaths and telling myself Rowan didn’t need oxygen like I did. And, dammit, why hadn’t I learned a breathing underwater spell, yet? And did gillyweed even exist? Probably not. I would wait for him, he would come out and I would make him tell me exactly what he was up to.

      A biting, burning pain suddenly squeezed my wrists. My heart raced, hammering out of control.

      Something was wrong with Rowan. I had no idea how I knew, but I could just feel it.

      Wading into the water, I was about to jump in when I realized that would be a waste of time. It would take me forever to swim to the bottom. So, I focused on the platform, centered my energy with a deep inhale, then pushed downward with both hands.

      Like that first time I’d attempted to levitate in Henderson’s class, I shot out of the water and, to my dismay, well past the platform. Arms flailing, I kept rising until I reached the apex of my ascent and started plummeting.

      I freaked out and was about to thrust my arms downward again to stop my fall when I realized this was exactly what I wanted.

      Pinching my nose, I pressed my legs together and closed my eyes.

      There was a rush of air that whipped my hair upward, then I hit the water, my feet breaking the surface first. The lake swallowed me, encasing me in its folds.

      I opened my eyes to utter darkness. Bubbles tickled their way up my face. I fell for an eternity before my feet hit bottom. As soon as I landed, I put my hands out, channeling a spell. Light sprouted from my cuffs, managing to illuminate my pitch black surroundings for about six feet in every direction. Weeds floated lazily around me. Bubbles floated up, mocking me on their way to the surface. Mud churned up from the bottom making it hard to see.

      Frantically, I whirled around, trying to peer past my sphere of light.

      Which way? I thought in desperation as my lungs began to hurt.

      The cuff on my left wrist gave a slight tug. I pushed off the ground and started swimming in that direction.

      Just when I started doubting I was going the right way, I caught sight of movement. I pressed forward, spotting a pair of legs. They were kicking violently, the water and muck churning around, while the rest of the body seemed buried in a tangle of tentacle-like weeds.

      Rowan!

      As he kicked, I snatched one of his ankles and tried to pull him out. It didn’t help. Instead, the weeds roiled and sucked him in deeper like octopus tentacles intent on a meal. I stared upward, aching for air as my lungs screamed for it.

      Damn! I really needed to learn a spell for breathing underwater.

      No matter. Irmagard had taught me a blasting spell.

      Waving my hands in the right pattern, I let my energy gather. I was about to blast the shit out of the weeds when I decided I should wait and make it count. I was out of oxygen, and going back to the surface was out of the question. Rowan was certainly in pain. I held on for a few more seconds, my entire body clamoring for air.

      Then I let go.

      A wide column of brilliant golden magic ejected from my hands and struck the weeds. An explosion followed, the blast of water striking me full in the chest, propelling me outward.

      A scream ripped from my chest and water flooded my lungs as I tumbled away head over heels.

      Then I knew nothing more.
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      I awoke retching and coughing up lake water all over myself. Gasping for precious air, I rolled onto my side and sucked deep lungfuls of the stuff as Rowan knelt beside me.

      “Charlie, oh, God. You’re breathing. Jesus.” He ran a trembling hand through his wet hair and talked a mile a minute. “I saw the glow of your cuffs, but when I got to you I thought you were done for.”

      I gagged again, coughing and sputtering water. So much for our first date night. Could it have gone any worse?

      “I’m… fine,” I said, my voice a harsh whisper.

      “Hardly. Why did you do it? I told you, I don’t need air. You could have died!” His face oscillated between total panic and frustration as he stared down at me.

      It took me a while to answer as I was still trying to breathe. My body felt waterlogged and my lungs were soaked. I’d swallowed water and passed out on the bottom and if Rowan hadn’t saved me again, I would be dead.

      I was really living on the edge.

      “Thank you,” I said, weakly, lying back on the gritty sand on the lake’s shore.

      Rowan shook his head as if he didn’t want my thanks. “When I saw you at the bottom…” His eyes cast out over the water as his face darkened.

      “Look, you can’t pin this on me,” I said, sitting up on my elbows as they dug into the sand. “You snuck out. You know I can’t do secrets, Rowan. If you try keeping me out again, I can’t guarantee my own safety.” A smirk spread across my trembling lips.

      “God, Charlie, this isn’t a time for jokes.”

      “Tough crowd,” I murmured wiping lake water from my eyes. “In all seriousness, I mean it. We are bound together. You cannot hide things from me.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said, falling back on his knees. “I knew the water was dangerous and I knew you didn’t know a spell to breathe underwater, but would still insist on going. Besides, those things could’ve held me all night and I would still be fine. Or… whatever it is I am these days.” He gestured to his body.

      “And what if I hadn’t seen you sneak out, and you were forced to live the rest of eternity stuck inside those weeds? Did you consider that possibility? Huh?”

      He rolled his eyes. “Like that would happen, but, okay, I won’t hide things from you anymore.”

      “Good, because I really dislike near-death experiences. And that stupid lake.”

      He gave a laugh. Finally.

      “What were those things?” I asked, remembering the watery plant tentacles that had held him.

      “They’re defensive spells. Animated plants. Someone really didn’t want us going down there.”

      “Was it worth it?” I asked, sitting up and tugging at the white tank top that was now revealing far too much. “Did you find what they were guarding?”

      A big smile spread across his face as he held up his fist. In it, a corroded metal object dangled from a chain.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      He turned it over in his palm. “I didn’t stop to look at it as I was too busy saving your life. Let’s see.”

      Together, we leaned over the item. Rowan brushed lake muck and grit off it with gentle fingers. The item was a four-inch square with a rounded top and a hinge at one side. He found a clasp and pulled it open. Inside was a waterlogged compass with a blue face and gold lettering around the edges. The black hands that spun to tell the direction were frozen in place, probably broken from who knew how much time spent underwater.

      “Oh, it’s ruined,” I said, touching it gently. As I did, a pulse of magic zapped my fingertips and my cuffs flashed in response. “Did you feel that?”

      Rowan took the compass in his hands carefully. For a moment, nothing happened, but then he grabbed his chest as if injured.

      “What?” I asked, my worry spiking.

      “It’s…” He placed his hand to his wet T-shirt and paused. Then he grabbed my hand and pressed it to his sternum.

      At first, I felt nothing but damp fabric and the sexy muscles beneath. Then something stuttered, a few beats against my palm before stopping.

      Our eyes met and held.

      “Rowan,” I whispered.

      His smile spread wider. “My heart.”

      “Is that normal?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. Never. Not since Answorth.”

      That realization fell over us like a splash of cold water.

      Rowan gripped my hand, a hesitant excitement in his eyes. “Could the rumors be true?”

      “The ones you heard about the lake?”

      He nodded. “I heard there might be an item here that could help my condition.”

      Help his condition? What did that mean exactly? And where did he hear these rumors? Did it even matter if this item could help him?

      “What if this could reverse the transformation?” He glanced wistfully at the compass.

      I touched it carefully. “All that from this? What is it?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know, but it’s mine now.” He said this, looking a bit too much like Smeagol from Lord of the Rings. I half expected him to stroke it and call it Precious.

      “Do you think we should show it to Dean McIntosh or maybe your… dad?”

      “No,” he said quickly. “They might take it away.”

      I swallowed hard. I knew exactly what this felt like. When the cuffs chose me last year, the administration had tried to take them away, but, lucky for me, they were irremovable. However, if they had been able to, I would’ve fought tooth and nail. They were mine. They changed things for me, which was exactly what this compass might do for Rowan.

      “Let’s think it over and talk about it in the morning,” I said, gripping his hand.

      We walked back, both wet and exhausted, but happy. The warm glow in my chest had nothing to do with magic this time. Maybe he could be healed. Maybe we’d just solved all our problems in one fell swoop.

      That night, we went to bed feeling at ease, our hopes stoked by this amazing find.

      But, of course, life never worked out the way we wanted it to and a few days after finding the compass, Rowan was back to his despondent attitude, his hopes dashed. No matter what he tried on the compass—spells, cleaning, and praying—it wouldn’t work. He couldn’t get the same results he had at the lake, and his optimism faded into a sour disappointment that was somehow worse than before we learned of the compass.

      Later that week, sitting in the quad during a break between classes, I pleaded with him once more.

      “Let’s go to your dad. He’s been all ‘Team Rowan’ lately. I really think he can help us.”

      Rowan shook his head, squinting through sunglasses into the afternoon glare. Even though he wore a protective spell to allow him to be out on this gloriously hot day, the sun still bothered him.

      Around us, our classmates carried on, unaware of our current struggles. A group of girls was laying out on towels, improving their tan, while a team of guys kicked a soccer ball down the green. Just as it was about to sail into the net, a spell caught it from the side and flung it away, and a string of protests and curse words flooded the air.

      Had I ever been that carefree? Me, with the alcoholic father and the dying mother. That was a big fat nope.

      “We can’t go to my dad,” Rowan said, watching the soccer argument with only passing interest. “My dad has been preoccupied as of late with phone calls and letters calling for my immediate removal. If I bring another problem to him right now, he’ll blow.”

      “Then we go to Dean McIntosh. She’s always calm and collected. Not like her sister. Did you know Irmagard sleeps with her ferret in her bed? They share a pillow. That relationship is not normal.” I was trying humor to lighten Rowan’s mood, but it was clearly not working.

      “Fine. Let’s go. I’ve got nothing else left to try and the sun is killing me.” He slipped the compass in my bag like just having it near him was a source of discomfort.

      We walked side-by-side toward the administration building, but I had the feeling that we were on different planets. Suddenly, I found myself wondering if he ever resented me. I had a beating heart that I often took for granted—not to mention magic that he could only borrow.

      Up the steps and into the air conditioning, Rowan led the way until we were standing outside of the dean’s office, but the door was closed and voices echoed inside.

      “We should come back later,” I said, but Rowan held up a hand and went on listening as if the door posed no obstacle.

      “It’s that Bash bastard,” he said with a growl. Then, before I knew what he was doing, he threw open the door and stormed in.

      Damn! We were quite a pair.

      Sighing, I followed him.

      “Rowan, what are you doing in here?” Dean McIntosh said, standing up.

      Sebastian Mink whirled around, his eyes lighting up as he saw who was interrupting their meeting. He was dressed as before in a dandy purple velvet suit and matching hat. His mustache was so big and thick it looked like someone should give it a name. His long, pale fingers clutched a slim cane with an ornate golden handle.

      “Ah, yes, the famed Rowan Underwood. So glad you can join us. Were your ears burning? We’ve been having a lovely chat all about you.”

      “Rowan, you should go,” Dean McIntosh warned, but Rowan squared his shoulders and stalked up to Mink as if he were about to hit him.

      “If you have something to say to me, you can say it to my face,” Rowan snapped.

      Mink smiled maliciously, leaning back against the dean’s desk as if Rowan’s threatening pose meant nothing to him.

      “I have many things to say to you, my boy. Would you like to meet up somewhere to discuss?” Mink’s hand tightened on his ornate walking stick, one that, at second glance, seemed as if it might contain a weapon.

      Dean McIntosh waved her hands and suddenly Mink and Rowan were pushed to either side of the room. Rowan teetered and then righted himself against a bookcase and Mink smoothed his purple coat and adjusted his hat.

      “Gentlemen, can I please remind you that this is my office and we will remain civil or I will use my right as dean to silence and restrain you both?”

      Neither said anything. Dean McIntosh might have been a petite woman, but we all knew she was one of the most formidable magicians in the world.

      Her eyes flicked up as if just realizing I haunted her doorway. “And, Miss Rivera, why do I always find you mixed up in every conflict that falls upon my doorstep?”

      I shrugged. “I’m that good, I guess. I came with Rowan. We wanted to speak to you.”

      The dean pushed back a lock of gray-brown, shoulder-length hair. She seemed tired but quickly adjusted her expression. “And I would be happy to speak with you once I finish my conversation with Mr. Mink.”

      Mink interjected. “Rowan should hear directly what he’s facing. Let the boy prepare himself.”

      “I want to hear,” Rowan said, eyes flaring.

      Dean McIntosh sighed. “Rowan, did you have an altercation with Cruise Knightley?”

      Cruise Knightley? Was that a name? I didn’t know him, but then I remembered the d-bag Rowan had choked down by the lake, the one I now affectionately thought of as Captain Pee-Pee Pants.

      “Who is he?” Rowan’s face tensed as if he knew exactly who he was.

      Mink flexed his hands on his cane. “Cruise Knightley is the young man you assaulted and nearly bit, a criminal offense worthy of incarceration in Drungheim, the magical penitentiary in Germany, carrying a sentence of at least fifty years.”

      Rowan blanched. “I didn’t.”

      “It’s true,” I said, striding forward. “I was there. The guy was being a jerk. Rowan just asked him to apologize.”

      “Excuse me, Miss Rivera,” Mink said, turning his impish gaze on me. “But a lot of other people were there that night and they are corroborating Mr. Knightley’s story. Rowan lost control, grabbed him by the throat, and was about to bite. It seems only your calming presence was able to save Cruise’s life.”

      Then he winked at me, a corner of his mouth twitching as if he were coming on to me.

      My skin crawling, I turned away. “Dean McIntosh, you know Rowan. You know he would never do something like that.”

      Mink was the one to answer. “She also knows that Truman Knightley, father of the victim, is on her Board of Regents.”

      Oh, shit.

      “None of this is Charlie and Rowan’s concern, Mr. Mink,” the dean said, coming around her desk to usher us out of her office. “Now, students, please do not worry about this. It will all be sorted out. Rowan, your father would like to see you as soon as he returns from his trip. He’ll be in touch. Miss Rivera, please stay out of trouble.”

      She pushed us out of her office and magically shut the door.

      Rowan and I stood in the hallway, frozen. I felt as though the whole building had fallen on top of us and was crushing us with its weight.

      I put my hand on his arm. “Rowan, I… I’m so sorry.”

      He nodded but kept his eyes on the tile. “Thanks.” He stared at the floor for a long moment. “I’d like to… be alone for a bit, Charlie. I’m sorry. I’ll call you later.”

      He took off without waiting for me to respond. I watched him leave, a tornado of emotion threatening to wipe me off the face of the map.

      Sighing, I reached into my bag, pulling out the compass, the source of all our distress.

      “Why won’t you work?” I whispered, flicking it open.

      As I did, light from the exterior doors hit the compass lid. Something I hadn’t noticed before gleamed back at me. I tilted the lid toward the light, peering in.

      An inscription!

      A type of spell perhaps, though some of the letters seemed obscured by time and rust.

      Whatever it was, it felt like a lifeline, a clue to unlock the cage around us. Tucking the compass safely back in my bag, I ran off to find Disha.
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      I found Disha just where I had expected, at a cafeteria table strategically positioned behind an elegant wooden column.

      “Hey!” I said.

      She jumped away from her textbook, putting a hand to her chest. “God, you scared me. I thought you were Bridget. She was after me earlier, and that girl is like a bloodhound.”

      Disha was still at odds with her roommate. Despite all efforts to guide her attention elsewhere, the girl kept harassing Disha, driving her crazy with her over-friendly attitude and nosy questions, to the point that Bridget had started feeling kind of stalkerish, and Disha was now hiding from her.

      I sat across from my friend and set my bag on the floor. She was wearing a jean miniskirt, layered tank tops, a choker necklace, and a pair of suede booties, her luscious curls flowing past her breasts. So gorgeous it was impossible not to be a tad jealous. I mean, come on. Who had a figure like that?

      “Like I told you before,” I said. “You’re welcome to crash in my room anytime.”

      “You’re my BFF, Charmander. I wouldn’t do that to you. She’s persistent and would come looking for me. Then there would be two miserable witches, not just one.” She sighed. “Besides, it’s my punishment, not yours.”

      She still believed the dean had assigned Bridget to be her roommate as punishment for tackling Nurse Taishi while I kidnapped Rowan last semester. But if that was the case, they would have partnered me with Satan. I’d done much worse, and instead, I’d ended up with a room all to myself. This was nothing but bad luck.

      “The girl is certifiable,” Disha said, jumping into a tirade. “Have I told you that she does spells in her sleep?”

      “Really? Like what?”

      Disha’s hands fluttered all around. “She levitates, sends bees buzzing around her head, does her homework.”

      “In her sleep? Sweet… how do you do that?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Everyone knows that’s a waste of time. You end up with nonsense mixed with your school work. Your dreams get in the way.”

      I sighed in disappointment. Wasn’t magic supposed to make things easy?

      “Exactly the way my dreams keep getting in the way of my earplug spell,” she complained. “I can’t keep it going all night. The spell turns off whenever I have a particularly vivid dream, and that’s when Bridget’s nighttime craziness wakes me up. It happens almost every night. It’s miserable.”

      “That sucks.”

      She held up a finger, letting me know she was really on a roll and was going to vent it all. “And she always has that girl, Ava Marie, hanging around, lurking in the doorway like some waifish charity case. Do you know she never says a word, but how could she when Bridget never shuts up? And yet, she manages to haunt my doorway, watching me, sneezing and making it rain on my carpet. What a pair!”

      “Sorry, Disha. I had no idea.”

      “Of course, you didn’t,” she snapped. “All you think about is Rowan.”

      “Hey, speaking of Rowan.” I lowered my voice and leaned in closer.

      Disha rolled her eyes.

      “You know the compass he found in the lake…?” I asked.

      She nodded, resigned to my one-track mind. “Did it… do that thing again?” She put a hand over her heart and made a tapping motion.

      “No, not again,” I said, “and he’s all beat up about it. I hate to see him like that.”

      “I warned you,” she said, though not unkindly.

      When I’d told her that the compass had made Rowan’s heart beat and he hoped there might be a way to reverse his transformation, she’d advised me not to let him get his hopes too high. Sure, there were legends about vampires becoming human again, but they weren’t true. No one had ever made the trip back, she assured me. But still…

      “Legends carry a grain of truth sometimes,” I said. “The compass did make his heart beat. I felt it, Disha.”

      She sighed and peered at me with huge, sad eyes.

      “I’m not making it up,” I insisted.

      “Are you sure? You’d just had a brush with death and were in shock or something,” she said. “Maybe you imagined it.”

      “No, I didn’t. There’s something about the compass. I can feel its power. And…” I paused, pulling it out of my bag, glad for the seclusion of our table, “I found something. Could be a clue. See…” I pointed at the inscription on the lid.

      Disha examined the compass for a moment, then glanced back at me with a frown. “See what?”

      “The inscription. It’s damaged, but I was hoping you could help me figure out how to reveal it.”

      “What inscription? There’s just an old carving, Charlie.”

      I shook my head. “No, look,” I pointed at the letters. “That’s a t and an e. Then something followed by a p or… it could be an f.”

      “You’re seeing things,” she said. “There’s nothing there.”

      We stared at each other for a long moment, then we glanced down toward the cuffs at my wrists.

      “Unless…” Disha let the word hang.

      My cuffs let out a quick flash of light. We exchanged shocked glances, then jumped to our feet in unison.

      “Your room,” Disha said, gathering her books.

      I stuck the compass back in my bag, and we tore toward the exit. We’d barely taken three steps away from the table when we noticed Bridget and Ava Marie, sitting nearby.

      “What the hell?” Disha said under her breath.

      Ava Marie’s eyes dropped to the floor while Bridget stood up. “Hey… um… have you been over there this whole time? I was looking for you… earlier, I mean.”

      Disha growled, practically baring her teeth and stomping around the redhead, who had likely been eavesdropping this entire time. Anger stirred in my chest, but I felt more pity than anything else. Bridget just seemed so clueless.

      “Excuse me,” I said, skirting around her and following Disha.

      “More than half the school signed the petition, did you hear?” Bridget said, fast at my heels.

      “Yeah, I heard,” I lied, hurrying along and trying not to panic. That petition was bad news, and I didn’t want to think what it could mean for Rowan. The parents, the regents, the students, they were all against us.

      I stepped outside into the bright afternoon and spotted Disha making a beeline for our dorm. I hurried after her, stubborn Bridget still trailing behind me.

      “But they weren’t counting on all the new students,” Bridget kept going, undeterred by the fact that I was blatantly trying to ignore her—not that her news wasn’t interesting. I just had bigger fish to fry at the moment.

      “About twenty werewolves, twelve vampires, and three succubi registered this week and Ava Marie is our first elemental,” she informed me, nodding to her. “Macgregor Underwood is clever, but not that clever. He thought no witches or warlocks would want to bind themselves to ‘Lessers,’” she made air quotes, “but he wasn’t counting on all the families with skeletons hidden in their closets. He thought he was suddenly the only one with his own skeleton. Naive, if you ask me. Oh, and by skeletons, I mean vampires, werewolves, whatever.”

      What she was saying sounded terribly close to what Rowan had said about his dad’s logic behind letting non-wizard students in. Did the entire Academy feel the same way? Was Dean McIntosh in on it? I wanted to believe they were being open-minded and accepting of all Supernaturals, but maybe I was wrong.

      “It’s not like anyone is in danger,” Bridget continued. “My brother and Rowan wouldn’t hurt anyone, right? Look around… students playing soccer, witches going—”

      I came to an abrupt stop and whirled on the determined chatterbox. “Bridget...”

      She peered at me with alert green eyes, her red curls shining in the sunlight.

      “Look,” I continued. “I appreciate your interest in Rowan, but we’re good.”

      “For now. But what if Bash Mink gets his way, and they kick out all the new students? Ava Marie and my brother are worried and Rowan should be, too.” She gave me a hard look. “Mink’s behind all this, you know?”

      That made sense, but right now, I had problems of my own to deal with. Disha was right. This girl just couldn’t take a hint.

      “Bridget, listen—”

      “Oh,” she pointed toward my cheekbone. “You have an eyelash.”

      I paused, frowning. She began twirling her fingers. A small current brushed my face, swooped down, then snuck inside my shirt, making my arm hairs stand on end. I shrieked, pulling on my T-shirt and peering at my breasts. Everything looked as it should. Thank, God!

      “What the hell, Bridget? Why are you putting spells on my chest?” I exclaimed.

      “Make a wish,” she said, beaming.

      “Huh?”

      “Make a wish,” she repeated. “When an eyelash falls, you put it on your chest and make a wish. I was just helping you out.”

      I’d heard of people putting the eyelash on the back of their hand, then blowing it away before making a wish, but this? If anything, it would probably cause chest hair to sprout all over my boobs. Gross.

      “All right,” I said, trying but failing to contain my irritation. “I think Disha and I would like a little privacy, now. Just… um… let us be, okay?”

      Her big smile deconstructed in slow motion until her lips formed a downward arch that made me feel like a total jerk.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, then walked away, shame burning on my cheeks.

      I could tell Bridget meant well, but she was seriously stressing me out. I had enough to deal with already. When this was all over, I would—

      “It’s okay, Charlie’s Angels,” Bridget said behind me. “Just let me know if you need help with that compass.”
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      “I take back everything I’ve ever said to defend Bridget. She’s actually as annoying as you told me,” I said as I burst into my room and found Disha waiting for me, sitting on my unmade bed. I walked to my desk, set my books down, and gently touched Trey’s urn in greeting.

      I proceeded to tell Disha what had happened, while I tried to contain my frustration and forget the icky feeling of her spell snaking over my bra. That girl was just odd and that was saying something considering we went to a school for Supernaturals.

      “Does she need the Ewok treatment?” Disha proposed. “I have the spell memorized. A week should do the trick.”

      I knew she wasn’t serious, but I briefly contemplated it. Then again, hearing gibberish for a week might send Bridget over the edge.

      “Anyway, we’re not here to talk about my annoying roommate,” Disha said, wiggling her fingers toward my bag.

      “Right,” I said, retrieving the compass and placing it on Disha’s extended hand.

      “So I was thinking… some items have similar magical wavelengths, and maybe your cuffs and the compass are kindred spirits.” She looked up through her dark eyelashes. “Like you and I.”

      We exchanged a complicit smile.

      She continued. “That might be why you were able to see it at the bottom of the lake, and why you can see an inscription and I can’t. That, or your crazy-ass cuffs are at it again.”

      “Either way,” I said. “What do you think would be the best way to reveal the message?”

      She turned the compass this way and that. “It’s pretty damaged, but it could probably be restored by someone who specializes in antiques.”

      “What?! Disha, we have freakin’ magic, and you’re suggesting we go about this the regular way. Why would we do that?”

      “Well, first off, we’re no experts,” she explained very slowly as if I were a toddler, which I guess, magically speaking, I was. “I’m sure one of the faculty would know exactly what spell to use to glean the inscription from this rusted mess, but would you trust them not to take the compass away?”

      Before I saw the inscription, I’d been willing to go to Dean McIntosh, but now that there was renewed hope, I wasn’t sure that was such a good idea anymore. And there was no faculty member I trusted not to go squealing to the dean as soon as we showed up, magical item in hand. Not after last year.

      Disha went on with her answer to my question. “Secondly, if we try a random spell, we run the risk of rendering the inscription less readable, at best. At worst, we might destroy the compass altogether. That’s why someone who specializes in antiques seems the safest bet.”

      “But where are we going to find someone like that?” I asked. “I sure don’t know anyone.”

      “I do,” she said. “A friend of my parents.”

      Of course, I rolled my eyes.

      She rubbed her chin, her red-tipped fingernails lightly scratching her smooth, tan skin. “It will probably cost a small fortune, and she would likely tell my parents about it, so…”

      “Yeah, not an option.”

      We stared at each other, then nodded.

      “Random spell it is,” we said in unison.

      I flexed my fingers. “All right, what do we try? A revealing charm is the most obvious.”

      “I doubt it’ll work,” she said. “It’s too basic, but go ahead, try it.”

      I walked to my desk, placed the compass on top of it, and took a deep breath. Subvocalizing the charm, I made a fist, then slowly spread my fingers open. Tension filled the air as I released my magic. When it had dissipated, I leaned over the compass. I hadn’t really been expecting the charm to work, but I was still disappointed.

      I tried again.

      “Verba revelare.” I said the charm out loud for more effect.

      Still nothing.

      Disha nodded knowingly, but, to her credit, didn’t say I told you so.

      “I think,” she began, tapping her temple, “fire might work, but if we overdo it, we could end up with a charred scrap of metal.”

      “Fire?” I said, doubtfully. I’d never tried a fire spell. They weren’t particularly encouraged in the classroom, for obvious reasons. And, with my cuffs, I was liable to set the entire building ablaze.

      “Yeah, fire,” Disha said dreamily, leaving the bed and walking toward me.

      We stood side by side, peering down at the compass as it sat on the desk, oblivious to our plotting.

      “I don’t know, Disha. I kinda like my room. Look, I just got a lava lamp.” I pointed at my trash day find on my nightstand.

      She went on as if I hadn’t spoken. “Fire is cleansing. An expertly-handled magical fire would burn away the rust, then forge the words back into shape.”

      “What about a sophomorically-handled magical fire?” I asked with a sardonic raise of one eyebrow.

      Disha considered for a moment. “Charbroiling results, most likely.”

      The puns might be the death of us before the fire even started.

      What other choice did we have? It was already useless to Rowan. We had to try something.

      “Be my guest,” I said, taking a step back and gesturing toward the compass with an extended hand.

      Disha placed her hand daintily on her chest, did a little curtsey, and mouthed “Moi?” with mock disbelief.

      “Yeah, you, Ms. Khatri. Don’t be modest.”

      She swatted in my direction in a dismissive gesture, batting her eyes and waving to an imaginary crowd. I shook my head and smiled at her flair for dramatization.

      In an instant, a serious expression replaced her silly one. She cracked her fingers and, closing her eyes, took a few deep breaths. When her eyelids fluttered open, blue fire burst from her fingertips, the flames small and carefully contained like she was a human Zippo lighter.

      Slowly, she lowered her hands toward the compass. When she was only a couple of inches away from touching it, she stopped. The short flames at her fingertips started to grow, tentatively lapping like tongues at the surface of the compass.

      Almost right away, the lid glowed white-hot. I feared for my desk, or more precisely, what my R.A. might say if any of the contents of my room turned into giant lumps of charcoal.

      I watched Disha with my heart in my mouth, afraid the intense heat would melt the compass, no matter how carefully she went about the spell.

      I don’t know what I expected, maybe an instant puddle of metal, but it certainly wasn’t the ten minutes of non-stop flames that my friend was able to dish out.

      When sweat began pouring down the side of her face, I started to worry. Was she alright? Had she gotten stuck or something? What if the compass was sucking her energy? What if it had her in a trance? This was taking way too long.

      Five more minutes passed, and my worry turned to full-fledged freak-out. I was about to grab her and shake her when the flames extinguished, her arms collapsed to her sides, and she staggered backward. I caught her and clumsily dragged her to the bed.

      “Are you alright?” I asked, pushing sweaty strands of hair away from her face.

      Her eyes were closed and her skin feverish.

      “Oh, my god.” I glanced toward the door. “Disha, I’ll go get someone.”

      I turned to go, but she gripped my arm.

      “I’m fine, Charlie,” she said, without opening her eyes. “Did it work?”

      “Shit! That doesn’t matter. Are you really okay?”

      She opened her eyes and smiled. “Nothing a five-hour nap and three blueberry muffins can’t fix.”

      I gave her a skeptical, sideways glance.

      “I promise,” she said. “Now, go see if it worked.” She nudged my arm.

      Reluctantly, I stood and walked back to the desk. I started to lean forward, my hands behind my back, when Disha said, “It won’t be hot. C’mon, bring it here.”

      I touched the compass with one finger, then quickly pulled away. Indeed, it wasn’t hot, just slightly warm. I picked it up. A charred, irregular shape was left behind on my desk. It was black as hell and formed a small crater.

      My room deposit would be totally gone if I actually paid to be here, I mused as I walked back to the bed and sat next to Disha. She pushed up on her elbows, looking as if she was about to pass out.

      I held the compass in the palm of my hand as we both leaned forward. It looked exactly the same, but I held onto hope.

      “Can you see anything?” Disha asked.

      Staring hard as if it were an optical illusion painting, I tilted the compass this way and that. Finally, letters swam into view.

      “Nice try,” it said.

      Then, just like that, the words were gone.

      Disha blew up her bangs in defeat. “It couldn’t be that easy, could it?”

      “No,” I said, defeated. “Nothing ever is.”
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      A few weeks of classes passed in a blur of spells and potions, finger positions and centered chi. After the crazy start of Freshman Year, Sophomore Year seemed positively mundane by comparison. Still, there was a lot to learn and, even with my all-powerful cuffs, I was struggling.

      One class, in particular, made me want to pull out all my eyebrow hairs and move back to the beet farm. The class was Enchanting Objects 203 and it was lead by Professor Hitchcock-Watson, a man you might call old. Ancient. Prehistoric. Some students joked he’d crawled out of the primordial soup.

      I wasn’t sure how old the professor was, but, unlike his young, hot co-workers, this was a man Disha had no interest in dating. For one thing, he wore a very strange hairstyle that resembled the powdered wigs George Washington and his cronies wore. The grayish-white hair grew big and wild out of his head, often looking like a wig, though I was sure no one in their right mind would pay money to have fake hair that made them look as if they had churros stuck to their temples.

      Besides his hair, the rest of his attire and appearance were unremarkable, moth-eaten cardigan sweaters worn over threadbare collared shirts he’d probably purchased when Nixon was president. Yet, it was his attitude that set him apart from the rest.

      He acted as if magic were boring, the most mundane subject in the world. I couldn’t fathom anyone getting tired of magic, but then there was Professor Hitchcock-Watson. He’d done the impossible.

      Take today’s lesson for example. We were supposed to be enchanting a teapot. Each student was given a thrift store kettle that had seen better days. Our task was to read through our giant textbook and find the spell that would get the teapot to heat itself without flame. Although it was a practical spell, I could think of about one million other things I’d like to do with the ability to enchant objects.

      Flying cars, anyone?

      But instead, all his tortures—his lessons, I mean—were domestic in nature. Last week, for instance, we’d taught us to enchant towels so they would dry themselves, and the week before, we’d learned to turn a TV on and off with the flick of an eyebrow.

      Hadn’t he heard of a remote control or a clothes dryer?

      He’d find the most boring spell in the textbook and make us pour laboriously over it, grousing and correcting us as if nothing we were doing was correct and our very presence gave him hemorrhoids or something. Classes felt like a punishment, like detention for something we’d done wrong. I couldn’t wait for the semester to be over.

      Rowan had been smart and taken another class. I wondered briefly why he hadn’t warned me. Luckily, Disha, Bridget, and Ava Marie were there to suffer with me.

      The Enchantments Room was small and stuffy, its walls lined with shelves stuffed with leather bound books. Twenty-five rectangular tables sat in two rows, all facing the podium and teacher’s desk at the front. There were no posters or memorabilia on the professor's desk like there were in other teachers’ classrooms. The only thing that seemed to mark this as Professor Hitchcock-Watson’s space was the giant plant on his desk. It was unlike anything I’d ever seen, huge with a pinkish green flowering head that made me think of the plant from that old movie called The Little Shop of Horrors.

      I wondered if he fed it blood when we left.

      Sighing, I focused my attention away from the human-eating plant and back to the task at hand. My teapot was no closer to boiling than before class had started. I’d read the chapter, its content as dry as the Sahara, but hadn’t yet attempted the spell. It seemed pointless. Couldn’t I just get one with an electrical plug from Target?

      Behind me, Bridget and Ava Marie seemed equally frustrated. Ava Marie stared contemptuously at her kettle while Bridget swore at her textbook under her breath. Only Disha was attempting the spell with any accuracy. We shared a table so I had a front row seat as she interlocked her ring fingers and then flipped them over, muttering the incantation.

      Soon, her tarnished copper kettle was blowing steam from its spout and whistling Dixie. Disha smiled until the smell of burning wood flooded the room and brought our professor shuffling over to our table. No one had thought about what a burning kettle would do to the pitted pine tabletops.

      “Well done, Ms. Khatri,” he croaked, “but let’s not burn the place down, eh?” He nodded at her as if she was supposed to suppress the spell even though we hadn’t gotten any instruction on how to stop the process.

      Disha, always wanting to please, bit her lip and weaved her fingers backward. Instead of cooling down, the kettle burned hotter, hissing loudly and blackening the tabletop. The wood began to smoke where the pot touched the surface, indicating it was seconds from becoming a roaring fire.

      “No, no,” the professor shouted. “What are you doing? Watch out.”

      He pushed us out of the way with one hand while wildly gesturing with the other. Ice shot out of his arthritic fingers, hitting the kettle’s steaming sides and putting out the smoldering wood beneath. The kettle hissed like an angry animal before settling down.

      Professor Hitchcock-Watson blew his cotton-fluff hair out of his eyes and glared at Disha. “If you don’t know how to reverse a spell, why in the world would you attempt it?”

      Disha gaped. She’d been the first student to actually attempt the spell he’d assigned and now she was getting punished for it? I couldn’t let that stand.

      “She attempted it because you told her to,” I said, steaming as much as the kettle.

      The professor’s rheumy eyes turned on me. “I don’t need sass from a girl who can’t even perform a simple heating spell. Don’t think you’re special, Charlie Rivera. I know the only power you have comes from those cuffs.”

      I glared at him, my chest heaving. How dare he?!

      He shook his head and whirled around, not even giving me the satisfaction of seeing how angry I was. “Class dismissed,” he said tiredly.

      Shuffling back to his desk, he grabbed his bag and exited through the back door without another word.

      As the rest of the students filtered out, I stood there, fuming and wondering what crawled up his one-hundred-year-old sphincter. How could he have been so mean to me? To Disha?

      Bridget came up and patted me on the back. “Don’t sweat it. I hear he’s that way to everyone who supports non-wizards. He almost wouldn’t let Ava Marie in this class.”

      “So, he’s racist?” I asked, not sure if that made me feel better in the slightest.

      Bridget considered this, cocking her head, red hair falling to one side. “Not really racist, being-ist I think, but yeah. An ass. Why do you think there are so few non-wizards in this class? Ava Marie is the only one as far as I know and he’s awful to her most of the time.”

      The quiet girl nodded her wispy blond head. She was dressed in all-black, blending into her surroundings. But, at Bridget’s words, she actually spoke. “I’m nearly failing the class even though I do every assignment.”

      “That’s awful,” Disha said.

      Now that Bridget mentioned it, I noticed there weren’t any other non-wizards in our class. Rowan had chosen Magical Creatures instead but hadn’t told me why. I assumed it was because he liked studying kelpies and wisps, but now I knew it was because a stuffy old man didn’t like his kind.

      My anger bloomed bright again. “Ava Marie, you should go to the dean. Something needs to be done.”

      Ava Marie shrugged. “I’m sure it’ll work itself out.”

      I was about to protest when Ava Marie pointed behind us. “Look at the kettle.”

      As we turned, Ava Marie walked up to Disha’s copper kettle. It had once been tarnished, but the fire and ice seemed to have cleansed the grime and muck away. Words I’d not noticed before stretched along the side. “Made in India.”

      Ava Marie rubbed her thumb over them. “Neat.”

      Staring at the kettle and the revealed words, a thought popped into my head. My eyes shot to Disha who seemed to be having the same idea I was. Fire and ice had uncovered the words on the kettle. Could they do the same for the compass?

      We had a break between classes so Disha and I said quick goodbyes to Bridget and Ava Marie. Running back to my room, we pulled the compass out of the box under my bed where I’d stashed it.

      “You can replicate your fire spell?” I asked Disha.

      She nodded. “Do you have an ice spell you can use?”

      “How about the freezing spell we learned when Hitchcock-Watson made us do cubes for our ice tea?” I made a face. God, he was awful. I’d emphasized that word for a reason.

      “That should work,” Disha said, then flexed her fingers, and pulled her long black hair behind her shoulders. “Set the compass on the charred spot.” She pointed to my desk where we’d already attempted the spell. “At least then, it can’t get any worse.”

      I did as she said, not sure if we could prevent further damage. We might end up burning my room down, but it was worth it if we could finally decipher the clue.

      Disha began her human lighter trick again, the blue flames licking from her fingertips. I let her heat up the compass for a minute while I prepped the ice spell in my head. Once the compass was glowing hot, I blasted it with ice.

      Steam filled the air as it had with Disha’s kettle. The hot and cold collided, canceling each other out with a prophetic hiss. Soon, we both turned off our spells and stared at the compass. I wanted to look closer but was too afraid we’d failed again.

      Disha picked it up with tentative hands and peered at the now sparkling surface. All the rust and tarnish were gone, just like with her kettle. The intricate shape of a compass rose showed in the middle of the lid, surrounded by tiny letters.

      Giddiness flapped like a million butterflies inside my stomach.

      “That’s amazing, Disha.” I glanced at her. “Can you see it now?”

      She shook her head. “I sensed the letters during the spell.” She wrinkled her nose. “I can almost remember them, but…” Her hand fluttered in the air, then reached out as if the words were getting away. “What does it say?” She handed me the compass.

      I brought the compass nearer and read it to myself. “Hmm, I don’t know what the heck it means.”

      “C’mon, don’t leave me in suspense, Chardonnay.”

      “‘The tempest awaits behind the winds of change,’” I read out loud. “Ring any bells?”

      Disha’s eyebrows went up. “As a matter of fact, it does.”
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      “Good goddamn, the water’s cold!” Disha cried, stepping into the Enlightenment Fountain. Its surface rippled against her brown thighs. “You’d think it’d be warmer since it’s been in the seventies every day. Do they ice this thing? Geez!”

      I watched Disha tiptoe into the water as a feeling of unease unspooled in my gut. This would be the first time we’d tried accessing the portal since the night Rowan had been turned into a vampire. And the first time we were attempting the plan we’d put in place over a month ago after we’d learned about the inscription. A lot was at stake.

      It had also been a month since we’d uncovered the compass clue and surmised that we needed to follow it further down the rabbit hole. The problem was we exhausted every book in the Academy’s library, then asked anyone we could think of, but no one had heard of the compass clue besides Disha. She’d heard it from her father, but, at first, we’d decided asking him wasn’t the best idea. He was still pissed about our escapades last year.

      We’d even Googled it, but “The tempest awaits behind the winds of change,” only came up with many versions of Shakespeare’s play and nothing else substantial. That was the point when we’d decided to finally call Mr. Khatri.

      Listening to Disha talk to her baba had been endearing. Her voice took on a hint of an accent and the tone rose until she sounded ten years younger. She told her father she was doing a project on things our parents taught us when we were kids and then read him the inscription.

      Her dad relayed that he’d heard the phrase during his time at school but didn’t remember the exact source. He did tell her where to look, though, his old stomping grounds.

      The only problem? Disha’s dad had studied magic in Turkey!

      Definitely excited about the prospect of visiting her father’s alma mater, Disha explained he had attended Doğaüstü Akademi. She said it was an excellent Supernatural school with a beautiful campus, which boasted the world’s largest magical library. Something called Kütüphane Ciftliği.

      Bingo.

      Also, thank goodness we didn’t have to learn Turkish. Disha knew a translation spell. And Rowan knew location spells.

      That left me the task of transporting us there because, where there was an Academy, there had to be a portal.

      Now, as Rowan watched, Disha walked further into our portal fountain, moaning loudly about the water’s temperature.

      He crossed his arms, looking unamused with her antics. “We’re supposed to be doing this surreptitiously, remember, Dish? We’re not exactly supposed to be using this mode of transportation, so zip it.” He ran a finger and thumb along his lips in a zipper motion.

      She flashed him an annoyed look. “Everyone is at the game. No one can hear me.”

      In all our great scheming, we’d been smart enough to plan this excursion for a time when everyone would be preoccupied during the yearly homecoming game.

      Across the lawn, we could still hear the chants and screams from the sports arena. It was the big game and we were missing it, but it was the only way no one would notice us taking over the main structure on campus. Everyone, including all the staff, would be otherwise engaged.

      I wondered vaguely how it was going. This year’s theme was Space, and I was sad to be missing it. I heard there was supposed to be a real spaceship on the football field.

      Standing beside me near the lip of the fountain, Rowan put a hand on my shoulder. His cold fingers trailed delicately along my skin, sending a shiver down my spine.

      “Are you sure you want to do this? If the deans find out, they’ll punish us. They could expel you. And me, well, it would sure make a lot of people happy if they had a reason to kick me out.” Dark eyes searched my face, the concern hidden in them warming up my cold skin.

      “That’s exactly why we need to do it,” I said, gently returning his touch. Even after a month dating him, I still marveled at the coldness of his perfect skin. How good it felt to touch him. “If we can reverse the transformation, not only will that shut them up, you’ll be back to normal.”

      “I’ve never quite been normal.” His mouth quirked up, the first hint of humor I’d seen in a while. I fought the urge to drag his body to mine and press my lips to his.

      Instead, I glanced down at the fountain’s bubbling water and tried to focus on the moment at hand.  I gave my cuffs a twist, the worry doing its own twisting by turning my stomach into a pretzel.

      What if I did it wrong and we all ended up in Siberia? What if I couldn't get us back? What if I mixed up our body parts so Disha’s head ended up with Rowan’s body and vice versa? Boy, talk about awkward makeout sessions.

      Speaking of makeout sessions, there hadn’t been many of those. Between classes and research on the clue from the compass, there hadn’t been much time for “extracurricular activities.” Then, adding to Rowan’s preoccupations, a disciplinary note had been placed on his file because of his aggression towards Cruise Knightley along with the threat that one more step out of line would cause his immediate expulsion.

      To add insult to injury, Cruise Knightley’s friends had been going out of their way to let Rowan know his presence was unwanted. They’d gone as far as trashing his room, filling it with garlic and writing, “Death to vamps!” in pig’s blood on the wall.

      And if that wasn’t enough, another time, someone hexed him so that he looked like a comic book Dracula, cape, fangs and all. It took Disha and me a solid day to undo it.

      So, yeah, he hadn’t been too inclined to break the rules, not even the “being in my room after hours” one. I didn’t blame him. Once we fixed this, we could focus on our relationship.

      That’s what I told myself, anyway.

      Still, he took my hand tenderly and led me into the fountain, a reassuring smile on his face. He was so achingly handsome in the moonlight. His new undead body filled out his clothes with round outlines of hard muscle. And I knew under that T-shirt washboard abs hid, just waiting for my touch. His smooth skin would feel so incredible on mine.

      Get it together, Charlie.

      I shook my head and focused, checking my pocket to make sure the compass was there and stepped into the fountain. Rowan glanced down at me and I gave him a reassuring smile. Now or never.

      The water was indeed cold, but it helped clear my head. I could do this. The cuffs always made things work, even if I didn’t exactly know how.

      Once we were in the water, the three of us joined hands. My cuffs pulsed as if waking up. Last time, it took prolonged exposure to the liquid to make the transportation happen and Disha had assured me that if I focused on where we were going, we’d end up in Turkey and not that creepy mausoleum.

      I hoped to God she was right.

      We dipped down into the water. Disha made a face but didn’t complain, sensing the solemnity of the moment. Together, we closed our eyes and did as we had rehearsed. We pictured the images we had seen of Doğaüstü Akademi.

      The cuffs pulsed, then throbbed. Magic bubbled the water, lighting it up like a Jacuzzi. My eyes snapped from side to side, making sure no one was around to see the glowing light in the center of campus. We should’ve used a cloaking spell!

      But I couldn’t focus on this long because a strange sensation took over my body. It felt as though parts of me were swirling away like I was made of sugar and the water was eroding me piece by piece, sucking me into a magical drain.

      For a moment, I felt my friends’ hands in mine and then they were gone. And then I was gone, swirling down into darkness.

      I came to with a giant splash. If I’d thought the fountain was cold, this water was pure ice.

      Sputtering, I kicked down and felt something solid beneath my feet. Pushing up, I stood in hip-deep water and sucked in a deep breath.

      Daylight greeted my eyes. Ahead of me, trees and shrubs climbed up a gently-rolling hillside covered in lush grass. On the other side of the stream, a goat blinked at me with wide yellow eyes. He gave a delayed, “Baa,” and took off, his white tail in the air.

      Where in the holy hell had I taken us?

      A splash revealed Disha and Rowan pushing up out of the stream beside me. Mucky water streamed from their hair and faces as they gulped air and looked around.

      “Gah!” Disha exclaimed, pulling a stick out of her hair. “What is this torment?”

      “A stream?” Rowan asked, casting his eyes around. “And is that a goat?”

      The billy was watching us from a safe distance, chewing on a long piece of grass.

      “Is this Turkey?” Disha asked, holding my shoulder to help her plod through the water to the shore. “Why is it so earthy?” She pronounced the last word like a curse. She was a city girl after all. “Is this the place?”

      “I… don’t know,” I said.

      Across the stream, several buildings waited, a leaning barn, a thatched shed and a fenced-in pasture where more goats, a horse, and a donkey regarded us suspiciously. The school did have a working farm attached to the campus for the students who worked with animals and plants, so maybe we were in the right place.

      We stepped on shore, dripping like dirty mops and glancing around in confusion. As we took a few steps away from the stream, the gray and black donkey I’d noticed inside the pen grew agitated. He opened his mouth, showing off big yellow teeth. I expected a loud bray, but instead, a strange garbled voice called out, “Elspeth! Elspeth, davetsiz misafir!”

      “Is it having a seizure?” Rowan asked.

      Disha touched her ear and twisted her fingers, activating her translation spell. “It’s Turkish. He’s warning someone.”

      “A talking donkey? What is this, Shrek?” Rowan asked.

      But I was more worried about who the donkey was calling because, as it continued shouting, the door to the ancient, hand-hewn shed began to open.

      Readying my cuffs, I forced a defensive spell to the tip of my tongue.

      An older woman pushed out. Wearing a large, shapeless, brown coat, trousers, and mucky boots, she looked like some sort of caretaker. The donkey seemed to confirm it as he kept repeating, “Elspeth, Elspeth!” and bucking his legs.

      “Calm down, Berat,” she said, waving a hand that seemed to subdue him. Then she turned to us.

      My jaw nearly hit the ground. The woman standing in front of us looked exactly like Irmagard and Lynssa McIntosh.

      There were three of them?
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      “What…? Who…? Huh?” I stared at the woman in front of me as I stumbled over my words. Disha and Rowan seemed similarly stunned.

      “You’re… her.” Disha held up a finger, cocking her head. “But how?”

      The woman stared back, also confused. She looked exactly like Irmagard and Lynssa McIntosh but a little harder, sturdy with farm work, sun, and fresh air. Her hair was cropped short in a practical style and, while Lynssa dyed hers, Elspeth’s was fully gray.

      Her eyebrows rose up as if a light bulb had come on inside her head. “You came through the portal. You must know my sisters.”

      We nodded. “The dean and counselor of the Supernatural Academy in the states.” I pointed at the stream as if that would make anything clearer.

      “That explains the wet. Here, let me help.” She gripped a delicate gold bracelet on her wrist and suddenly a warm breeze surrounded us, drying our clothes and hair.

      “Much better.” She smiled and appraised us. “Now, did my sisters send you? Is something wrong.”

      “No!” I said too quickly, waving my hands. The last thing I wanted was for the dean and the counselor to be alerted we had used the portal. “Everything’s totally fine. No need to contact them.”

      Because if you did, we’d be in deep trouble.

      She scrutinized us, stopped at my cuffs, and raised her eyebrows in understanding. “Well then, what brings two young witches and a vampire to my doorstep?”

      Rowan flinched. How could she know so soon?

      As if possessing some of her sister’s intuition, she held a calming hand out to Rowan.

      “Don’t worry, boy. No prejudice here. But I will warn you, I did have garlic soup for lunch.” She put a hand to her lips as if a bit embarrassed.

      The initial encounter had unnerved me, but, like her sisters, this woman was special, and I was sure she would quickly grow on me. She ran an absent-minded hand down the donkey’s scruff, and he leaned into her touch as she waited for our response.

      I started talking since it appeared the other two had been knocked mute by the whole encounter. “Ma’am, we came because we have a question. We thought we might find the answer at the library here. Do you know if it would be possible for us to visit it?”

      “I believe so.” She regarded us with curiosity, then waved for us to follow her. She smiled. “But first… this way for a hot cup of tea and a biscuit. I don’t get many visitors. We can talk a bit after I get these boots off.”

      We followed her up a well-worn path around a chicken coop with some of the strangest chickens I’d ever seen. One looked more lizard than bird and another was bright blue with gold eyes.

      Another pen held a single creature with an appearance, unlike anything I’d ever seen. It was a shaggy brown color with fur like a bear, yet as tall and lanky as a man with impossibly long arms and fingers that trailed nearly to the ground. Its face had a long fleshy beak, ridges above its eyes, and ears that suggested it was also part bird. Hunched over, it watched us with milk-white eyes.

      I shivered.

      Elspeth waved a hand at it as we passed by. “That’s Shurala. Forest spirit. Never follow one into the trees. Those long fingers will tickle you to death. Helpful in letting you know when the weather will turn foul, though.”

      She pulled out a wax paper packet from her pocket, unwrapped it, and tossed its contents to the creature. He snapped up the hunk of meat in one bite and gulped it down the long column of its throat. I flinched as its eyes continued to follow us down the path. Who would keep a thing like that as a pet just to help with the weather forecast?

      Across the field, other pens held more unrecognizable creatures as if this was a sort of magical zoo. It was all very odd, to say the least.

      “What exactly is this place?” Disha asked, looking similarly horrified as we skirted past Shurala.

      Elspeth cast her eyes around the grounds. “This place? Why, it’s many things: a mythological animal sanctuary, a place to practice magical agriculture, and we make great cheese.” She showed her evenly-spaced, white teeth.

      “How far is the library?” I asked.

      She smiled but gave me no answer. Instead, she led us up the steps to what must be her home. In the distance a stately building rose, tall spires reaching up to the sky. That must be the Academy, and one of the many surrounding buildings must be the library.

      Elspeth’s home was far less stately, falling more into the realm of small and ancient. A one-story building made of round fieldstone, the house seemed both welcoming and a bit unkempt. Multiple pairs of muddy boots rested beside the doormat. Patched farm clothes fluttered on a laundry line running from the porch railing to a pole in the yard. A beat-up truck hunkered in a carport off to one side.

      Elspeth pushed open the door to reveal an interior in a similar state of disarray. It reminded me of Irmagard’s office with its piles of items stacked in tight corners. There was an odor of old food, something like bananas gone to rot, coming from the cluttered kitchen, but who was I to judge? I’d picked food out of a dumpster before.

      Disha, on the other hand, was making a face. I elbowed her in the side and shook my head. At least Rowan had held it together. His face betrayed no emotion and, when Elspeth started clearing the table for us to sit, he assisted by levitating dishes into the sink for her.

      “A vampire doing magic,” she said, collapsing into a chair. “I’ve seen a lot in my day, but that is a rare sight. How? Do you possess an ancient item that you are draining of its power as we speak?”

      Rowan set the dishes down and smoothed a hand down his shirt self-consciously. “Charlie and I made a blood pact.” His dark eyes found me, the smallest hint of a smile on his lips.

      “And you’re Charlie?” she asked, turning to me. “That’s very brave of you.”

      The comment took me off guard so all I managed to respond was, “It was nothing.”

      Elspeth poured tea into mismatched mugs as we gathered around her table. “So, what sort of question brought you all the way to Turkey? Must be important.”

      Disha seemed to finally find her tongue. “Well, my father attended here many years ago. Maybe you know him. His name is Nikhil Khatri.”

      “Ah, yes. Nikhil. I had him as a student. How is he?” She sipped her tea while keeping her eyes on Disha.

      “He is well, thank you. He was asking about an item he found in a memento box. One of his old Academy friends gave it to him. It had an inscription that read, ‘The tempest awaits behind the winds of change.’ He couldn’t remember what it meant and desperately wanted to know, considering the friend who gave it to him has since passed away.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” Elspeth said, seeming to buy all the lies Disha was selling.

      “Anyway, I wanted to help my father figure out the riddle,” Disha said with a winning smile.

      “Hmm,” Elspeth considered, “doesn’t sound familiar. But you’ve surely come to the right place. We have the largest magical library on this side of the world.”

      “Where is the library?” Rowan asked, blowing on his tea, but not actually drinking it.

      At this, Elspeth’s eyebrows went up as if she’d been waiting for us to ask this all along. “I’ll show you. Follow me.”

      “There was some mention of biscuits,” Disha complained, but I grabbed her arm. We could eat later. We needed answers now.

      Heading through the house, we traveled a long, dark hallway that ended in a turquoise door with an ancient handle. Elspeth ran a hand down it, igniting some unlocking spell, and the door swung open.

      Onto another world.

      The first thing I noticed was a giant white dome in the room’s center, glowing with light. Around it, in terraced rings, shelves of books extended as far as the eye could see, also glowing with incandescent light. It was so clean and bright it seemed like a movie depiction of the library of the future.

      The library was attached to Elspeth’s house? No, it had to be a trick. We’d likely been transported to one of the buildings we’d seen from a distance. The place was so immaculate and sterile, probably designed and maintained by someone other than Elspeth, if her house was any indication of her tidying habits.

      “Wow,” Disha said, grabbing my arm. “This is amazing.”

      Elspeth nodded, beaming as if showing off her prized possession. “Designed in the fifteenth century by Library Director Eymen Aksoy. It’s had considerable upgrades since then. Notably this one.” She clapped her hands three times, touched her fingers to her throat and spoke in a bold voice. “Okay, Arama. Book Search. Passage. ‘The tempest awaits behind the winds of change.’ Find.”

      Suddenly, there was movement along the shelves. Books rippled, pages quietly fluttering. Then, like falcons being called by their master, several books rose from their shelves and flew toward us, landing in a neat stack on a clean sterling silver table a few feet away.

      “That was epic,” Disha said.

      Hands in his pockets, Rowan’s face was equally awed. “That makes library searches so much easier. How can we get that at the Academy?”

      Elspeth smiled. “One of a kind, I’m afraid. I designed it myself.”

      “How can we get one of you at the Academy?” Rowan joked.

      “But dear, you already have two of me.” Elspeth gave Rowan a cheeky wink.

      “Now, let’s see,” Elspeth raised her arms again and the four books rose with her. Keeping them all hovering in the air, the woman opened them all and began swiping through pages using two fingers. “No, that’s Shakespeare.” She flung that book back to the table. “This one’s a literary study of Shakespeare’s The Tempest.” That one sailed back.

      The third made her pause and then she drew it closer, pulling reading glasses out of her jacket pocket and setting them on her nose. “Now, here. This one is interesting.”

      We all gathered around the ancient, leather-bound book and its smell of age and wisdom.

      “It talks about the word tempest, which most people take to mean a violent storm, but if you study early Latin, it can also mean time. The Tempest, a powerful magical item, has been rumored to be a device that, when properly powered, can turn back time.”

      “Turn back time?” Rowan whispered.

      My mind ran a mile a minute on those implications. If we could turn back time, we could stop Henderson much sooner. We could save people’s lives and keep Rowan from becoming a vampire. Hell, we could stop Rowan’s curse before it afflicted him.

      I froze, my eyes flaring wide. I could save Trey.

      Rowan’s hand snaked over and squeezed mine.

      “Before you get too carried away,” Elspeth said, seeming once again to read our mood, “let me say that magical time travel is forbidden and that the book says here that the Tempest was destroyed centuries ago by the High Council, lest it fell into the wrong hands.”

      Hope poured out of me like air leaving a deflating balloon. “It’s gone?”

      “Quite gone, I’m afraid,” she said.

      The three of us exchanged devastated looks, realizing that we’d likely come all this way for nothing.

      “What about this one?” Disha said, pointing out the last floating book that had been summoned.

      Elspeth readjusted her reading glasses and gestured for it to hover closer.

      “Well, this is a discography compilation of all songs that have magical origins. The location spell has turned it to the page on the band, Scorpions, who had a hit song in 1991 called Wind of Change.”

      “That can’t be it,” I said dismissively.

      Elspeth shrugged, shut the book. “Sorry, kids. I guess I’ll dig out those biscuits I promised before you head back. Feel free to have a quick look around before you go. You never know when you’ll be back again.”

      She walked back through the doorway, leaving us in stunned silence.

      Rowan blew out a breath. “So that’s it, then. Trail cold. Goose chased.”

      “I’m sorry. We’ll keep trying,” I ran a hand down his arm while Disha walked to the pile and reopened the discography book.

      “See, I thought so. Guys.” She gestured us back over and jabbed a finger at the page on the Scorpions. “I was skimming the words before Elspeth closed the book, and I thought I saw something interesting. Even though this band is German, one of the members, the drummer, did a study abroad right before their first number one hit in 1988. They were a nothing band before and then suddenly hit number 5 on the Billboard charts.”

      “Isn’t that every band?” Rowan asked. “Have you ever watched VH1’s Behind the Music?

      Disha shook her head, dismissing his comment. “Look at where he went to school during that time.”

      We leaned in, scanning the words.

      The drummer attended the Supernatural Academy. Our Supernatural Academy.

      “What are you saying?” Rowan asked.

      “I don’t know,” Disha said, “but it seemed he might have gotten some inspiration while he was there. Maybe he even saw the compass.”

      “But it says he left the Academy in 1987. Wind of Change didn’t get written until 1990,” Rowan reasoned.

      “Read the next line.” Disha put her hand on her hip as if daring him to challenge her again.

      “‘He often traveled back to the United States and did some of his best writing and recording in Atlanta and on Hilton Head Island, his other homes.’”

      “Isn’t Hilton Head on an open body of water? A place where tempests can happen?” Disha’s big eyes were wide as saucers.

      “So this could be a clue?” I asked.

      “It could be a clue,” Disha said pulling out the compass. “Is it a clue?” she asked it. When it didn’t respond, she patted its lid. “I know. You don’t want to make it too easy on us.”

      We were still mulling this over as we ate our biscuits at the kitchen table and then headed back to the stream. Elspeth had been a fine host, but we really needed to get back before the football game ended and the students left the stadium. She stuffed our pockets with pastries—I didn’t have the heart to tell her they’d be ruined on our way home—and gave us kind pats on the back.

      “Good luck with your search,” she called as we waded back into the water, then went back into her house.

      Berat, the donkey, called, “Yakında görüşürüz!”

      “Gesundheit,” Disha said with a wry smile.

      We stepped into the stream and held hands, focusing our energy. I looked over my shoulder once more to give Elspeth a smile, but she was gone. I hoped I’d see her soon.

      I started to channel my cuffs’ power.

      “Wait!” a male voice called. “Don’t go so soon.”

      We glanced up the hill at the man who’d broken our concentration. My eyes landed on the bowler hat and drew down to the perfectly coiffed mustache hiding his jagged facial scar.

      Sebastian Mink.

      How in the world was he here? Had he put a tracking spell on us?

      He smiled, striding forward, using his cane to cross the rugged terrain. “I thought that was you,” he called cordially, cutting a swift path in our direction. “Rowan Underwood, what are you doing in Turkey?”

      Rowan’s mouth opened and closed as if he himself weren’t sure.

      “Wow, what a surprise,” Mink said, tossing his hat aside. “You know, when I said I was hoping to see you soon, I didn’t know it would be this soon, nor would I be this lucky.”

      This was bad. We needed to get out of here before Mink called the dean and reported us. I tried to engage my cuffs, but Mink threw a spell in my direction and my body suddenly froze.

      Mink was attacking us?

      Panicked, I turned my eyes to Disha, and she seemed similarly frozen. Only Rowan had the ability to move. He sloshed around in the water, glancing from us to Mink.

      “I like my prey to have a fighting chance,” Mink said, tossing off his cloak. “You see, vampire hunting is still legal in Turkey. And we are, in fact, in Turkey, foolish, foolish, boy.”

      Then Mink drew a long sword from inside his cane and charged at Rowan.
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      “Elspeth! Davetsiz mis—” Berat brayed out a warning, but a spell from Mink—delivered even as he charged—silenced the donkey immediately.

      As Mink ran toward the stream, Rowan crouched and leaped out of the water as if he were The Hulk. Landing on the shore, he took the fight away from us.

      Mink skidded to a stop, tracking with his hunter’s eyes as Rowan landed, then dematerialized. My eyeballs swiveled, searching for the villainous warlock. A mustache appeared behind Rowan, then the rest of the man’s body.

      A scream of warning rose up my frozen throat and stuck there. Rowan was about to be killed!

      Aided by his vampire instincts, he reacted, dodging away just as Mink thrust his sword through the air.

      Beside me, Disha shut her eyes, but I went on staring, urging my cuffs to break the spell that kept me frozen. Come on, come on, come on!

      Ducking and sweeping a leg in a wide circle, Rowan tried to kick Mink’s feet away, but the vampire hunter jumped and, as he landed, aimed his sword at Rowan’s heart.

      Rowan threw his hands up, a shield shimmering in front of him. Mink’s sword struck. Magical sparks flew.

      “You’re not supposed to have magic, boy,” Mink growled in anger. He raised his sword again, though, this time, it glowed red, imbued with a spell to fight Rowan’s.

      As the blazing sword came down again, Rowan kicked back and rolled away in a blur of arms and legs. Mink’s stabbing sword embedded itself into the ground. He yanked it out and slashed it angrily as if he were carving a letter in the air like freaking Puss in Boots—maybe this was a Bizarro Shrek, after all.

      “You can’t escape me,” Mink said, circling Rowan. “I’m the best vampire hunter in the world. I’ve killed dozens of your kind, most faster and more talented than you, boy.”

      This had to end before Mink got the better of Rowan. Panic clouding my thoughts, I clenched my teeth, focusing on my pent up magic, assessing it carefully to figure out what sort of spell was keeping it frozen.

      Mink attacked again, flaming sword lashing at the same time that he released a ball of fire from his other hand. Rowan threw his hands in front of his face, conjuring another shield. It came to life with a flicker. Fire blasted against it, enveloping it and eating away at its edges.

      Mink growled, leaning into the shield and pouring all he had into it. The fire broke through. The shield dissolved.

      Rowan threw himself to one side as the blaze shot forward, but he wasn’t fast enough.  Mink’s magic caught the sleeve of Rowan’s shirt and lit it on fire. Rowan rolled across the ground, smothering the flames, then jumped up, eyes darting as if searching for a way out.

      I had to hurry. Things were getting out of control. Frantically, I performed my own search inside myself, almost visualizing Mink’s magic holding mine in place. Like so many butterflies pinned to a corkboard, tendrils of my power seemed stuck to my body.

      Concentrating on one of the pins, I mentally tugged at it. It didn’t budge. I pulled again, this time giving it my all. It came loose, but there were hundreds more. This was going to take too damn long!

      “I have never harmed anyone,” Rowan said, keeping a safe distance from Mink as they circled each other on the torn up lawn beside the stream.  His clothes were caked with mud and grass, but his eyes shone brightly as he clocked Mink’s every move with his preternatural vampire senses.

      “That’s not what the Knightley boy said. And, anyway, it’s only a matter of time before you rip someone’s throat out. It’ll most likely be your cute girlfriend over there,” Mink flicked a glance at me, stalking around with his sword ready.

      Rowan’s teeth flashed at Mink’s mention of me. “I thought you were my father’s friend.”

      “Until he betrayed me, flushing all his beliefs down the toilet because his stupid son went and got himself turned into a vampire.” Mink sneered, twitching up one side of his coiffed mustache.

      Rowan’s face twisted with incredulity. “You don’t expect him to kill his own son, do you?”

      “I killed mine,” Mink said. “Stood by my principles when it counted the most because I’m no hypocrite and live by what I preach—unlike Macgregor who, for his own sake, has now corrupted the Academy.”

      He killed his own son? Who in the hell were we dealing with?

      Rowan stepped back, moving closer to Berat’s fence, where a pitchfork rested against it. The terrified donkey ran to the back fence watching tensely.

      Rowan’s hand crept toward the pitchfork slowly. “I don’t know why you want to kill me, Mink. I’m a Supernatural, just like you.”

      “Is that so?” Mink laughed. “Next you’ll tell me you actually like being a Lesser.”

      Rowan stared back but gave no answer.

      “I didn’t think so.”

      I frantically released another tendril of my magic. I hadn’t stopped ripping out Mink’s pinning restraints, but there were so many of them, I didn’t think I’d be able to free myself before the deranged warlock got the better of Rowan.

      “As a matter of fact, I know you’re on a wild goose chase,” Mink went on in a mocking tone. “Hoping to reverse your transformation.”

      How the hell did he know that?

      “Well, let me relieve you of such false hopes,” Mink said, feigning an attack with his sword and causing Rowan to snatch the pitchfork and hold it defensively across his body.

      Brandishing his sword playfully, Mink clinked it against Rowan’s rusty, makeshift weapon.

      “There is no way to reverse your condition, Underwood,” he continued. “No way your dead body can draw magic directly from the source ever again. You are an abomination. A remnant from a time when dark witches and warlocks used their powers to create soldiers. A vessel to ancient magic that gives you a few Supernatural qualities. That is all.”

      What was he talking about? Did he mean that other Supernaturals had been created by us through the use of dark magic? I’d read plenty on vampires, and I hadn’t encountered a mention of this. Could it be true?

      I unpinned another section of my magic. My fingers twitched and, under the water, my feet shuffled. I tried to shoot an electrifying spell at Mink’s back, but nothing happened. I needed to release the rest. Now!

      “But enough of idle talk,” Mink said and ran at Rowan, his sword raised over his head.

      Rowan held up the pitchfork to parry the blow, but the sword sliced through the tool’s wooden handle as if it were made of pudding. Dropping the pieces, Rowan jumped back, fast as lightning.

      Mink kept up with him, matching the vampiric speed by the use of some spell. As he went, he slashed his sword, forcing Rowan to form another shield to block the attacks. But his supply of magic was running out. I could feel it in my veins, a sort of pull that let me know he needed me, but my magic was still pinned.

      Another blow from Mink. Rowan’s magic shield stopped it, then went out. Seeing his chance, the vampire hunter struck again. Rowan kicked hard at Mink’s arm like some sort of martial arts expert and sent the sword flying from his attacker’s hand. But, seemingly out of nowhere, Mink pulled out a dagger, imbued it with power from a spell, and slashed it across Rowan’s shoulder, slicing with steel and magic. Rowan growled in pain and fell to the ground.

      Sebastian Mink stalked to Rowan’s fallen shape and pulled a stake from the folds of his jacket.

      “NO!” A scream ripped from my throat as I pulled with all my strength, the last restraints on my magic ripping free. Disha’s eyes widened in surprise. The donkey gave a tortured bray. Mink flinched, his head snapping in my direction.

      I was floating above the water, my cuffs flaring as energy coursed through them, shining bright as twin suns. Wind whipped around me as golden streamers of magic coiled around my body.

      Mink turned back to Rowan, wanting to finish before I got to him. A magical shield meant to block me began falling around Mink as he plunged the stake toward Rowan’s heart.

      “Oh, no, you won’t,” I said, casting a hand forward and releasing an electric bolt straight at the vampire hunter.

      He was a mere inch from striking his target when my magic blasted him into the air. The stake falling from his stiff fingers, he flew ten feet away from Rowan, then crashed to the ground, spraying up dirt and grass.

      Below me, Disha staggered as Mink’s spell broke. She cursed and started wading toward Rowan. Wasting no time, I levitated myself to the shore and landed next to him. He was twisting in pain, his shoulder smoking and spewing dark blood.

      The smell of burnt meat and something else, something acrid and dead, clogged the air. Involuntarily, I pressed a hand to my nose and held my breath. Rowan noticed my expression, flinched, and turned his face away.

      Shit! Now he would think I was disgusted by him.

      But there was no time to apologize for recoiling from the smell. Sebastian Mink was groaning and sitting up.

      Before I could think of what to do, a cloaking spell fell over us. I glanced back toward the stream, where there was no sign of Disha. She must’ve been protecting us from Mink.

      Pulling Rowan to his feet, I draped his uninjured arm over my back and levitated us back into the stream where I’d last seen Disha wading. As soon as we sank into the water, she grabbed me, her invisible hand desperately clamping around my wrist.

      “Let’s go home!” she urged under the protection of our cloaking spell.

      I visualized our campus, our fountain. My cuffs throbbed. The water began bubbling around us as if it were ready to boil us alive.

      At the shore, Mink was clambering to his feet, blinking around in confusion. He was probably wondering why his magical shield had failed to protect him, how a mere sophomore had managed to best him.

      The stream continued to roil. Light sprang from the bottom, drawing Mink’s attention. As soon as he spotted our retreat, he ran in our direction, arms up, magic erupting from his fingers.

      I wrapped my arms around Rowan and Disha, turning my back on the attack and conjuring the image of the Enlightenment Fountain.

      My body became a conglomeration of small particles. The stream quickly washing me away, I swirled and swirled and swirled, then got put back together thousands of miles away.

      I blinked at the spouting turtle above me. Chilled, clear water surrounded us.

      Home at last.

      Exhausted, we staggered and collapsed into the fountain, turning the water brown with our muddy clothes.

      Disha came to her senses first and started dragging Rowan out of the water, pulling on his uninjured arm. He moaned and squirmed in pain, feet thrashing. I shook my head to clear it and began helping Disha, taking Rowan by the other arm.

      As we pulled him out of the fountain aided by a boost of magic from Disha, we deposited him on a grassy patch and knelt next to him, panting.

      Disha grabbed her head. “Shit shit shit. That was… gah!”

      Teeth clenched, Rowan pulled bent knees toward his chest and growled. Fighting my exhaustion, I turned my attention to his wound. His shirt was stained with mud and black blood. I forced him to lay flat on his back and tore his shirt open, sending buttons flying into the lawn.

      A straight, deep cut went across his shoulder, splitting his deltoid muscles. I took off my shirt, made it into a ball, and pressed it against the wound, mouthing a healing spell. I was left in a tank top, too thin for the chill of the night. After a moment, I removed the balled-up shirt to examine the wound. It was the same gruesome mess.

      “Why isn’t it healing?” I asked desperately. “I thought vampires are supposed to heal on their own.”

      At least that was what I’d read, but maybe that was wrong. Did that mean he could die from this? I’d read that only a stake to the heart, fire, and decapitation could kill a vampire, but maybe Irmagard’s books in Idaho had been as old as her beet farm. They’d certainly looked ancient.

      “It’s not a regular cut, Charlie. It’s was caused by an enchanted blade, powerful magic. It will take longer than normal to heal.” Disha rose to her feet, her head swiveling from side to side as she seemed to ponder what to do next.

      We could hear loud cheering in the distance. The homecoming game had not ended yet, but it must be close to finished. We had to get out of here.

      “Will he… ?” I couldn’t bring myself to ask my question.

      Disha glanced down. “No, he won’t die,” she said, guessing my concern. “It must hurt like hell, but it can’t kill him.”

      Oh, thank God!

      Still, I hated to see him suffer this way. Would his pain ever stop? Why did some of us always get the shitty end of the stick?

      “What do we do?” I looked up to Disha for a solution, my brain too addled to think straight.

      “He needs blood,” Disha said. “That will help him heal. He has some in his room. Let’s take him there.”

      The cloaking and levitating spells went back on, and we rushed Rowan toward the Sophomore Dorm. We didn’t run into anyone as we sneaked past the front door and pressed down the corridor toward his room. We deposited him on his bed, letting the cloaking spell spread over the entire room to hide his pain-filled moans from the outside.

      Disha hurried to a small fridge in the corner of the room and retrieved a bag of blood like the ones in hospitals. Removing the sealing cap from the tube, she brought it to Rowan’s mouth.

      At the mere smell of the blood, his demeanor changed. His body tensed, the veins around his eyes grew more prominent, and his fangs sprang into place. He snatched the bag and squeezed it, sucking it dry in a frenzy.

      “Get another one, Charlie. Quick!” Disha ordered as the bag flattened, and Rowan sucked the last few tendrils of trapped blood.

      I dashed toward the mini-fridge, snatched one bag and then two more for good measure. There were about twenty of them. Blood banks were required to provide bags for registered vampires. It was that or run the risk of humans being attacked. Had Rowan registered? I’d never thought to ask.

      Rowan sat up, flinging the empty blood bag to the floor. He hissed, clawed hands grabbing handfuls of blanket. Disha jumped away from the bed, yanked two of the bags from my hands and threw them at Rowan.

      He sucked them dry as fast as he’d done the first one, then rose from the bed and stared at us, chest heaving, body crouched as if ready to attack. His dirty shirt hung from his massive shoulders. Angrily, he tore it off and threw it on the bed.

      Red blood oozed from his wound as if what he’d just drank was leaking straight out of him. The cut looked the same as before, no sign of getting smaller or healing in any way.

      Disha put both hands up as he took a step in our direction.

      “Calm down, Rowan.” Slowly, she grabbed the other blood bag from my hands and spoke in a reasonable tone that failed to hide her fear. “You had two bags already. That’s more than what you drink in one day, remember?”

      Rowan shook his head and growled, ignoring the bag in Disha’s hands and staring right at her neck instead.

      “You need to be stronger,” Disha told him. “You can control it. You can—”

      He launched toward Disha. She screamed and threw the blood bag at Rowan. It hit his chest and fell to the floor, ignored.

      Fearing for Disha, I jumped between them. Rowan crashed into me. We fell backward, knocking Disha down.

      She kicked back, sliding away from us as Rowan pinned me down, angling his head toward my neck.
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      As Rowan posed himself to bite me, I pushed against him, but his vampire strength overpowered me easily. He was a solid wall of muscle pinning me to the floor.

      My panicked mind ran through defensive spells, remembering the one I’d used on Henderson last year, but I didn’t dare risk blasting him with magic. He was severely wounded as it was. Besides, Henderson had been about to cut my hands off, so I’d acted under terrible duress. This, on the other hand, this was—

      Disha wormed her way out from under us, readying her hands for a spell.

      “Disha, no,” I said. “He’s already injured.”

      Wide-eyed, she scrambled to the door. “Charlie, hold on. I’ll get help!”

      The door opened and shut, and she tore down the hallway, leaving Rowan and me alone on the floor.

      His hypnotizing gaze pinned me down just as well as his muscular body did. Slowly, he lowered his mouth to my neck.

      Then his fangs sank into my flesh.

      Pain, sharp and terrifying, swept through me.

      I pushed again, my hands on his naked chest, but his body, strengthened by blood, was a wall of throbbing muscle. His pecs bulged under my palms as his chest heaved.

      I felt him swallow slowly and languorously like he was savoring a fine wine.

      As I struggled, my attention lingered on the feel of his soft lips on my skin, the sharp but oddly arousing pinch of his fangs, the tantalizing smell of him. Not only did Rowan drinking my blood not scare me as it should… it was turning me on.

      Was I enthralled?

      Was that why my bra suddenly felt too tight and my hips longed to grind up into him? Either way, I didn’t, or perhaps couldn’t, care.

      I dug my hands into his strong back muscles. He drew me tighter into his embrace, sucking harder, drawing my very essence into his being. Feeding off of my energy. It felt raw, intimate and sexual. Just the brush of his lips as they curved around my throat was enough to make me beg for him to continue.

      This was crazy, this dangerous desire. It burned through me like gasoline poured on a fire. Yet, I wanted to keep pouring on more and more. Let it blaze until it consumed me.

      My body tightened with want as his fingers wove into my hair. Pulling my neck back, he ran his tongue along the tender skin, groaning deeply. My groan matched his as I dug my nails into his flesh, silently begging him not to finish and yet, knowing somewhere deep down that he should. Whatever this sick need was, I never wanted it to stop.

      Using one arm to hold himself up, he leaned back, his face hovering over mine. My neck throbbed, missing the ecstasy of his bite.

      I could tell by his dilated pupils that the blood lust still controlled him. Or was it another form of lust? The way his body was reacting to mine let me know he wanted me just as much as I wanted him. The curves of his muscles and this new massive body had already caught my attention, but now, in full glory, all I wanted to do was run my hands over every inch of him.

      With a forearm, he wiped my blood from his mouth. His fangs, still elongated and sharp, dipped into his lower lip as he regarded me beneath him. His tongue, tinged bright red, licked his fangs sensually. His eyes were no longer wild. They were hooded as they traced the lines of my face.

      “Rowan,” I whispered, still not willing to let him go. My limbs trembled with tension, my stomach tight with anticipation.

      His head dipped down, but this time his mouth met mine.

      We had kissed before, many times, but this time the act was so passionate it tingled my skin all the way down my spine. Not since that first time in his bedroom had every synapse in my body come alive at Rowan’s touch.

      He was hungry for me and I could sense it. His tongue skimmed my lips and then slipped between them. He tasted sweet and salty, not at all like I was expecting.

      I dug my nails in deeper as his body pressed into mine. I needed him, every solid inch of his cold, perfect skin. With my other hand, I wove my fingers into his hair as if that could anchor us together.

      Growling, he grabbed my shirt and tugged it up. Frantically, I helped him drag the tank top away. In only a bra, I tugged him to me, letting his ice melt into my heat.

      “Charlie,” he said, his voice full of barely-controlled lust. Black eyes hid behind long lashes. His thumb traced my chin and skimmed over my swollen bottom lip as I closed my eyes to savor his touch.

      I shivered as his hands dipped lower, brushing over my chest and down my stomach. His ice-cold fingers gripped my hips and pulled me towards him. Our bodies fit together, causing another moan to escape my throat. Rowan responded, skimming his fangs along my naked shoulder.

      Footsteps in the hallway broke apart our passionate moment. The door blew open.

      As Rowan glanced up, a spell caught him in the chest and yanked him off of me. Shocked, I watched him zoom to the ceiling, bang into it and hover there.

      Whipping around, I spied Dean McIntosh and Disha standing in the doorway.

      Disha had arrived with her promised, but now unwanted, help. Damn! If I’d only known the attack would turn into the hottest night of my life, I would’ve asked her to take her sweet time getting back.

      “Charlie, are you okay?” Disha sank to her knees and began an incantation above my neck wound, twining her fingers and mumbling.

      “Wait, don’t seal it. We need to draw the venom out if we can,” Dean McIntosh said, clearly concerned.

      The venom? Oh, shit. Was I about to become a vampire? This was the second time with vampire venom in my blood. I was really playing with fire.

      “I didn’t use any,” Rowan growled from where he hovered, suspended against the ceiling.

      Dean McIntosh’s gaze darted from my neck to Rowan, glowering as if she didn’t believe him. Still, after she used a spell to assess the wound, she seemed satisfied that he’d been telling the truth. She lowered him to the floor as Disha stitched up my wound.

      “Now,” the dean said, clearly exasperated, “someone better start explaining things. Fast.”

      Crap. Disha had tried to save me but had inadvertently tossed us all to the wolves. Quickly, I grabbed my tank top and threw it on, trying to think of a good explanation for what we’d just been doing.

      “It’s my fault,” Rowan said, finally out of the blood-lust stupor.

      “Of course, it is,” the dean said, coming in and shutting the door. “But it’s also Disha and Charlie’s fault. The three of you bring me more trouble than all the other students combined.”

      She slumped on Rowan’s bed like a tired mother, kicking off moon boots and rubbing her feet. She was wearing a spacesuit, which I found surprising until I remembered she’d just come from the space-themed homecoming game.

      “Start at the beginning,” she said, exasperated.

      Disha and I took turns recounting all that happened, deciding it best to explain everything so that the Dean would know how serious the threat was. If Mink was willing to kill Rowan in Turkey, what would stop him from dropping by here, cloaking himself and ramming a stake through his heart in his sleep?

      The dean listened to it all not really shocked until we got to the part where Mink arrived and tried to kill Rowan. Then she leaned forward, her eyes widening larger and larger until they were giant saucers in her head.

      “So, let me get this straight. You used the portal illegally to chase some ridiculous idea you had—which, by the way, will lead you nowhere—and then you two thought you could treat an injured, fledgling vampire by yourselves by opening up packets of blood in front of him?”

      Disha and I shrugged lamely.

      “Great, gooey biscuits! It’s a miracle you’re still alive. Someone must be watching out for you.”

      The dean got up, straightening her very authentic-looking space suit which crinkled as she moved and pointed a finger in the morose vampire’s direction. “Rowan, are you under control, now?”

      He nodded, his eyes darting to my neck and then away as if he could barely stand the shame.

      “Good. Starting tomorrow, you’ll report to the basement of the Humanities Building for immediate training in controlling your… eh hem, urges. It seems your father’s spells are not sufficient.”

      “With whom, ma’am?” Rowan asked.

      “With Professor Answorth. Or, rather, Mr. Answorth, I suppose. He volunteered after he turned you. I believe he still feels partially responsible for your predicament. I’ll call him. I’m sure he won’t care about the short notice.”

      Answorth was back? That was pretty surprising considering all that went on last year.

      “And you girls,” she said, turning her finger on us. “You two will be trained as well. In addition to your studies, you will start Advanced Defensive Magic, a junior level class, but you clearly need it. You have been lucky in the past and held your own, but you need consistency. After dinner tomorrow, head to the labyrinth. Your instructor will meet you there.”

      “The labyrinth?” I remembered my run-in with the pixie minotaurs and the water nymph like it was yesterday. I didn’t want to go back in there.

      Dean McIntosh narrowed her eyes. “Would you rather be expelled, Ms. Rivera? That can be arranged.”

      “No, no. Thank you, ma’am.” I plastered on a grateful smile.

      Advanced Defensive Magic?! I guessed she didn’t trust us to stay out of trouble. Whatever the case, I was grateful for her offer of help instead of expelling me. She seemed to always be on my side, and I loved her for it.

      “Fine. Now, go to bed. All of you.” She stood in the hallway and waited until Disha and I had exited before walking away, grumbling.

      Before I left, I turned back. Rowan lingered with his back to the wall, looking as dejected as anyone possibly could. I needed to discuss all that had just happened, but the dean stopped in her tracks and cleared her throat to indicate lingering was not permissible.

      Rowan walked across his room I thought it might be to give me a quick kiss or tell me he would see me tomorrow, but instead, he dipped his head and muttered, “I’m sorry, Charlie,” before closing the door between us.

      I waited, staring at the wood, not really sure where things stood between us.

      “Yikes,” Disha said, grabbing my arm. “You two are a mess.”
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      Disha and I showed up for our Advanced Defensive Magic training session ten minutes early, full of cafeteria chicken dinner and a good helping of anxious nerves. The labyrinth ahead of us seemed taller, the hedges sharper and more foreboding than I last remembered them.

      Honestly, it was going to take a team of horses to drag me back in there, I swear.

      “What do you think he’ll have us do?” she asked, tossing a glossy black lock over her shoulder. Disha was once again over-dressed in a slinky sundress, strappy sandals, and full makeup. “I hope nothing too strenuous. I’ve just blown out my hair.”

      I rolled my eyes at her. “The last time I went in there, little beasts made me into a Chia Pet and a water nymph nearly drowned Rowan. I think your blowout was poorly timed.”

      Disha sulked, resting her back against the outer hedge wall, grumbling something about, “...didn’t know becoming a witch meant constant trips to the salon to clean up dead ends.”

      I had to chuckle. No matter what this life threw at us, I could count on Disha to remain exactly the same.

      “Who do you think the first teacher is?” I asked.

      “I hope it’s Junior Year professor Dr. Middlebush. I hear he’s not half bad for a fifty-year-old.”

      I gave her the look and she feigned ignorance. “What? A little bit of eye candy never hurt anyone.”

      Crunching footsteps drew our attention to the maze’s entrance. Disha and I stepped forward only to come face to face with Bridget and Bobby.

      They were both wearing loose athletic attire and panting slightly as if they’d just gone for a jog. Bridget’s wild red hair was barely contained by a neon yellow sweatband, matching her pants and jacket, a color that contrasted wildly with her complexion. Honestly, she looked like a walking highlighter or a lemon on steroids. I nearly had to shield my eyes from the brightness.

      “Oh,” I said, startled. “Hi, Bridget. Bobby.” I gave her silent brother a nod. Towering over me, he gave one back. Lurch was dressed in regular Nike shorts and a tank, his red hair nearly shaved to the scalp.

      “What are you doing here?” Disha said. “Are you getting lessons from Professor Middlebush, too? Why didn’t you say something this morning?”

      Bridget shook her head. “No lessons for us. Bobby and I don’t need help in defensive magic.”

      I narrowed my eyes, unsure as to how Bridget could know the reason for our presence.

      A slow smile broke out over Bridget’s face as her eyes popped wide. “Yeah, that’s right. We’re your first Defensive Arts teachers. Dean McIntosh said there’ll be someone else later but, for now, you’re stuck with us.” She thumbed her chest as her eyebrows waggled up and down.

      Disha stared in shock, while I shook my head. This had to be a joke.

      “There’s no way,” Disha chimed in, jutting a hip. “You two are sophomores just like us.”

      “Right, but did you know our parents run the number one international magical security agency? We train the bodyguards that protect all the world’s leaders, some of which I’ve met, including Queen Elizabeth herself. Her corgis are so cute!”

      “Queen Elizabeth has a magical bodyguard?” I asked.

      “Every world leader does, and a lot of the billionaires and Hollywood elite. Otherwise, they could be exploited by evil witches or warlocks who want to control them. Duh.” Bridget tilted her head as if wondering how I’d gotten this far in life knowing so little.

      “Nuh uh. I’m calling bullshit,” Disha said, getting ready to walk off. “There’s no way Dean McIntosh put you in charge of our advanced education.”

      Bridget stepped forward, blocking her path and squaring her shoulders. “Throw something at me.”

      “What?” Disha’s eyes widened. “Are you off your rocker?”

      “Throw a spell at me. Any spell.” Bridget jutted her chin. Beside her, Bobby straightened up as if readying himself, too.

      “I’m not going to—” Disha stopped mid-sentence and threw her hands out, casting a surprise spell no one could have seen coming.

      But something miraculous happened. It was as if Bridget had Spidey Sense. As soon as Disha’s hands were in motion, Bridget was whirling back and casting her own blocking spell. The two incantations collided in the air and disintegrated into a cascade of sparks.

      “Wow,” I said.

      “How did you…?” Disha stared at her hands and then at Bridget.

      “Follow me. I’ll show you.”

      With that, Bridget and Bobby stalked off into the labyrinth, leaving Disha and me to stare at each other in wonder.

      “What do we do now?” I asked.

      Her shocked expression matched mine perfectly. “Well, when life gives you lemons in the form of bat-shit-crazy roommates, you make lemonade, as they say.”

      I readied my cuffs, the power throbbing as if begging for release. “Well then, let’s go make some lemonade.”

      One corner of Disha’s mouth lifted up. We were badass bitches. We could do this.

      Then we stepped into the maze and were immediately attacked by a werewolf.

      The hairy, snarling beast jumped out of a hedge and plowed into us like a freight train. Before I knew what hit me, I was on my back, the wind knocked out of me and gravel in my bra. What in the hell? This damn labyrinth was at it again. It was probably mad at me for escaping last year.

      “Oh, God,” I groaned, sitting up. “This place is a nightmare.”

      Disha started to answer but scrambled up, eyes fixed on something over my shoulder. “It’s coming back. Get up!”

      Pushing into the gravel, I shoved myself into a standing position just as the hairy creature came at us again. His paws dragged through the pebbles, spraying them everywhere as he tore in our direction. His eyes were as yellow as his exposed fangs. The hungry look on his lupine face made my knees quiver.

      I thought of the werewolf who killed Trey. This bastard would not hurt Disha. I wouldn’t let him. My cuffs flashed as I drew power from them.

      Disha was quicker, making a deflector spell with deft movements of her fingers. It hit the beast in the chest, not stopping it, but throwing it off course. It scrambled sideways, still running, paws throwing dirt everywhere as it changed direction.

      Heading right for me.

      Without thinking, I pushed out. Stop!

      The spell crashed into the werewolf, throwing him like a ragdoll for thirty feet. He crashed into a hedge and tore it apart, leaves going everywhere. The hedge wall groaned and shook itself as if angered by the attack.

      As I was about to reach for Disha and get us the hell out, the werewolf transformed into a human. Bobby sat up, shook his head and waved a hand at me, letting me know he was ok.

      Jesus, the werewolf was Bobby. Thank God I hadn’t used anything more dangerous. I’d forgotten Bridget had told us by the lake that he was a werewolf, but we hadn’t spoken of it since. The poor guy stayed seated on the ground, one hand on his naked privates, smiling sheepishly.

      “Well, hello, Bobby.” Disha lifted an intrigued eyebrow and jutted her hip.

      A slow clap started behind us as Bridget stepped out from behind a hedge.

      “Not bad for noobs. Bobby is pretty formidable. It took a lot of power to make him shift back like that.” She walked over and handed him back his clothes.

      I turned my eyes away, focusing my attention and ire on Bridget.

      “I didn’t know it was him. I could’ve… Things could have gone very wrong.” I swallowed hard, trying not to think about what would have happened if I’d killed Bobby. “The Aradia’s Cuffs are not to be messed with,” I added forcefully.

      “Well, I needed to know what kind of skills we’ll be working with. Besides, I was watching. I could’ve stopped you.” She tossed a hand in the air like my worry was crazy.

      She was crazy! All of this was cray-zee.

      “Come on, Disha. Let’s go. I’m sure if we talk to Dean McIntosh we can get actual teachers.”

      But, as we turned to go, Bridget held out a hand. “No, don’t. Please.”

      The sincerity in her voice stopped me in my tracks.

      Her shoulders slumping, Bridget pinched the bridge of her nose as if wiping away tears. “This is our one chance. If you… If you go to her, we might be... expelled.”

      I took a step toward her. “Why would they expel you?”

      A deep male voice from behind us cut into the conversation. “She means that student group who is targeting Rowan has created a petition to expel us, too. And we’re already on thin ice since we performed the binding ceremony ourselves, without permission. The administration is not happy with us.”

      Wow, Bobby could talk, and he sounded sincere, too.

      “I didn’t know of their stupid rules. Bound is bound, no matter who did it,” Bridget said, real tears streaking down her face. “They want to kick Bobby out because he’s ‘too dangerous’.” Her fingers formed air quotes before continuing. “But he’s not. He’s the gentlest werewolf in the world.” Bridget walked over and put her arm protectively around her brother’s waist, and Bobby threw a tree-trunk arm around her shoulders.

      “The only way that Dean McIntosh could convince the board to let us stay was if we agreed to help teach other students defensive magic. The spells and techniques our parents invented that make them the most sought after security firm in the world.” Bridget sniffled and then glanced up at us. “It’s great stuff. Mom and Dad would be pissed if they knew we agreed to share it outside of the company.”

      Wow, I felt like garbage. Here we were pre-judging these two when their situation was basically as bad as ours—hated by classmates, disliked for being different, nearly expelled at every turn.

      And, if their defensive skills were as good as they claimed, who were we to turn them down?

      I glanced at Disha, who appeared speechless for once. She met my gaze and gave me a nod.

      “Okay,” I said. “We’ll play, but next time, teach us something before you unleash Bobby on us. Deal?”

      Bridget’s giant smile sprung back on her face as she smeared the tears away. “Deal!”

      I gave her a pat on the shoulder. “How did you do that blocking spell that you did on Disha? Can you show me?”

      We spent the next two hours training with Bridget and Bobby. Honestly, after it was done, I already knew more about defensive magic than I had in the first year of training at the Academy. In class, we got a lot of theory, but we didn’t always get the chance to put it into practice, but with the brother-sister duo, it was different. They were really amazing, playing off each other’s strengths and making up for their weaknesses. Yin and yang in motion.

      By the time it was dark, we were all sweaty, dirty and thoroughly satisfied with a great training session. I loved how physical it was, none of this intricate finger weaving and long incantations that I was garbage at. Disha, on the other hand, seemed frustrated. Her idea of physical magic usually involved a cute boy and a closed door.

      Coming out of the labyrinth, Bobby stared thoughtfully at the half moon, while Bridget’s mouth ran a mile a minute about the Queen and Buckingham Palace. We let her go on, Disha and I both too exhausted to respond with anything more than a few nods.

      Then a figure stepped out of the shadows.

      Bobby crouched. Bridget’s hands began to glow. The light she cast illuminated Rowan’s features as he moved silently toward us.

      “Christ,” Disha said, putting a hand to her heart. “You vamps can move quietly.”

      “We’re like ninjas in a way,” Rowan said. “Dark, mysterious and not to be messed with.” His eyes darted over to Bobby who gave a warning growl. I’d read that werewolves and vampires had never really gotten along, but I wasn’t sure why.

      “Rowan,” I explained, “Bridget and Bobby are our new Defensive Arts teachers. They’re really good.” I casually stepped between them, attempting to prevent any friction.

      Rowan’s brow furrowed, and he put a protective arm around my shoulder. Was he jealous?

      That was new.

      “How was Answorth?” Disha asked, helping to change the subject.

      “Good,” he said. “I came looking for you to talk about it.” He glanced distrustfully toward our companions. “Can we talk? Alone?”

      Bobby and Bridget got his not-so-subtle hint. Bobby started to walk away, but Bridget had to get a few words in first. “Okay, we’ll see you tomorrow night. Same time, same place. Oh, and dress casually because tomorrow we’re using swords.”

      “Swords?!” Disha exclaimed, but they were already headed out with Bridget yammering in her brother’s ear.

      Disha shook her head. “I don’t care how brilliant she is, that girl is a loon.”

      “What did you have to tell us?” I asked Rowan, enjoying his arm around me, except as soon as I finished my question, he pulled away.

      He drew Disha and I close and spoke in hushed tones. “Get this. After our session, Answorth and I were talking, and I told him about finding the artifact at the bottom of the lake and how we think it might solve my problem.”

      “You told him?!” I exclaimed. “Are you sure we can trust him?”

      Rowan shrugged, dismissing my concern. “He doesn’t believe the compass can really help, but I shared the clue and explained what we’d discovered in Turkey. He’d never heard about the band Scorpion before, but he found the story intriguing and said there’s a bar on Hilton Head Island called… wait for it… The Tempest!”

      “Woah,” Disha said. “I knew it was a clue.”

      Rowan nodded, very excited, but I wasn’t so sure. From the sounds of it, Answorth didn’t even think much of the compass and, on top of that, someone like him couldn’t be trusted. I mean, yeah, he had been cleared of murder, but he still lied about being fae, stole a school artifact, and bit me in the forest. He’d claimed he couldn’t help it, but how did we know? I guessed he was okay if Dean McIntosh let him come back, but training Rowan to behave was one thing and trusting his flimsy clues was another.

      “Rowan, I don’t know.”

      “I have to check all the leads, Charlie, however improbable. I could find something else there that can help me.” He had a pleading look in his eyes that begged me to understand.

      “We’re pushing it,” I said. “The dean is already onto us. I don’t want to end up expelled.”

      “Me neither,” Disha put in.

      “I get it,” he said. “But you have a choice, and I don’t. I’ll understand if you stay, but I have to go. Don’t worry, I can do it alone.”

      His words hurt a little, but he was right. He didn’t have a choice. In his place, I would have felt the same way. I had to help him.

      “All right,” I said. “Pack your bags. We’re going to Hilton Head.”
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      Rowan’s excitement over going to Hilton Head had died a sudden death.

      It was now almost two months since Answorth had told him about the bar called The Tempest, and we hadn’t been able to go yet.

      We had tried—the very next night, as a matter of fact—but we had failed.

      Much to our surprise, when we’d stepped into the Enlightenment Fountain and attempted to use it, nothing happened. The magic was gone. It was as if someone had hit a switch and turned it off.

      I had a feeling Dean McIntosh had grounded us, so to speak. It felt like she’d caught us in the liquor cabinet and had swiftly locked it up. No more quick trips to exotic locales for us. And no more friendly Rowan.

      Our inability to chase this lead gradually sent him into a funk that no coaxing could draw him out of, and over the weeks, he developed an obsession concerning portals, alternate forms of transportation, artifacts, and vampires.

      It was, to say the least, not fun. But, hopefully, that would end tonight.

      “This Christmas dinner is atrocious. Are they really serving Cornish Game Hen? Roasted Prime Rib with Thyme Au Jus is a standard at my house. This is barely passable.” Disha picked at the roasted bird carcass and stared out the window forlornly.

      “I’m sorry her highness doesn’t find the food up to standard,” I replied. “Let me just ring Jeeves and ask him to bring you something else.” I raised my hand, waving it around the nearly-empty school cafeteria. “Jeeves? Jeeves?” A few students who hadn’t already left for home stared up from their dinners with confused expressions on their faces.

      Disha reached across the table and shoved my arm down. “Stop it. You’re embarrassing us.”

      “Sorry. Jeeves must be on break. Hard to find good help these days,” I muttered, finishing my hen and the mashed potatoes beside it. I remembered the days of waiting in the shelter line with Trey for nothing more than canned ham and lumpy potatoes. I would never take free food for granted.

      Disha sighed. I could tell it wasn’t the menu that was throwing her off, though. It was the fact that this was her first Christmas not flying home to New York. She was homesick, missing her mom and dad and taking it out on the game hen.

      I patted her hand gently. “You can probably still get a flight to LaGuardia. Your parents would pay whatever exorbitant fees it would cost to fly home two days before Christmas. Rowan and I can do this ourselves.”

      “And miss you two and your amazing company? Never. Right, Rowan?” Disha reached over and shook his arm.

      Beside me, Rowan blinked up from the thick book he’d been pouring over, nodded, then disappeared back into the pages.

      “See. Party animals, the both of you. Him especially.” She blew out a breath, ruffling her bangs.

      There he was, reading on portals yet again. It went on and on. Our romantic dates dried up unless you counted me sitting beside him in the library, where he barely acknowledged my existence. I knew he was hurting, and felt bad for biting me, and scared to get too close to me, but this was ridiculous.

      Our relationship could best be described as “it’s complicated.”

      I stared at him. He was beside me, but it felt as if he were somewhere else. Yeah, we were the definition of complicated.

      It had taken him a month and a half to come up with his next hare-brained idea. He’d found a portal in Atlanta, my old stomping grounds, only a thirty-minute drive from the school.

      There was only one problem. We couldn’t get away and try it until Christmas break. Between our classes and the extended training sessions, all three of us were barely making time to sleep five or six hours a night. Sophomore year had really kicked up a notch.

      I was loving the sessions with Bridget and Bobby, but my grades were suffering. Disha, on the other hand, was a stellar student as usual but had grown more contemptuous to Bridget the longer the lessons went on. Lucky for her, we had exhausted their know-how and would be assigned a new teacher once we got back from winter break.

      “Tell me the plan again,” Disha said, picking apart a flaky biscuit as if it had offended her.

      Rowan finally glanced up from his book, his eyes focusing in. He only seemed to come alive when we were talking about the artifact or something related to its mystery.

      He leaned close to avoid listening ears. I realized, with a twinge in my heart, that this was the closest we had been since the night he’d bitten me.

      Just thinking of that night, his hands on my body, sent a shiver down my spine that I pretended was just a chill.

      Rowan gave me a quick glance before answering Disha. “I confirmed that my father and Dean McIntosh leave in half an hour for some big planning meeting. They’ll be gone all weekend, so that gives us plenty of time to get to Atlanta, use the portal, and get to Hilton Head and back without anyone noticing.”

      The symposium was in Luxemburg, some annual event concerning the “education of Supernaturals in the current century.” Rowan had stolen the information from his father’s agenda. Besides giving us an opportunity to leave campus, I also hoped something fruitful would come from it. Students were still giving Rowan the stink eye wherever we went and Bobby didn’t fare much better.

      “Are you sure Chargeable’s cuffs will unlock the Atlanta portal?” Disha asked.

      “Lame, Disha,” I said. “You’re running out of good nicknames.”

      “Whatever,” she said. “One can only be so creative before the well runs dry.”

      Rowan ignored us and plowed through. “I’ve read everything I can on the Aradia’s Cuffs. They are pretty amazing. I think it’s safe to say they can handle any portal.”

      I bristled with a little bit of pride even though it was the cuffs he was praising and not me.

      “As long as Dean McIntosh didn’t get to it first,” Disha said. “I wonder how she blocked it?” She wondered absently.

      Indeed. That witch was powerful.

      I turned to Rowan. “So we take an Uber to Atlanta, find the portal, go through it, and then head to The Tempest. What then?”

      “Just follow my lead,” Rowan said, shutting his book with a decided thump. “And meet me out front of the administration building in an hour.”

      He got up, collected his things, and headed out without so much as a goodbye handshake.

      Disha shook her head. “I don’t care how good that boy looks in those jeans, he’s a wet blanket lately. I don’t know how you stand it.”

      “Me, neither,” I said, watching him clip down the steps with a single-minded determination that left no room for me.

      “Things will change once we solve this mystery, one way or the other. They have to. They just have to.”
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      Two hours later, we were standing in the seediest part of Atlanta and our Uber was driving away.

      I could tell that Disha and Rowan were doing their best to hide their mortification, but one whiff of that stale, garbage-laced air and I knew it.

      I was home.

      Well, the home I’d kept for nearly two years, most of those spent with Trey.

      Glancing around the abandoned buildings and dirty allies, I felt a bittersweet longing. Living in the gutter was hell, but this was where Trey had been alive and I missed him from the bottom of my heart.

      Car tires screeched on the pavement. Disha gripped my arm. I glanced over at her with one eyebrow raised.

      “You do remember you can do magic, right?”

      Her stunned face gave me all the answer I needed. Moving her hands in an elaborate motion, she cast a cloaking spell, followed by a protection charm, basically putting us in an impervious bubble.

      Boy, I could’ve used one of those back when I lived here.

      “There,” she said, letting go of my arm and smoothing out her fashionable slacks. “Much better.”

      “Let’s go,” Rowan said, giving me a sideways glance. If he thought this homecoming might hurt me at all, his face certainly didn’t show it. I really had to wonder if, after all of this, we would be able to continue what we’d started, which, at first, had felt like the beginnings of a real relationship. Now, not so much.

      “This way,” I said, walking the familiar streets. How I had missed there being a magical portal right outside the building Trey and I had shared was beyond me, though that did explain how those goons had gotten to us so fast the night we were attacked. I pushed the thought away because dwelling on it was like prying open a healed wound.

      Besides, it reminded me of my unfinished business with Trey’s ashes, which I still kept with me because I was too chicken-shit to decide what to do about them.

      God, being back here was dredging up all the awful feelings I had managed to bury. I felt sick with them. My only solace was to turn my attention to the task at hand. I couldn’t help Trey any longer, but I could help Rowan.

      We turned the corner and there it was. Or, rather, there it used to be.

      I stared at our building, once five stories, now barely one. Where it had stood, a charred brick pile occupied the block, shrubs, and weeds already growing up out of the cracks. I swallowed down the tornado of emotions whirling inside me and tried to focus.

      “Where did the book say the portal was exactly?” I asked Rowan.

      Confused, he glanced down at his phone, zooming in on a photo of one of the many library books he’d obsessed over for the last month and a half. “The southeast corner of this building, but…”

      “But the building is gone. Blamo,” Disha added. “Umm, we may want to call that Uber driver back. What was his name? Carl? Carl!” She glanced over her shoulder, but our driver was long gone. No one hung around in this neighborhood if they didn’t have to.

      Walking forward, I headed to where Rowan had indicated. There was one feature on the southeast corner I remembered, the only distinguishing characteristic this building ever had. Could it be?

      We rounded a seven-foot-high corner and there it was. My Never Owl was still standing.

      The graffiti owl looked no worse for wear despite the fire and destruction of every wall around it. The trippy, psychedelic bird with the word “Never” spreading out on either side like wings stared back at us as if he’d been waiting for our arrival all this time. Round black eyes penetrated my soul, staring on as if asking where I had been.

      I put my hand on the brick surface, which, despite the December chill, was warm to the touch. A throb of magic pulsed against my palm and my cuffs responded.

      “This is it,” I said, placing both hands on the brick. “Grab onto me.”

      Disha and Rowan placed their hands on my shoulders. I channeled the picture Rowan had shown me of the tree-filled park on Hilton Head Island.

      Magic swarmed around us like mosquitos and sucked us away.

      We rematerialized in a woodsy spot, all clinging to the exact same vine-covered trellis Rowan had discovered during his research, a bit of human decor in an otherwise wild preserve.

      It had worked. We were here.

      As I glanced around, the remote forest took shape. Tall trees shaded us from the rapidly-setting sun, while shrubs and vines climbed up their trunks. Ahead of us, a tilting wooden walkway cut through the wilderness, giving us a clue about how to get back to civilization.

      The hike out of the preserve was not our favorite, but I could tell the excitement of getting closer to our mystery was spurring everyone on, including Disha who didn’t complain even once about her shoes hurting her feet. The trees were lovely and peaceful, just as I had imagined Hilton Head to be, though I wouldn’t want to be tromping around here in the dark.

      The anti-mosquito spell was a must. Thank God we had Disha who thought ahead.

      Soon, we were out of the woods, both literally and figuratively. Once his cell service worked, Rowan called a cab.

      One hour later we were standing outside The Tempest bar.

      It was a tiny place, the kind only locals frequent. A peeling paint facade and neon beer signs in the windows enhanced its hometown charm. It was off the beaten track and away from the posh area tourists normally frequented. Above the entrance, the words “The Tempest” were written in gold on a black background. Beside the door, a chalkboard boasted beer specials and “All-You-Can-Eat Fish and Chips,” plus something called “The Titty Twister.”

      Disha pointed at it with a sour expression. “Whatever that is, I do not want it.”

      “We aren’t old enough to drink. Will they even let us in?” I asked.

      “I’ve thought of that,” Rowan said, pulling us around the side, away from view.

      Muttering something in what sounded like Japanese, he waved his hands all around. Suddenly, my face started to tingle. I touched my cheeks in time to feel them vibrating. Glancing up, I saw Disha and Rowan’s faces were following suit.

      In a moment, their features changed. Small wrinkles appeared around Rowan’s eyes and on Disha’s forehead. Gray hairs sprouted in streaks. Skin sagged slightly on their cheeks and jowls.

      “There,” Rowan said, pulling out his phone and using the camera app to examine his handiwork. “I’ve made us twenty years older, at least.”

      Disha gaped, smacking Rowan’s arm. “How dare you?!” She pulled a compact out of her purse to inspect the damage. “This is horrible. Will I really look this bad at forty? No, no. My father knows a wonderful plastic surgeon and a few anti-gravity sessions will help for a while, too.” She groaned as she pulled back loose skin.

      “Calm down,” Rowan said, handing out fake IDs. “It’ll only last a few hours.”

      This did not seem to calm Disha in the slightest. I worried she might curse Rowan and end our mission before it even began.

      “Focus, people,” I said. “We go in and start asking harmless questions. Also, I will put the feelers out to see if I get a magical vibe from anything while we’re in there.” I indicated to my cuffs, before pulling my jacket down over them.

      We walked around to the front, took a deep breath and pushed inside.

      The door thwacked open and everyone turned around to stare at us. It was like a scene in a movie where the record scratched as we walked in.

      There was no record though, only classic rock playing from an old speaker in the corner. The seven or eight patrons, nearly all male plus one haggard-looking female, stared for a moment, but their interest soon returned to their drinks or talking quietly over the din.

      The three of us found a corner table and sat down, staring tensely around the small establishment. The interior was a lot like the exterior—pretty standard with chipped wood tables, creaky chairs and a wooden bar running the length of the opposite wall. A TV on one side showed a golf match, while another played the news. The smell of stale smoke and bleach hung in the air.

      A tired waitress in her mid-forties meandered over and flipped open a small notepad. “What can I get ya?”

      “Three beers, please,” Rowan said, not missing a beat. Disha made a face, but he kept on going. “Hey, do you know if the drummer from the band Scorpions comes in here at all?”

      A confused expression crossed over the waitress’s face. “I don’t think so. I don’t really know who that is. What kind of beer do you want?”

      While Rowan looked at the beer list, I began to feel out the room. Slowly, I became aware of a dim magical pulse from the opposite corner, where a man sat alone with his back to us.

      After the waitress left, I leaned in, talking in a hushed whisper. “Check out my three o’clock. At the table. Definitely getting something from over there.”

      Rowan glanced back while Disha and I tried to appear inconspicuous.

      “Okay, Charlie. This is all you. Go talk to him,” Rowan said.

      “Me? Why me?”

      “Because you have the cuffs and they’ll at least give you a vibe for what the guy is capable of,” he reasoned.

      “And what do I say? ‘Um, hi. Can you do magic?’ I’ll sound like an idiot.”

      Disha shook her head. “Hit on him.”

      “What?!”

      “Just go up and say, ‘Hi, handsome. Come here often?’” She batted flirty eyelashes.

      “Maybe you should go,” I argued.

      She waved me away. “You’re the one with the all-powerful cuffs. If he tries anything funny, just blast him.”

      I waited for Rowan to disagree, but he seemed to give the idea credit.

      “I hate both of you,” I said, standing up.

      Slowly, I walked across the bar, eyeing the bathroom and wanting very much to duck in there and forget this whole thing.

      Instead, I found myself standing at the guy’s table.

      With his back to me, I couldn’t really see his face, but he appeared to be a local, not intent on impressing anyone with his dirty boots, stained jeans, and big black duster jacket. His hair was long and peppered with gray. An unwashed smell wafted from his general direction.

      He didn’t look up as I cleared my throat.

      “Excuse me. Um. Do you come here often?” Lord, I sounded stupid. Disha really should be doing this. Flirting was her superpower.

      I heard him take a big swig of liquid from his glass before answering.

      “Drop the act. I know who you are and what you want. I’ll show you what you came here to see.” He glanced back through dark sunglasses.

      “The question is, little lady,” he said, finishing his drink. “Can you and your friends pay the fee?”
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      We were in a limousine with a stranger who wanted a “fee.”

      I squirmed in my seat, a ball of energy bouncing inside my chest, ready to be unleashed at the least sign of something weird.

      God! For all we knew, this guy was a mafia boss or a serial killer, and a “fee” would consist of one of our heads on a platter. How stupid were we?

      Buttons glowed everywhere inside the semi-dark interior, most with no function I could discern. The windows were tinted, and a smoked-glass divider separated us from the driver. We sat in the back seat while the guy who we thought was the Scorpions’ drummer sat across from us, a thick chain with a ruby-eyed skull hanging from his neck.

      Seriously. What were we thinking?!

      Except for the limousine, nothing about this man screamed wealth or influence, but then again, the band hadn’t had any big hits since the early nineties, or at least that was what I’d read in the quick glance I gave their Wikipedia page. The man did look like the images we’d seen on the internet, but why the dark sunglasses and the dirty clothes? Maybe he was incognito. He didn’t want fans knowing it was him.

      Still, all of this seemed very odd to say the least.

      I glanced sideways at Rowan, fearing we were going too far to help him in this new quest. We were risking a lot for him, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he would do the same for me. Just like before, he’d climbed into his shell, keeping us at a distance, self-absorbed, obsessed even. Which begged the question, did I really know him? Was there truly a connection between us, something more than mere physical attraction? I pushed the doubts away, attributing them to fear.

      “Something troubling you, little lady?” our “host” asked from behind dark sunglasses. He wore a knowing smile that made me wonder if he’d read my thoughts. He had gone to the Academy, so we knew he could use magic. Mind reading was extremely difficult, but not impossible.

      “What’s your name?” I said in response.

      “You can call me Ze German,” he answered with a half-smile, drumming his fingers on his thigh.

      Disha and I exchanged a look.

      “Where are you taking us?” Disha asked, sounding as if she was also questioning our decision.

      “To my crib,” he said, pushing a button. “Would you all care for a drink?”

      A wooden panel rose out of the way, revealing a small bar stocked with glasses and bottles of liquor like the ones offered in hotels.

      “A whiskey would be great,” Rowan said.

      What?! Was he crazy taking a drink from this guy? It could be poisoned. I elbowed him in the ribs, but he completely ignored me and took the glass Ze German held out to him. He downed it in one gulp, throwing his head back and wincing slightly.

      Ze German’s smile widened a little.

      “How far is your… crib?” Disha asked, squinting through the dark window.

      “We’re actually here,” he said as the limousine slowed, then came to a stop.

      We got out onto a paved driveway at the back of a huge mansion. A five-car garage stood to our left and attached to it was a house bigger than our sophomore dorm. Palm trees with lights shining at their bases surrounded us. Pristine flower beds went around the entire perimeter of the house. To the side, there was a wrap-around wooden deck with lounge chairs and oversized umbrellas. The smell of briny water and the lolling sounds of the ocean rode the air, letting us know this was a waterfront property.

      Without a word, Ze German walked toward an arched doorway. Dim lights shone from a few of the windows, not nearly enough for a house this size. Maybe Ze German wanted a “fee” to help pay for the electric bill, which had to be sizable.

      We walked into a dark foyer, illuminated by a lonely night light connected to one of the outlets.  The air smelled stale as if the house had sat boarded up and undisturbed for some time.

      A rapid clicking sound sent my already rattled nerves to the very edge.

      I sidled up to Disha and whispered. “Maybe we should leave.”

      She swallowed audibly as a dark shape appeared around the bend. A throaty growl reverberated around us. Rowan stepped protectively in front of us.

      “Easy, Sting,” Ze German said. “They’re guests.”

      The shape moved closer to Ze German who clicked on a lamp. A large dog stood at his side, its amber-colored eyes fixed on Rowan. Its head was thick with short ears that appeared to have been cut to points. Its coat was dappled, black and brown with a white patch down the chest. Long, black nails stood out starkly against the white, marble floor.

      “Is… is that a Pit Bull?” Disha asked.

      “Of course not!” Ze German said with disapproval. “It’s an Alano Español, bred to be used in bullfights.” I half expected him to give the dog a head ruffle, but the two merely exchanged a glance. This was no lap dog. He was here for protection.

      The dog gave us a last dirty look, then turned and left, nails clicking against the floor once more. With the creature gone, I finally peered around, expecting I don’t know what… a dungeon? Implements of torture?

      Instead, I found myself surrounded by decor that could have belonged in Martha Stewart’s beach home—blue and coral pastel colors on the walls, conch shells and sea stars decorating the entrance table, framed pictures of sandy white beaches hanging on the wall.

      Disha glanced in my direction, a “what the hell” frown wrinkling her forehead, though not as much as a moment ago. It seemed the aging spell was wearing out.

      “Excuse the decor,” Ze German said. “My wife is not right in the head.” He took off his glasses and set them on the table. Milky-white eyes stared at us, making me feel as if he could see down into my very soul despite their murky state. He gave a slight shudder as if he’d just gotten a chill, while I got a chill of my own, trying to reconcile all the pieces of this weird situation.

      “Follow me,” he said, walking deeper into the house.

      Rowan followed without hesitation, leaving us behind. Didn’t he think any of this was ultra-weird? None of it jived.

      Staying open to any warning from my cuffs, I walked behind Disha. We passed through a large, airy living room, fronted by a wall of tall windows. Everything was covered in shadows as if the house was shut off for the season, but what little I could see suggested the design was just as.... beachy.

      Ze German led us into a game room dominated by a pool table, its overhead light shining with a slight hum. A man cave. Framed jerseys, sport posters, a piece of art made out of drumsticks, and a couple of electronic dartboards hung from the walls. A pinball machine sat next to a poker table and, at the end of the long space, tall stools stood in front of a wooden counter and liquor shelving.

      We crossed the entire length of the room, and when Ze German stepped behind the counter, I thought he was about to offer us another drink but, instead, he walked up to the liquor shelf and pushed a button.

      The entire wall slid to the side, revealing a dark, hidden space. I froze, wondering why this guy would guide us here. It didn’t make sense for him to show us this secret compartment—not unless he didn’t expect us to get out of here alive.

      I reached for Rowan’s arm and pulled him back as he started to follow Ze German down the rabbit hole.

      “We shouldn’t go in there, Rowan. Let’s get out of here while we still can.”

      “I’m not leaving,” he said, glancing back at me as if I’d lost my mind. “I didn’t come all this way just to turn back around.”

      “I agree with Charlie,” Disha whispered vehemently. “This smells like the Academy’s excuse for a tuna steak. Let’s get the hell out.”

      “You’re right. You two should leave, but I’m afraid I have to stay,” Rowan said, gently tugging his arm out of my grip and walking into the dark room.

      You might be dead already, but you can still be killed, you idiot. That’s what I wanted to yell at his retreating figure, but all I could do was grab my head and glance at Disha for answers.

      “Don’t look at me,” she said, lifting up her hands as if to say none of this was her idea in the first place.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, doing my best to stay calm. “You stay here, and I’ll go in.”

      Disha started to protest, but I cut her off.

      “Disha, no one knows we’re here, so if something happens while we’re in there, you can… um, I don’t know… tell people how we died.”

      “Charlie, I—”

      I held up a hand and, gathering all my courage, I followed after Rowan, leaving Disha behind.

      I went in expecting a damp staircase leading to a medieval dungeon, but there were no stairs, just a long, dark hall.

      Conjuring a small witch light in the palm of my hand, I pushed forward until the narrow passage opened up into a space about the size of a racquetball court.

      As I took in the dimly-lit surroundings, I was reminded of that “restricted area” in the American Magical Historical Society back at the Academy, the place where my cuffs had been stored until Georgia Copeland died trying to steal them for Henderson.

      Three rows of stone pedestals extended from the front to the back of the room. Track lighting circled the base of each pedestal, providing the only illumination in the room. What the hell did these people have against electricity? Honestly. Or maybe Ze German was blind, and he didn’t need light to see.

      Rowan was standing in the middle of the room, turning around slowly, eyes examining each item, one at a time. There was a jeweled amulet, a leather-bound book with a latch, metal spikes, a few daggers, and other things further back that I couldn’t distinguish.

      “Well, Mr. Underwood,” Ze German said. “What do you think?”

      “Wait, how do you know his name?” I demanded.

      Ze German tapped his nose. “I know a lot of things.”

      We stood quietly for a moment while Rowan approached a few of the items and examined them without touching them.

      “Well?” Ze German said, clearly growing impatient. “See anything you like?”

      As he finished his sentence, the dark walls around us quavered. I startled and glanced around. Everything seemed normal, except for my thundering heart. Claustrophobia was getting the best of me, it seemed.

      Rowan turned to me, an expression of despair on his face. “Do any of them… speak to you?” He glanced down toward my cuffs, which were still hidden under my jacket.

      I gave a small shrug. I’d been trying to pick up something the moment we walked in the house, but I’d sensed nothing at all—not even the bit I’d picked up from Ze German back at the bar. Something was not right. If there was magic here, someone was going through great lengths to conceal it.

      Rowan walked closer and stood a mere pace away from me.

      “C’mon, Charlie.” He took my hands, staring deeply into my eyes. The chill of my fingers almost matched his.

      I wanted to make him happy and tell him I felt something, but the truth was that all the items felt… dead. I was trying to figure out how to break the news to him when Disha’s desperate voice echoed down the narrow hall.

      “Guys, get out of there. It’s a trap!”

      As frayed as my nerves were, it took me but a nanosecond to react, grabbing Rowan’s hand and pulling him back the way we’d come.

      We’d only taken two steps when a wall materialized in front of us, blocking our path. Reacting with instincts I didn’t know I’d acquired, I pushed my free hand against the wall and used one of the spells we’d learned from Bridget and her brother. The pulse of magic hit the wall straight but sent us flying backward, dumping us on our asses.

      Before I’d even had time to blink, Rowan jumped to his feet. Moving in a blur, he glanced around, eyes darting in every direction.

      “Where the hell did he go? What is this?”

      I rose slowly, surveying our surroundings. All the pedestals were gone, and we stood in a cube-shaped, empty space built from bare cinder blocks on all six sides.

      No doors. No windows.

      “What the hell?” I twirled, gaping at our prison. “We’re… trapped.”

      Duh! Not like Rowan needed a play-by-play.

      When I finished twirling, I found him trembling with rage, his fists clenched and fangs unsheathed. He was staring fixedly at one of the walls as if he intended to melt it by shooting laser beams out of his eyes.

      “Rowan,” I whispered, fear wrapping around my heart, images of the night he bit me swimming in front of me. This was no time to lose control. “Calm down.”

      He shook himself and, for an instant, I thought he would heed my advice, but instead he let out a growl and ran at the wall. He crashed against it, smashing into the cinder block, the sound of stone against stone reverberating through the cramped space. Chunks of concrete broke and exploded outward. I covered my face as fist-size pieces whizzed in my direction.

      A growl of anguish filled my ears. Coughing and waving my hands to disperse the dust that floated in front of me, I caught sight of Rowan, his fingers flexed into claws as he dug through packed, black dirt, his arms moving at a prodigious speed, trying to free us from what appeared to be a tomb.

      Maybe this was the fee Ze German spoke of. We would pay with our lives.
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      “Rowan, stop!” I put my hands over my face as he flung dirt my way. He’d been digging like mad for several minutes and had made no progress. He’d also thrown himself into a full-blown vampire fit and if I didn’t tread carefully, we could have a serious situation on our hands.

      Tentatively, I put my hand on the rock hard muscle of his shoulders to get his attention. “Rowan.”

      He whirled, panting. Dirt clung to every inch of him but his eyes, which regarded me as if he didn’t quite remember who I was. His lip curled back, revealing his very sharp fangs as he stepped forward.

      It took me right back to his room the night he bit me, the pleasure and pain. But this time, no one would be busting in to break it up. Rowan might take it too far and turn me into a vampire. That or drain me dry and end it all.

      That couldn’t happen—not when we needed to figure out how to get the hell out of this mess.

      “Rowan, it’s me.” I stepped back, quickly bumping into the far wall. The concrete space didn’t give me much room to move around, making me wonder if it really was a tomb. One I could very possibly die in if Rowan didn’t get himself in check.

      He growled and took another step forward. His impressive physique seemed more imposing than ever, like he could easily tear me apart right now if he wanted to. His frame towered over me as the dirty-encrusted claws turned in my direction.

      I readied my cuffs since it seemed talking wasn’t getting us anywhere. Yet, when I tried to draw magic from them, nothing happened. This room seemed to have a powerful blocking spell on it as well.

      Rowan advanced, a low growl rolling from his throat. His eyes were obsidian shards.

      Icy fingers of panic ran up and down my spine as I squared off against him. There was nowhere to run and no magic that could keep him at bay.

      “Rowan, you need to calm down. What did Professor Answorth teach you? Use your training.”

      This stopped him, and he seemed to hear me. As he took slow breaths, his eyes regained their focus and his tense body posture relaxed.

      Suddenly, there was a splashing sound as something poured down from above. Liquid splashed my shoulders and dripped into my hair. Shocked, I held up my hands as something red and sticky soaked my clothes and skin.

      Rowan’s pupils dilated into huge, dark pits as his nostrils flared, taking in the unmistakable metallic scent that filled the room.

      Blood.

      My gag reflex kicked it. My hands swatted at my face, fingers twitching in a desperate spell in hopes of vanishing the blood. It stayed put. Ze German, or whoever, had just stepped up his game.

      Shit. Someone really did want me dead.

      Rowan dove forward and crashed into me.

      We flew back, bashing into the far wall. My back hit concrete first, then my skull followed with an awful thump. Stars flashed across my vision as my brain jarred against my cranium, but there was no time to recover because claws dug into my arm and yanked me up as easily as if I were a rag doll.

      Rowan held me aloft, then yanked me toward his gaping mouth.

      I kicked out hard, my knees slamming into his chest. A blow like that would have doubled normal Rowan over, but crazed-vampire Rowan barely flinched. He tossed me aside in anger and let out another fearsome roar.

      Pain erupted down my spine, and my thinking grew foggy. I was dead. Done for.

      Suddenly, something heavy materialized right beside me. Blinking through the blood that dripped in my eyes, I spotted the item and grabbed on. It was a formidable-looking sword, sharp enough to take on a vampire.

      Someone wanted us to fight it out in here. I had no doubt Ze German was out there watching it all like some deranged voyeur who brought magicals over just to pit them against each other until one of them killed the other.

      Anger blossomed in my gut.

      Not today, you bastard.

      Rowan came at me again, oblivious of the lethal sword in my hand. I dove sideways, sending him crashing into the wall, and wheeled back, bringing the sword’s hilt down on his head.

      There was an awful crack as the metal struck his forehead. Then Rowan slumped to the ground.

      What?! I stared from his head to the sword. How had that happened? A blow like that shouldn’t have taken him out so easily.

      A lump started to form between his eyes.

      Oh no! Had I killed him?

      An explosion rocked the room. Dirt and concrete shards pelted me. I dropped the sword and curled into a ball, protecting my head as debris threatened to bury me alive.

      “Charlie?” Disha’s terrified voice called.

      “Disha!” I batted away concrete dust, coughing. When I looked up, my friend peered in from a sizable hole in the wall.

      “Oh, my God, you’re alive. I thought for sure…” Her words died away, but we both knew what she meant. She shined a magical spotlight into the room and gasped. “All that blood! Are you wounded?”

      “I’m fine. Someone thought I wanted to be Carrie on prom night,” I said, wiping my face with the only clean part of my sleeve, trying to scrub away the blood.

      “Who?” Disha asked, horrified.

      “Stephen King? The novel where they dump blood on the girl? You know what, never mind. Help me with Rowan.” I knelt down to dig him out from the rubble.

      Luckily, the section Disha had broken through was the same one Rowan had partially demolished so it had been mostly dirt that hit us. Still, Rowan had already been injured and the falling chunks of concrete couldn’t have helped.

      My cuffs hummed with magic once again. Disha must’ve broken the blocking spell when she blasted the wall.

      Conjuring a dim light to my cuffs, I levitated Rowan and sent him through the hole, then climbed out after him into the dark hallway. Once out, I set him down on the floor.

      “Check him for injuries,” I told Disha as I prepared to defend us against another attack. “I had to bash him on the head to stop him from trying to eat me. He went out like a light.”

      She stooped down, running a hand over his body as her fingers wove some spell I didn’t yet know. “He seems okay. What happened?”

      “What happened was someone set us up. They even teleported a river of blood onto my head to ensure Rowan would try to kill me. And they gave me a sword to defend myself so I would kill him.”

      “A sword?” Disha’s eyes went big as she conjured a charm to clean the blood from my body.

      “I didn’t stab him if that’s what you’re thinking.” I pointed to the goose egg forming on his forehead. “Not sure how the sword was able to take out a vampire like that. Maybe it had wards on it. Someone really wants him dead.”

      “Oh, God. Who would do this?” Disha stared around the dark corridor.

      At the question, we exchanged a glance. We knew someone who openly wanted Rowan dead, but would he go this far? This was some elaborate ruse.

      Disha swayed and put a hand on the floor to steady herself as if she was too weak to stand. Now that I could see her better, I realized that my friend had cuts all over her body and her clothes were torn as if she’d been through something equally horrible.

      “Are you okay? Is Ze German still here?” I asked, casting a protective barrier around us, one of Bridget and Bobby’s tricks, just in case.

      “I don’t think so. As soon as you guys went in and didn’t come out, I tried to follow, but that… that dog thing attacked me.” She lifted up her arm to show a shredded sleeve and bloody skin beneath. “He wrecked my favorite Giorgio Armani!”

      “You should probably be worried about rabies, but, yeah, sorry about that.” From inside our protective bubble, I created a brighter witch light and cast it out.

      What the hell?! The building around us had completely changed.

      The surroundings no longer resembled a fancy mansion. Now, it was clear that we were in an abandoned warehouse, dusty and ancient. Long hallways stretched off on either side, covered in old graffiti and smelling of mold and decay. The beachy knick-knacks and paintings were replaced by cobwebs and trash.

      “It was all an illusion spell,” Disha said. “It crumbled as soon as I punched that hole in the wall.”

      “A trap. Lord, we were so stupid.” I glanced around, still taking it all in. How had we not seen? Or rather, we had seen, but Rowan had been too hell-bent on getting his precious artifact to listen.

      “There was another illusion as well,” Disha said quietly. When I glanced back at her, she snaked one trembling finger out and pointed to a shape in the corner. I aimed my light in that direction.

      Behind a broken crate, a foot came into view. Then a leg, hairy but human. It took me a moment to process that what I was seeing was a naked man, slumped against the wall, his eyes open and unblinking.

      I jumped back, bashing into Disha who trembled like a leaf.

      “The dog wasn’t a… dog. He was a werewolf.” She swallowed hard.

      “Is he… dead?”

      She nodded. “I thought I was killing an animal, Charlie. I thought...” Her cold hands clung to my arm and didn’t let go.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said, casting my gaze around.

      “What about him?” Disha’s stare didn’t stray from the dead man in the corner. “Should we… tell someone?”

      I forced myself to look at his face, his dark hair and heavy eyebrows. He was in his mid-twenties, strong and rugged-looking with a strong chin and crooked nose that had probably been broken a few times. He was no one I recognized. Thick chest hair covered up the charred mark that spread from one of his nipples to his waist. Disha sure had blasted him, but he’d attacked first, nearly shredding her to bits. I had no doubt that if she’d been any less talented a witch, she would be the one slumped in a corner right now.

      I straightened my shoulders and took a deep breath. “He was a bad guy. He deserved everything he got. We leave him here and we don’t tell anyone.”

      Disha made a low moaning sound in her throat but didn’t argue.

      Grabbing her hand, I used my magic to keep Rowan levitated and tethered to me. Together, the three of us crept through the abandoned warehouse, dark hallway after dark hallway.

      We didn’t see or hear anyone on our way out, only spiders and the occasional scamper of rats. I had a feeling that once his partner had been killed and the tomb breached, Ze German, or whoever he was, probably took off.

      He’d underestimated us. Most people did.

      Once outside in the moonlight, I took one last glance at the towering building that had once looked so fancy. Three stories of broken glass windows peered back at me. In one, I spotted movement.

      Someone had indeed been watching us but took a step out of view as soon as I spotted him. I couldn’t be sure who it was, but then again, who else wore a bowler hat that ugly?

      Suddenly, it was all starting to make sense.

      Disha looked up too, shivering from shock or cold. I’d have to make sure we were all okay before transporting us back to school. But first things first, I needed to put distance between us and the building.

      “Who was that?” she asked as I hurried her away.

      I glanced over my shoulder, but all the windows were now empty.

      “It seems our suspicions were right. I just saw Sebastian Mink.”

      But why was Mink going to such crazy lengths to kill a fledgling vampire? And how could we stay safe knowing how badly he wanted us dead?
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      “Rowan.” I gave him a little slap. He deserved worse than that, but I was able to control myself.

      His eyes opened. They were bloodshot and without any spark. Dead.

      I pulled away, taking a few steps back. We were in his room. I’d laid him on the bed but hadn’t dared try to wake him until I had washed all the blood away while Disha stood watch out in the hall. She was still outside the door, hugging herself, her eyes lost in a moment she didn’t seem to be able to leave behind.

      I turned my attention back to Rowan. One crisis at a time. “You’re in your room,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      His gaze darted around, still a little wild, maybe at the brink of more violence. I backed away to the door, laying a hand on the knob.

      “We’ll talk tomorrow,” I said. “Once you’ve calmed down.”

      I shut the door and sent Disha to bed, but I stayed there, listening to every sound from Rowan’s room, waiting for the door or window to burst open, ready to face a rabid vampire once more. I was grateful it was Christmas break and there weren’t many students on campus.

      He stayed in his room all night—the only sound coming from behind his closed door, the squeak of the small refrigerator where he kept his blood supply.

      When the sun rose, I finally went back to my room and, after telling Trey’s urn how lucky we were to still be alive, fell into a fitful sleep.

      After a few hours, my eyes just wouldn’t stay closed. So, unable to follow through with my plan of sleeping until noon, I got up and went to the cafeteria where I found a tired Disha already nursing a cup of coffee and a blueberry muffin, both vastly untouched. She had circles under her eyes and looked like she hadn’t slept one drop.

      I sat across from her, feeling as crappy as she looked.

      “That was a stupid, stupid thing we did, Charlie,” she said after a couple of minutes of silence.

      I sighed. “I know.”

      “We could have died. All three of us.”

      “I know.”

      “Because of Rowan’s… obsession.”

      “I know.”

      “Is that all you can say?” she asked, sounding more serious than I’d ever heard her. No nicknames or cute banter this time.

      I shook my head, staring down at my hands as they rested on the table.

      “Every time I tried to close my eyes last night, all I could see was… that werewolf,” she said.

      I let my thoughts simmer for a bit before I spoke.

      “You’re right, Disha. It was terribly stupid,” I said, deciding to tackle this conversation by the horns, the real root of the matter. “I think I’ve been deluding myself about Rowan.”

      Disha’s breath stopped midway as if she hadn’t expected me to say anything, much less admit something like this.

      “Maybe,” I continued, “in my mind, I’ve painted this idea of a person who doesn’t exist. I don’t think he can care about us. Not until this mystery is solved, which, if we’re all honest with ourselves, may be impossible.” I raised my head and met Disha’s surprised gaze.

      “Damn, woman!” she said, “I admit I thought you were in denial, but now you might be taking it a bit too far. He does care.”

      “Does he? He never once considered what might happen to us. He just blindly followed that Ze German guy. But we’re not invincible like he is, and he should consider that before selfishly dragging us into danger.”

      “Charlie, he’s a vampire, now,” she said. “His instincts are rewired. Besides, he’s barely under control despite his father’s spells. And, if you ask me, I don’t think they work all that well. Answorth seems to be helping, but it will take time.”

      I bit my lip. Didn’t she know how hard admitting all this was? I expected her to be on my side. “But it was the same last year. Have you forgotten that?”

      “He was dying then.”

      “Sure, it was one type of curse and now it’s just another. But it doesn’t matter because…” I swallowed hard, gulping down emotions that were boiling up. “Rowan... doesn’t care who he drags down with him.” It was hard to admit, but there it was. Unshed tears lurked behind my eyes, but it was time to face facts.

      “I warned you from the beginning,” Disha said, her eyes filling with sadness. “He’s… complicated… damaged.”

      “Aren’t we all?”

      There were a lot of emotions warring in my chest, all of them confused, and I felt I needed to put them into words, share them with someone to see how they sounded. Did I truly believe what I was feeling? The anger, frustration, hurt, longing—all of them raw and so very strong. Was I really ready to give up?

      “Since the beginning,” I said, struggling to find the right words, “I’ve felt like I’ve been all in, risking it all for Rowan, while he.... takes and takes and takes.”

      Disha gave a small nod. Did she see it, too? Was I right to feel this way?

      My eyes darted around the cafeteria as I searched for more words to express what I felt. As if drawn by a magnet, they landed on a motionless figure standing by the entrance. He seemed frozen, his attention fully focused on me.

      Rowan.

      If he were still human, his presence there wouldn’t have made a difference—he could not have overheard me in the cafeteria with all its wards against spells. But he was a vampire, a creature with preternatural senses.

      “He’s here, isn’t he?” Disha asked, noticing a change in my expression.

      I stood very slowly, willing Rowan to stay where he was, to wait for me so we could talk this over. Instead, he lowered his head, turned, and headed out of the door.

      Calling out his name, I followed. When I made it outside, I was sure he would be gone, sure he would have used that speed of his to get as far away from me as possible. I was wrong.

      He was sitting on the steps, staring at the Enlightenment Fountain. It was chilly and gray out, but he wore only a thin T-shirt with a pair of black jeans. He was completely immobile, no blinking, no rise and fall of his shoulders to indicate he was breathing.

      I went down the steps slowly, all of my feelings pinned to my sleeve. Without a word, I sat next to him, pulling on the sides of my unzipped jacket to cover my chest from the cold. I hugged myself and stared at the fountain, too.

      “How much did you hear?” I finally asked.

      “Enough,” he said curtly, only his lips moving.

      His stillness was unnatural and made me wonder if he was acting this way on purpose, to show me how truly non-human he was.

      I inhaled sharply. “I… don’t know what to say.”

      “I told you I would hurt you,” Rowan said. “Told you more than once to stay away from me.”

      It was true. Last year, when he decided to do something “drastic,” he’d warned me.

      Stay away from me, Charlie. You will if you know what’s good for you.

      Yet, after what we’d been through… was this all he had to say to me?

      “Somehow I thought that warning had expired,” I said, unable to leave the sarcasm out of my tone. “I did make a blood pact with you, for God’s sake.”

      “A blood pact I didn’t want.”

      Really?! Was this how it was going to be?

      “So, I mean nothing to you, do I?” I said, the hurt and pain making my voice brittle.

      I braced myself for the answer, imagined what my days without Rowan would look like while I finished my years at the Academy. Safe? Boring? Meaningless?

      He stood, continuing to glance toward the lawn. “You truly don’t know me, if that’s what you think.”

      My heart clenched, tears stung the back of my eyes.

      “When I push you away, I know it hurts,” he said, his voice thick. “It hurts me, too. But I know it would hurt you more if I drag you down with me, like last night. I tried to tell you to leave, but you wouldn’t. All I ever want is for you to be okay. Away from danger. Away from my stupidity and fucking bad luck. I’m wrong for you, Charlie.” He ran a hand through his hair and took a step forward as if to flee.

      I reached out, snatched his hand, and stood. He stopped, lowered his head. I stepped in front of him.

      “What are you saying exactly?” I asked, trying to catch his gaze.

      He glanced off to the side, his dark lashes hooding his eyes. I wasn’t the best with words, but I felt we had to get past this. There’d been so much restraint between us, so much left unsaid, so much we needed to learn about each other. And this was a good start, but I needed more.

      Did he trust me enough to fully open up? We were supposed to be a couple. Shouldn’t the walls he kept around him fall away at some point?

      His face was set in a tight mask that showed only pride. It seemed he’d learned well from his father. But that was okay. I’d learned important lessons about pride in my past. Being cold and hungry will do that to you because you can’t let such a vain emotion get in the way of your survival.

      And Rowan was good at doing just that. He wouldn’t ask for a lifeline even if he was drowning. I guess all I could do was cast one anyway.

      “Maybe I’m stupid,” I said. “Maybe you are wrong for me, but that is not for you to decide, is it? I can make my own judgment. The only thing is… I need all the pieces of the puzzle to be able to put it together, and I don’t have them.”

      He blinked. His lips parted—a small crack in his mask?

      “That’s why I have all these questions,” I pushed on. “That’s why I need to know if you care because I’m not that stupid. Rowan, I…” A knot formed in my throat, the words I wanted to say getting stuck there. I couldn’t say them—not when I didn’t know where he stood. I guess I hadn’t lost all my pride, after all.

      He turned to face me then, heavy lids lifting away, revealing a tinted pair of eyes. A thin red film lay over them. Tears? My hand lifted toward his face, but it stopped in mid-air. As I began to lower it, he grabbed it and pressed it to his cheek, leaning into it, his breath brushing my wrist.

      “There’s no puzzle, Charlie,” he said. “I do care. So much that it hurts because I know I’m no good for you. You deserve better.”

      My breath hitched, but I managed to jump start it. “I already told you,” I said, my words riding a pent up breath of relief. “I can make my own judgment, and I say you’re very, very good for me.”

      He shook his head, rested his forehead on mine. “You’re crazy.”

      “Yeah, I think I am.”

      Rowan pulled me closer, his hands cupping my face as if I would break. His lips lowered to mine, brushing them ever so slightly. Despite all the hurt, the heat, and passion that possessed me whenever we got this close ignited like wildfire. I deepened the kiss, the taste of him intoxicating, clearly one of the culprits of my insanity. I pulled away breathless, happy to know he truly cared, but still confused by the way these intense feelings overpowered my logic.

      “What now?” he asked, a rhetorical question for which he seemed to expect no answer.

      “I’ll tell you what,” a voice said from the top of the steps. It belonged to a very annoyed-looking Disha. “You two go get a room and finally hook up. Seriously, I think even my life would be a lot easier if you got that over with.”
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      It was a new semester and, after a rough winter break trying to recover from our stupid trip to Hilton Head, we were back in the swing of things… or at least trying to be.

      Disha looked like freaking Catwoman, doing her best to be herself even if nightmares of the werewolf she’d fought and killed were still disrupting her sleep some nights.

      As I took in her outfit, my jaw fell open. Whatever happened to the comfortable clothes she’d been wearing to our Advanced Defensive Magic training sessions last semester?

      After Spells class, she’d rushed to our dorm to change, while I waited for our new instructor at the maze’s entrance. How she’d squeezed herself into that tight leather suit, I could only imagine.

      Magically, no doubt.

      “You can close your mouth, Chardonnay,” she said, walking in my direction like a supermodel on a runway, hips swaying, luscious curls shining under the dimming afternoon sun. Talk about curves. A pair of them were even at the verge of spilling out of the tight-zippered top. She’d also freshened up her makeup, applying a deep red to her shapely lips.

      She looked like a comic book heroine ready to kick some villain’s ass.

      The new semester had begun, and we were back to defensive training for which I was grateful. Mink was more than serious about killing us, plus, there was still that mystery over who had wanted to kill me last year in the mausoleum, and given all the world’s wickedness, there weren’t enough new tricks we could learn to defend ourselves.

      “Damn, Disha, you’re a bad friend,” I said, scrutinizing her outfit.

      “Me? Why?” she asked in surprise.

      “You take the task of ‘making me look bad’ seriously,” I joked.

      She shoved me playfully as she stopped next to me. “I thought I’d be late. It was not easy getting into this thing,” she said, glancing around. “Where is our new instructor?”

      I shrugged. “Who do you think it is?”

      “I have a hunch,” she said with a wicked smile that immediately made me understand her outfit choice.

      “Oh, no! That smile can only mean trouble.” I tried to think of the professors who taught junior-level classes but came up blank. Though last time they assigned us Bridget and her brother so it could be anyone, not only a teacher.

      I was about to start interrogating her when the air around us popped, and a tall man materialized in front of us.

      “Good afternoon,” he said in a slight foreign accent.

      “Good afternoon, Professor Fedorov.” Disha beamed.

      Professor Yuri Fedorov—the literal supermodel who had once graced the Saint Petersburg’s runways until his magical powers fractured, and he discovered he was a super of a different kind—stood in front of us.

      How had I forgotten about him? He was another member of our young, talented faculty. A sight to behold. I’d seen Fedorov around campus enough times to appreciate his… attributes. Honestly, Dean McIntosh had a keen eye for recruitment. I had to give her that.

      The Russian professor was in his early thirties. He was over six-feet tall and had jet black hair, which he parted at one side and kept perfectly in place at all times. His gray eyes were clear and intense, and his chiseled mouth seemed to be completely opposed to smiles. He had a pronounced dimple in his chin, and eyebrows with their own personality. On top of that, he was a fine dresser. Sort of like a male version of Disha, actually. At the moment, he was wearing a three-piece suit, the pants, and vest gray, but the jacket was a deep blue with a standing collar and mid-thigh in length.

      Damn!

      For good measure, I clenched my teeth as my jaw threatened to fall open the way it had a moment ago when I first spied Disha’s outfit.

      “Ready, ladies?” he asked as he pressed forward, marching right between Disha and me, forcing us to stand aside.

      We turned to watch him go as he strode with confident steps, one hand in his pants pocket.

      “Oh, I’m ready, Professor Yurilicious,” Disha said under her breath, following right behind him.

      Her leather-clad butt reflected the light, accentuating her prominent perfection. I sighed and turned my eyes to the heavens. Nothing good could come out of this.

      Disha plus attractive professors equaled disaster.

      Maybe I should tell Dean McIntosh this was a bad idea, that we needed Bridget and Bobby back.

      “C’mon, Char! Don’t just stand there,” she urged, glancing over her shoulder.

      Resigned, I went after her, wishing the pixie minotaurs would blast the professor with that ridiculous capillum spell. Maybe that way—with hair growing all over his body like Cousin It— Disha would not find him so tempting. Or they could blast her. That would give her something else to focus on.

      Remembering the way the maze’s walls tended to shift—they were already trembling and groaning as if ready to move—I hurried along and caught up to Disha. She sniffed as a whiff of Professor Fedorov’s cologne rode the air.

      Without glancing back, he led us deep, deep into the maze. I walked, my nerves on pins and needles as I searched for murderous nymphs and insane pixie minotaurs. But they were conspicuous by their absence, probably afraid of or controlled by the professor. Either way, I would never get used to this place no matter how many times I came in. It was as if the vines watched as you passed, devising ways to keep you imprisoned for as long as possible.

      After a long walk, we entered an open space similar to the one we used when we trained with Bridget and Bobby, though a bit different, paved in cobblestones and fenced in by taller than average hedges. At the four corners, giant topiaries were carved into animals that matched those on the fountain: lion, fish, turtle, and eagle. The fifth, the one-armed woman, was absent from this strange space. As I readied myself for the lesson, I had the strangest feeling that the topiaries were staring back at me, but when I looked, they were in their proper positions.

      Creepy.

      Fedorov stopped when he reached the edge of the courtyard and turned to face us. Without a word, he removed his jacket and draped it over a cement bench. Then, he proceeded to remove his cufflinks and roll up his sleeves. The vest was tight against his torso, revealing a narrow waist.

      “Why do men get a million times sexier when they roll up their sleeves?” Disha asked in my ear.

      I swatted her away and took a step back. She was going to get us in trouble. We needed to focus if we were going to survive Mink.

      “We will begin with earth-shaking spell,” Professor Fedorov said, leaving out the articles in his sentences as, apparently, the Russian language didn’t have them.

      Well, he didn’t waste time. Good. I already had a ton of homework: a paper for Supernatural World History 240 and an original recipe for Potions 201. The faster we got out of here, the better.

      “First,” Fedorov said, “you need learn spell. Repeat after me… Quassum terram per hostis.”

      Oh, great, my least favorite kind of spell. I preferred it when there were no words. I tended to forget all the Latin nonsense, but word spells were more reliable due to their precise nature.

      “Quassum terram per hostas,” I repeated alongside Disha.

      “Not hostas, you goof… hos-tis,” Disha corrected with a short laugh and an eye roll.

      “You won’t be laughing when I turn you into a shade-loving plant,” I said. “Or one of those topiaries.” I nodded to the turtle.

      “Quiet!” Fedorov ordered.

      Disha and I snapped to attention and stared straight ahead.

      “This is not game,” he said. “This is serious spell that can defeat your enemy.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said, while Disha repeated the spell in a sultry tone that suggested she actually thought this was a game, just one of a different sort.

      Following Fedorov’s directions, we repeated the spell a few more times until he was satisfied with our pronunciation.

      “Now,” he said, “we will learn hand movements.”

      He wiggled his long fingers in front of us, then went through a series of complicated hand twists we hadn’t yet studied. Disha and I exchanged a frown and, for once, I didn’t feel so clueless. Clearly, she was at a loss, too.

      It took me the better part of fifteen minutes to get the movements just right, but I didn’t feel bad since it took Disha a little longer. She was normally quite good at this kind of thing, but clearly, her attention was, eh hem, elsewhere.

      “Dean McIntosh said you were advanced student,” Fedorov told Disha as he corrected the position of her thumb in the flourish that ended the spell.

      “I am,” Disha said, sidling up to the professor. “It’s just…” Her gaze shamelessly scanned the length of his body. “It’s just I’m a bit… distracted.”

      I shook my head. Yep, she was on a path to self-destruction. Had she forgotten how bad it had gone with Henderson? He had used her, then dumped her when he got bored. An affair with a teacher was all kinds of bad news. Plus, if she succeeded in seducing Fedorov, wouldn’t that mean he was a scumbag in the first place? No decent man would break the Academy’s rules, putting his career and a student’s future at risk.

      And what happened to her last boyfriend? Vincent? Or Kyle? I couldn’t keep track.

      When, after a few more attempts, Disha got a hang of the movements, Fedorov announced we were ready to give the spell a try.

      “Ms. Rivera, you stand there,” he said, pointing at a spot off the cobblestones and onto the grassy area between the lion and fish. “Ms. Khatri, there.” He pointed to the other end, straight across from me between the turtle and eagle.

      Apparently, we were going to try the spell on each other. Was that a good idea?

      Disha stared at me from across the courtyard. She brought her index and middle fingers toward her eyes, then pointed them at me.

      Oh, so that’s how it’s gonna be?

      I bent my knees and bounced in place, shaking my arms like a boxer ready to hop in the ring. She would pay for all those times she tortured me with her Ewok spell. I made a “bring it on” gesture with my hand.

      “I’ve been told you are good friends, but I will still remind you not use full extent of power,” the professor said. “And, Ms. Rivera, leave cuffs out of this. Only your own power, if you will.”

      Whatever. I would still blast Disha into next week. Maybe I’d even rip her Catwoman suit down the middle of her backside.

      “You first, Ms. Khatri,” Fedorov said, extending a hand as if he were inviting Disha to the dance floor.

      But of course. All of Disha’s lash-batting efforts hadn’t been in vain. I braced myself. A lone cricket chirped from the hedges behind me. The sky above was turning pink as the afternoon sun descended.

      Disha whirled her hands, issuing the incantation. “Quassum terram per hostis,” she said as she directed the spell in my direction.

      The earth beneath my feet shifted, then started shaking. I put my arms out for balance as my very own earthquake rattled me so violently that—after only a few seconds of trying to keep steady—I spilled to the side and landed face first into a flower bed.

      Crap! So that’s what Professor Fedorov had meant by “earth shaking.” I sprang up to my feet, squaring my shoulders and acting as if nothing had happened.

      Disha laughed. “Eat that, Charmander. You’re no match for my Pikachu.”

      I cracked my neck, staring death rays at her. Walking back to my spot, I removed a smooshed pansy from my cardigan and planted my feet.

      Going over the spell and hand motions in my mind, I prepared for my revenge.

      I inhaled and spoke the words. “Quassum terram per hostis.”

      As I finished the last flourish, I could feel the cuffs throbbing, itching to join.

      Finesse, Charlie. Finesse. You don’t want to kill her, I reminded myself, then, pointing my hands toward Disha’s boots rather than her chest, released my magic.

      The ground under her feet erupted like a geyser, the force of it lifting her a few feet into the air and sending her flying upward—arms flailing like broken wings. She traveled in an arch, descended, crashed on her butt, then sprawled backward, legs and arms making an X shape on the ground.

      Dirt rained down on her.

      She didn’t move.

      Shit!

      “Disha!” I ran to her, fear and guilt filling my chest.

      Before I got there, she jerked to a sitting position, spitting dirt and wiping her face with both hands.

      “Damn, this is worse than being possessed by a time demon. So dirty!”

      Woozily, she got to her feet, still sputtering, then her eyes shot wide in surprise. Going ramrod straight, she folded her hands behind her backside and cleared her throat.

      “I think this is enough for today,” she said, holding her chin up.

      “I quite agree,” Fedorov said, averting his gaze.

      I snorted, struggling to stop the roar of laughter that rose to my throat. I’d succeeded! I’d busted her pants.

      “Not funny,” she said. “Besides, I thought we were supposed to be learning defensive magic, not more ways to attack.”

      “Tomorrow, Ms. Khatri,” Fedorov said, unrolling his sleeves and getting the cufflinks out of his breast pocket where he’d deposited them earlier. “First you learn attack, then you learn how to stop attack. Good evening.” He bowed, retrieved his jacket from the bench, and left with one last warning. “I suggest you follow close behind if you don’t want pixie minotaurs to... ruffle your hair.”

      I removed my cardigan and, still trying not to laugh, handed it to Disha. She snatched it from my hands and tied it around her waist.

      “We wouldn’t want anyone calling you Yogi Bare, would we?” I said.

      “Shut up, Charlie. If you know what’s good for you.”

      Even pissed off she looked pretty. God, I loved her, and I was glad we’d had some fun doing this. It was good to see her smile since she’d been so morose lately.

      I threw an arm around her back. “Let’s go eat something. I’m starving. I’ll buy you a burger.”

      She chuckled and draped an arm around my waist. “All right. That’s a decent idea, so I forgive you. But first, I need to change.”

      A few minutes after putting on fresh clothes, we met outside the common area and started walking toward the cafeteria.

      “I’m starving,” I said, putting a hand on my stomach. There was a loud growl.

      “Was that your stomach?” Disha asked.

      “Um, maybe,” I said doubtfully.

      Another growl followed, and this time I was sure it wasn’t my stomach. Disha and I exchanged a glance.

      “Help! Someone help us, please!”

      Disha and I took off in the direction of the cries. They were coming from behind the dorm. We rounded the corner a few seconds later and froze as the gruesome scene painted itself before us.

      Bobby was sprawled on the ground, while Bridget held his prone shape on her lap and rocked him back and forth. At first, I thought he’d tripped or fallen, but then my eyes took in the pallor of his face and the horrified expression on Bridget’s.

      Bobby’s shirt was in tatters and his chest was bathed in blood.
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      Disha and I stood outside Dean McIntosh’s door, wringing our hands and pacing. The raised voices inside did not bode well for our friend or for us. It had been hours since we’d found Bobby bleeding in Bridget’s arms, and we still didn’t know what had happened.

      After we’d sounded the alarm, the Dean had materialized at the scene in a swirl of smoke and feathers. It had been odd, to say the least, but no one remarked on it, especially since she’d immediately jumped into action, stopping Bobby’s bleeding and rushing him away to Nurse Taishi with Bridget at his side.

      The sight of Bridget’s pale face was one thing, but when she didn’t chatter or talk anyone’s ear off, we knew she was in a bad way.

      Who could blame her? Someone on campus had tried to kill her brother. Almost succeeded by the look of things.

      So much blood.

      From the raised voices inside the Dean’s office, I could tell Rowan and his father had arrived before us and were already in a heated debate. About what, I couldn’t be sure. I leaned closer to get a better idea and caught Dean McIntosh’s voice instead.

      “Can we table this, please? The girls arrived a moment ago.”

      At her words, the door swung open. Three faces stared our way: Rowan, his father, and Counselor McIntosh.

      Irmagard? Where was the dean? Was her sister acting in her stead? A sour tang of unease settled in my gut. No matter what was happening, I always felt like if Dean McIntosh was around, things might be alright. I couldn’t say the same for her sister. I mean, I’d seen her having conversations with her beets. On multiple occasions.

      “Girls, please, come in and have a seat.” She gestured to twin leather club chairs on the side of the dean’s grand desk. Rowan and Macgregor stood glowering from their respective corners. I wondered if they knew how similar they looked, how very alike in pose and brooding expressions.

      Irmagard was in rare form. Her attire seemed to have been taken directly out of some 1970s trunk and arranged in no particular order. Her top was fringed with long threads and beads like an old throw rug repurposed as a shirt. Her pants were capris, cresting high above her ankles, seeming way too short for her long legs. The pattern was flowery, but in oranges and yellows that reminded me of my long-gone grandmother’s 70s sofa. To top it off, her ferret lay around her neck like a living fur stole. When we entered, he lifted his head, sneezed and then went back to sleep.

      “Please excuse Gerald,” she said, stroking his head. “He’s a bit under the weather.”

      All of this was unnerving and I had already been thoroughly unnerved after finding our friend nearly murdered, so I jumped right into the questions swirling around in my head.

      “How is Bobby? Is he going to be okay?”

      Irmagard nodded slowly. “He is currently receiving the best medical care a Supernatural can find at Our Lady of the Lake Medical Facility in Virginia. My sister took him there herself.”

      “And he will recover?” Disha asked, looking increasingly pale. Bobby’s wounds had hit too close to home to the trauma she’d already been through on Hilton Head Island.

      “We have every reason to believe he will. Someone attempted to drive a sword through his heart but missed by millimeters. His sister scared them off before they could have another go, thank the gods,” Irmagard said, reassuringly.

      “You’re shaking like a leaf, dear. Have some tea.” She pointed Disha and me to a tray beside the desk where a teapot let off a curl of sweet-smelling steam. I was very familiar with her tea from having spent all summer with her. One drink of that stuff and you’d feel all warm and fuzzy. I wanted to keep clear-headed for this.

      “So, do we know who attacked Bobby?” I asked. “Because I have a feeling I know who did it.” Mink had to be up to his old tricks for sure. He’d probably been looking for Rowan but settled for a different type of “Lesser.”

      Dean Underwood stepped forward, taking over the conversation. “Bridget saw a woman running away in the direction of the woods, but when we checked, there was no sign of her. Nor do we know how an unauthorized person gained access to our campus without permission. The wards haven’t been breached and no one came through the fountain.”

      “A woman? But it had to be Mink in disguise,” I said.

      Macgregor shook his head. “At the time of the attack, Mink was live on Wizard Radio discussing how ridiculous he thinks I am, so no, it was not Mink.”

      “Then it had to have been an accomplice,” I insisted. They didn’t know about the attack in Hilton Head, and I couldn’t tell them without getting into massive amounts of trouble, but this insistence that it wasn’t him was boiling my blood. “Someone has to bring Mink in and question him.”

      “All of this has been turned over to the authorities, Charlie. Now, please, have some tea.” Irmagard gestured emphatically to the tray, but I ignored her again.

      “In the meantime, we do what? Wait for this person to come back and attack Rowan?” I gestured at him and he swallowed thickly, turning his eyes away.

      “No,” Macgregor said, his eyes darting to his son. “We can’t take that chance, which is why Rowan will be leaving the Academy.”

      “I told you,” Rowan shot back, “that is not happening. You can’t make me.”

      “Can’t I?” Macgregor challenged.

      “Not this again,” Irmagard said. “You all leave me with no choice.” Lifting her hands, she wove a few intricate motions.

      All of a sudden, a feeling of intense happiness settled over me. Irmagard had drugged us, but since I felt like a million bucks, I couldn’t care one bit. It felt so good.

      “There,” she said, satisfied. “Now, all of you can stop fighting and listen. Rowan, Disha and Charlie, my sister wanted to tell you to be on high alert while the culprit is still at large. Continue your defensive studies. You may just need them.”

      We already had, I thought as a giggle escaped my mouth. I slapped a hand over my traitorous lips, but that only succeeded in making me laugh harder, Disha following quickly after. Even Rowan was smiling for once. God, how I missed that.

      When the laughter subsided, Irmagard continued. “The three of you are not to leave campus. Especially you, Rowan. That is, unless accompanied by your father.”

      Rowan’s face twitched, then he nodded, too high on the happiness spell to argue.

      “Can I make out with Charlie?” He asked suddenly. “That should be safe, right?”

      Disha laughed out loud. I giggled behind my hand. Dean Underwood frowned disapprovingly.

      Irmagard rolled her eyes. “And Macgregor, can you please calm down?” she said, falling into her sister’s chair. “That is all. You can go.”

      With a flick of her wrist, she tossed the door open. Then she went back to stroking Gerald, the ferret. He glanced up, sneezed and nuzzled into her hand.

      Deliriously happy, Rowan, Disha and I sauntered out of the office as Macgregor angled the other way and tucked himself in his office. He seemed less sauced than we were, but he hadn’t stopped to berate Rowan again, so at least there was that.

      We ended up in the Sophomore Dorm common room, though how, I wasn’t exactly sure. When the spell wore off, I found myself sitting on Rowan’s lap with my arms around his shoulders and his hand on my thigh. He seemed to be sleeping lightly, same as Disha on the couch across from us.

      A few of our classmates walked by and gave me a strange look. We probably appeared completely wasted. I slid off Rowan’s lap, trying to piece together all that we’d learned.

      A woman had attacked Bobby, but then, we knew from experience that appearances could not be trusted. Henderson had impersonated Answorth. Mink had pretended to be Scorpions’ drummer. No one could trust their own eyes.

      Macgregor had said Mink had been on a live radio program, but couldn’t wizards project their voices? And even a non-magical, regular recording could have been used to fool us. I needed to learn more.

      Also, it seemed like our situation was a ticking time bomb. If we didn’t find a cure for Rowan soon, it’d be him with a mortal wound through his heart and who knew if anyone would be there to save him. The thought of him bleeding out in the woods nearly turned me inside out and made part of me wish for another dose of Irmgard’s happy spell.

      The exterior doors opened again, letting in the chilly winter breeze and the sound of footsteps headed in our direction. I expected another gaggle of classmates to stroll in, but, instead, Bridget dragged herself through the entryway.

      I stood up, making a beeline to her. “Bridget, hey. How’s Bobby?”

      Bloodshot eyes swam up to meet mine. “Oh, he’s... okay. Stable. I guess that’s good.”

      “Okay.” I was garbage at this sort of thing, so I stepped from foot to foot, trying to dig up words that wouldn’t upset her. “Are you okay? Have you eaten? I can get you food. The cafeteria is closed, but I have a stash of Ramen.”

      As she waved the idea of food away, her gaze trailed over to the couches where Disha and Rowan were still napping. “I have something I want to give you instead. Can you guys meet me in the Spells cave in an hour?”

      “The Spells cave? Isn’t it locked at this time of day?”

      She shook her head, pulling an old-fashioned key out of her pocket. “Dean McIntosh let Bobby and I train down there.”

      “Okay, but what do you have to give us and why do we need to go to the Spells cave to get it?”

      Bridget’s expression was blank as she turned to walk away. “What I have, you need, and I can’t give it to you here. What if we blew the building up? All our classmates.”

      Without another word, she walked toward the stairs and disappeared.
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      An hour later, the three of us stood with Bridget beside the underground waterfall in the Spells cave. I’d never been here at night, only during class time, and it seemed even more mysterious and otherworldly after dark.

      The cave twinkled with those magical fairy lights, but now, instead of moving and dipping around, they hovered in clumps near the glass skylight like sleeping jellyfish. Every once in a while, one would bump into the dark glass, shiver and then float down again. I wondered, not for the first time if the lights were living creatures.

      The vines seemed asleep too, their flowers folded up, petals closed like shop windows. The garden perfume scent was just as strong, however, making me think of a funeral parlor I had visited as a kid with my parents.

      Even the waterfall that normally ran down the far wall had slowed to a trickle. The gentle flow of water over rocks, more soothing than anything else in the cave, made me remember how bone tired I was. I’d have to sleep when I was dead, another thought that made me shiver.

      Rowan glanced down at me, and I gave him a reassuring nod to remind him that we were in this together.

      Two people waited for us when we entered the cave. Ava Marie stood off to one side of the pool, dressed in all gray. Her hair looked damp and clung to her cheeks in thin dark gold strands, making me wonder if she’d been creating rain clouds above her head or spouting snow out of her ears again. Head down and shoulders hunched, she did not seem at all pleased to have been dragged out of bed, sulking and looking generally miserable as always.

      Bridget sat at the edge of the pool, facing the waterfall. Her pants were rolled to the knees and her feet in the water. Under the surface, tiny pink fish-like creatures swirled around her toes, dipping in and nibbling before she shooed them away with a swish of her legs.

      “Miniature kelpies,” Bridget said, swirling her feet as two more darted toward her toes. “You don’t want to let them latch on. They’ll take a chunk out of ya.”

      I had no response to this other than to stare at the kelpies and wonder about Bridget’s sanity. She’d not been right since Bobby was attacked. Honestly, I wasn’t sure she was totally sane before that traumatic event. Maybe meeting her here was a mistake.

      “Bridget, maybe you need some sleep,” I offered. “We can walk you back.”

      “I’m fine. Ava Marie walked with me. She didn’t want me to be alone. Plus, she wanted to be here.” Bridget glanced at the ghostlike girl who did not look like she wanted to be here one bit.

      Before I could consider that further, Bridget dug into a bag at her side and drew out a loaf-sized object. It was wrapped in an old linen cloth that reeked of mothballs.

      Rowan, Disha and I crowded in to get a better look.

      “Take a step back,” she warned. “This thing is volatile.”

      Slowly and carefully, she unwrapped it, revealing a large cylinder capped with metal cones on the ends. Each end was a muted silver, while the center was a streaked bronze that seemed to oscillate as it caught the light, its surface swirling with etched runes.

      Ava Marie’s eyes widened and she took a step back. I half expected her to bolt to the door.

      “Where did you get that?” Rowan asked, hunkering down to examine it closer.

      “My dad’s private collection,” Bridget answered. “He has quite a few relics. Not sure how many are legal. Don’t tell anyone. I was going to use it to find a cure for Bobby. We were going to take the risk and open it, but now… I figured you should use it, Rowan. You’re in danger and, in the end, whatever you learn can help Bobby, too. I want that bitch who hurt him to pay for what she did.”

      Rowan’s face was grave as he took it from her hands.

      “Can someone explain what that thing is?” Disha asked.

      “It’s a summoner for a specific type of Supernatural creature,” Bridget said. “If we do the incantation right, this puppy will summon a truth demon. You can ask it one question, any question, and get the answer. But only one. And only if we get the spell just right.”

      Rowan returned it gently back to Bridget, gazing at the etchings.

      “And if we get the spell wrong?” I asked.

      “It’ll explode.”

      “Perfect,” Disha moaned. “Of course, it will. This is another stupid idea. Let’s go.” She started to drag me away.

      “I’ll do it. I’m not afraid. I’ve done something similar before,” Rowan said.

      “Have you?” I asked, not quite believing him.

      “Yes,” he said, his dark eyes unwavering.

      “The four of you get to a safe distance.” He shook out his arms as if readying himself for a fight.

      “The spell is written here.” Bridget opened a little book and set it on the stone. “I can’t really tell you how to pronounce the words, but maybe luck will be on your side.”

      Rowan leaned over to read the spell. As his eyes traced the words, he nodded to himself. “I recognize the words. It’ll be fine.”

      I put my hand on his arm. “Remember what we talked about. Taking a risk like this doesn’t sound worth it. There are other ways.”

      Straightening, he turned his eyes from the spell and met my gaze. “It sounds worth it to me.”

      I took a step closer and whispered so only he could hear me. “What if there truly is no cure? Everyone we trust keeps telling us that. Maybe you should just…”

      “What? Accept this?” He gestured toward his face as if he’d become a hideous alien. “Live without my own magic and this awful void in my chest?” His voice was quiet and gentle but determined nonetheless. “I can’t, Charlie.”

      His words hurt. Some part of me wanted to be enough to fill that void, but that was crazy. If I lost my magic, I doubted anything could ever replace it, and I’d found out about it only recently, while he’d had his since he was born.

      “I don’t want to fight with you,” he said. “Please. Just let me do this.”

      Disha stepped beside us. “Don’t mean to butt in, but I’ve just had a thought. What if we cast a protection spell over Rowan while he uses that thing. That way, if it explodes, he probably won’t die. Or… whatever it is the undead do when exploded.” She gestured a hand toward his body.

      I mulled this over, realizing I didn’t have much choice. Rowan was going to do it with or without our protection spell.

      “Fine. Let’s set it up. Bridget, Ava Marie, will you help?”

      “Sure,” Bridget said dully, her eyes on the floating lights along the ceiling. Ava Marie simply nodded.

      Disha, Bridget, Ava Marie, and I moved back down the long, dark hallway and began spell-casting, weaving several layers of protection around Rowan as he read over the little book. Bridget worked something over that used a lot of physical movements and some shouting, while Disha did her finger magic and Ava Marie did something with tiny lightning bolts. I accessed my cuffs, picturing magical bricks and laying them around Rowan’s body. After only a few minutes, we were sweaty, tired and ready to start.

      “It’s now or never,” Rowan said, turning around to face us. “If things go badly, I want you to run.” His eyes locked onto me.

      I gave him a shrug. “If things go badly, I want you to stop.”

      He raised an eyebrow, giving me no promises.

      Great. We were both stubborn asses, perfect for each other.

      While we held our protective barriers in place with outstretched arms and chanting, Rowan began the spell.

      I couldn’t hear him over our own words, but I watched his movements carefully as he gestured over the summoner. His fingers worked fast and in intricate ways, more flexible than I’d seen lately. Maybe being a vampire made him a better wizard. Or maybe there were things Answorth was teaching him besides vampire restraint.

      I felt the tug in my chest like an invisible suction as he drew magic from my supply. Did I have enough for the both of us? I had to hope so.

      Suddenly, a burst of light filled the cavern as the summoner rose into the air. It began to spin, whirling faster and faster until it was a blur of gray and brown hovering off the cavern floor. A pulse began to beat the air, making the cavern tremble. The floating lights darted up to the glass ceiling, pinging off the surface as if trying to escape.

      Panic stiffened my limbs as I waited for everything to come crashing down around us.

      Instead, silver light slithered out of the top of the spinning summoner and quickly morphed into a ghostly figure.

      Made up of silvery smoke, the truth demon was terrifying. Huge bull horns, a slender skeletal face, and fingers as long and pointed as knives, it really was the stuff of nightmares. It had rows of small sharp teeth and two holes where a nose should be. Though its body wasn’t solid, I had a feeling it could tear us into pieces if it wanted to.

      Rowan didn’t seem afraid as the creature hovered over his head. He stared into those vacant eyes, his lips moving in a question I could not hear.

      The truth demon’s gaping mouth responded, though again, I couldn’t hear the words and only felt the vibration its voice caused.

      Rowan shook his head. Anger clouded his features. When he spoke again, he seemed to be arguing back.

      Leave it to Rowan to argue with a demon.

      Surprise, surprise, the demon did not seem to appreciate it. The pulse in the room beat like a wildly thudding heart. The walls throbbed in and out, dislodging rocks that skittered down.

      The demon grew larger, brighter. It rose up, towering over Rowan, over everything until the piercing light was too bright to look at. I shielded my eyes as everything shook.

      And then it was over.

      The light died. The shaking stopped. I opened my eyes to find Rowan standing immobile at the edge of the pool. The summoner lay on the ground beside his feet, smoking.

      Tearing forward, I skidded to a stop at his side and grabbed him.

      His clothes were singed, his body smoking as if he’d just been engulfed in flame, then quickly snuffed out. A vacant expression covered his face before he blinked and refocused his eyes.

      “What happened?” I asked, casting my gaze around, but the demon was gone.

      Rowan shook his head as if coming out of a dream before responding.

      “He said… he said the answer I seek, the cure to what ails me, is here. It’s somewhere here in the Academy.”
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      That was the answer? The solution to all our problems was here on campus?

      We’d done all of this to get some vague, bogus clue?

      No wonder Rowan was mad.

      I reached to touch his face, say something to make him feel better, but he took a step back, eyes darting toward the cave’s entrance. A million thoughts seemed to be swirling inside his head, and it scared me. What was he thinking?

      “Rowan, why don’t we—”

      He disappeared in a blur.

      Mouth opened, I turned, searching for him. Disha, Ava Marie, and Bridget were staring at the exit.

      “What the hell?” I said, my chest feeling oddly empty as if someone had sucked all the breath out of my lungs.

      Disha glanced in my direction, her head turning in slow motion. “Shit,” she said, her eyes widening in realization. “The museum. It houses every important artifact on campus.”

      We stood frozen for a moment. Then, Disha and I tore after Rowan.

      “Wait up,” Bridget said, retrieving the summoner and running after us. “What do you mean the museum?”

      We didn’t answer. We just kept running at full pelt, in and out of the cave. Once outside, we turned and sprinted as fast as we could. The American Magical Historical Society Museum was all the way across campus, and it felt like forever before we came face to face with its architecturally-challenged facade.

      “Oh, my god,” Bridget said, panting. Ava Marie jogged up behind her, eyes as large as dinner plates. We all stared at the destruction with awe on our faces.

      The front door was torn open, broken in splinters and hanging on its side. A couple of guards lay at the bottom of the steps. One of them was moaning, staring at the night sky and holding his head. The other one was curled up in a ball, hands on his ankle.

      All I could think was, Thank God, Rowan didn’t kill them. But that wouldn’t save him from getting expelled or even prosecuted.

      I expected a blaring alarm and flashing lights announcing the intruder, but there was only an eerie silence. After a brief moment of shock, we hurried inside.

      The interior was dark. Disha created a witch light and held it in the palm of her hand, illuminating our surroundings. Instinctively, we headed toward the place where my cuffs had been kept, the place where Georgia had died. I couldn’t help but think of Rowan struck down as Georgia had been.

      When we reached the restricted area, we stopped in our tracks. Rowan was slumped on the floor, his back against the metal door that caged all the magical artifacts. Fist-sized dents marred the surface of the door and the wall around it. Black blood seeped from Rowan’s knuckles.

      I took a step toward him, then froze as a deep voice spoke behind us.

      “What is going on here?”

      I whirled to find Macgregor and Professor Fedorov, standing shoulder to shoulder and looking ready for murder. Of course, no need for blaring alarms, a silent ward must have warned them and gotten them out of bed. Though, by the looks of Fedorov, you wouldn’t have known it. His hair was slicked back, not a strand out of place, and he wore perfectly pressed slacks and a silk button-down gray shirt.

      “Rowan?” Macgregor said in a tone that was more tired than surprised. He wore a crumpled shirt and a cowlick stood up on the top of his head. He seemed messier and more tired than I’d ever seen him. He stalked in our direction, his gaze darting from his son to me, Disha, Ava Marie, Bridget and finally, the summoner in her hand.

      “Is that… ?” Underwood pointed at the cylindrical object, unable to finish his sentence.

      “A summoner,” Fedorov said, carefully but swiftly taking it from her. “Where did you get this?”

      Macgregor’s fists clenched. His face turned red as he took another step toward his son. Their eyes locked, and it seemed as if years of hurt and anger rode the current that connected them.

      “It appears that being this kind of dead isn’t enough,” Macgregor said. “You want to make it permanent. You used a summoner? Have you learned nothing from what I’ve been trying to teach you all these years?”

      In response, Rowan jumped to his feet, growling, his upper lip twitching.

      To Macgregor’s right, Fedorov laid a hand on the summoner and closed his eyes. “Truth demon,” he announced.

      Macgregor frowned as if he’d been expecting something different.

      “That’s right, Dad,” Rowan said. “A truth demon. It’s what I’m forced to do because my own father won’t listen or talk to me.”

      “Are you kidding me? All I do is deal with you and the fallout of your terrible decisions. You think cleaning up your messes is easy?”

      Rowan took a step forward, getting right in his father’s face. Fedorov made as if to interfere but Macgregor waved him off.

      “And this,” Macgregor said, gesturing toward the beat-up door. “The demon wasn’t enough, you also had to destroy school property? Hurt school personnel? You’re out of control, Rowan.”

      “There’s something in there I need,” Rowan said. “Something a good father would offer his son without hesitation. After all I did for you.”

      What did Rowan mean, all he did for Macgregor? A look passed between father and son before Macgregor dismissed it and moved on. He shook his head, despair shaping his expression. “There’s nothing in there for you,” he said in a sad, tired voice.

      “Bullshit!” Rowan screamed, his fangs unsheathing, his eyes flashing.

      Macgregor didn’t even blink. He just stood his ground, even as his son’s terrifying face pushed closer, millimeters away from his own.

      “I’ve already told you, Rowan. There is no cure. Accept it!”

      “You’re lying.”

      “Why would I lie?” Macgregor asked. He seemed so exhausted, so done with this whole thing. Yet… he appeared to be telling the truth. It was obvious it hurt him to see his son this way. Could Rowan not see that?

      “The truth demon told me that what I need is here at the Academy.” Rowan whirled and punched the metal door with such force that the reverberating sound hurt my ears. A new dent, dotted with his dark blood, was left behind.

      “You can’t trust a truth demon, son. You know that,” Macgregor said. “They’re tricky. They twist the truth.”

      “But it’s still the truth,” Rowan shot back. “Give it to me, Father!” He lunged toward Macgregor, hands aimed toward his neck.

      Disha yelped. My cuffs flared as I put my hands up, unsure of what to do.

      Before he reached his father, Rowan shot up like a rocket. His back slammed against the ceiling, wrists, and ankles pinned in place as if he’d been crucified.

      Fedorov stood with his hands above his head, pointed at Rowan. His cufflinks shone blue and purple, sparking with electricity. He was an item warlock, just like me.

      “Are you alright, Macgregor?” he asked, not taking his dilated gray eyes off of Rowan.

      “I’m fine,” Macgregor responded, straightening his shirt and taking a step back to better glance up at his son. “I don’t know how else to tell you, Rowan. You say I don’t listen, but it is you who is deaf to reason.”

      “Don’t act like I don’t know you,” Rowan screamed from the ceiling, his anger anything but slaked. “You always put your precious Academy and your quest for more magic before anyone, and you always think you know better. When my medallion chose me, you couldn’t stand it. Same when the cuffs chose Charlie. You tried to take them away from her because you always want to be the one to decide. You wanted it all for yourself. And now that there’s something here that can help me, you deny me. Your own son. And, like always, your solution is to try to get rid of me, to send me away so you can be left at ease with your precious Academy.”

      “Are you done?” Macgregor said his tone cold and calm like the sky before a storm.

      Rowan’s mouth twisted, but he said nothing else.

      Macgregor nodded to Fedorov, who slowly lowered Rowan from the ceiling by bending his hands downward.

      Rowan landed on his feet, arms stiff at his sides, legs pressed together. He was straining to move, but he was still under Fedorov’s control.

      “I tried to protect you, but clearly I can’t,” Macgregor said, turning his back on Rowan.

      I could still see the dean’s face and the pain and hurt that shaped his features. It was so fierce that it tore at my very soul.

      He took a deep breath, then lifted his chin. “You are… expelled,” he said.

      “What?!” Rowan demanded. “You can’t do that.”

      “Yes, I can,” Macgregor responded, facing Rowan again, his expression wiped clean of all emotion. “You are also forbidden to go back home. I will not put your mother, brothers, or my grandchildren in danger with your irresponsible behavior. If you attempt to enter the property, you will be magically barred.”

      Rowan tried to interrupt, but Macgregor raised his voice and drowned out his protests.

      “When you decide to see reason, we can talk. Until then,” he paused, swallowed thickly, “I don’t want to see you.”

      “But… I need your spells,” Rowan said, the consequences of his father’s decision dawning on him. “And Charlie’s magic.”

      “Find someone else to do them for you. Pay for them like most vampires do… if you can afford them.”

      Rowan frowned, seeming confused by this last bit.

      “Or…” Macgregor turned his full attention to Disha, Bridget, Ava Marie, and me for the first time, “get one of your friends to do them.”

      Walking closer, Macgregor singled me out. “You’re lucky I don’t expel you all, too. You’ve been treading on very dangerous ground lately. Just keep this in mind, there’s only so much Dean McIntosh can do to protect wayward, rule-breaking students.”

      “Disha and the others didn’t do anything. It was all me,” I offered, wanting to save them if I could.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Oh, trust me. I know exactly who’s responsible.”

      I bit my tongue as all the words I wanted to say crowded there. Baseless protests would do me no good. He was right. We’d been behaving like idiots, like spoiled children who thought themselves above all rules and common sense.

      Macgregor walked away, followed by Fedorov a few seconds later. Rowan stood motionless until Fedorov disappeared through the door. Then, he became unhinged and fell heavily to his knees.

      There, he buried his face in his hands and quietly sobbed.

      After all we’d tried to do and all we’d risked, everything was falling apart.
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      Weeks passed with no word from Rowan.

      He had been expelled just like I’d feared. He’d done too much damage, broken too many rules, and was a danger to himself and others.

      And yet, all I wanted was him right here, back with me.

      The pain in my chest—like someone had taken a rusty cookie cutter and cored out my still-beating heart—dulled to a slow-moving ache as the days went by. I threw myself into my studies, which wasn’t hard. It seemed as if every professor was hell-bent on breaking us into little, twitching pieces.

      Professor Hitchcock-Watson assigned us to read a whole textbook, written entirely in French, about enchanting objects. The English translation spell was enough to make my head spin and then I still had to read a whole freaking textbook by Thursday.

      And Professor Wagner insisted on teaching us a protection guise that required us to stand on one leg for over an hour, chanting in a Slavic language no one could properly pronounce. He’d come by and whack us with his cane if our posture drooped or our accents got sloppy. I had a feeling he and Ze German had a similar interest in torture, but he just used different methods.

      Did they want us to break? Did they think that if we couldn’t go without sleep and cram our brains with every bit of magical knowledge in the universe in one semester we wouldn’t be able to hack it?

      Well, I didn’t have that option.

      Even Disha was struggling. She drank coffee by the gallon and didn’t mention how cute the barista was even once. I’d long since stopped hearing about Vincent, or any boys for that matter. We poured over books at meals, then went to our lessons with Professor Fedorov in the evenings, only to return to studying right after.

      But there was an upside. When my head fell onto my textbook late at night, I slipped into a dreamless sleep. No thoughts of Rowan to keep me up at night.

      It was during the daytime I worried about him.

      Where was he? What was he doing without his father’s magic to keep him sane or my magic to keep him powered? How was he getting blood? None of the options I envisioned were any good.

      He wouldn’t return my phone calls at first. Then, a week in, his phone shut off completely. My anxiety about his situation twisted me into knots.

      Three times I’d fallen low enough to go to Dean Underwood’s office to ask him to forgive his son. Twice he must’ve known I was coming and was gone when I got there. The third time, he stood at his door as I arrived, shaking his head.

      “Please,” I moaned. “He can’t be okay out there on his own.”

      “He needs to hit rock bottom before he’ll listen to anyone. You of all people should know this by now, Ms. Rivera. Don’t let him control your life. Have some self-respect.”

      With that, he shut the door in my face.

      Asshole.

      I had self-respect! I could care about myself and Rowan at the same time, something Macgregor didn’t seem to understand. No wonder Rowan had issues if he came straight from the loins of that emotionally stunted douche canoe!

      So, mopey and exhausted, we rolled along through spring break, where all I did was study, and then into March and our quickly approaching final exams.

      This year, though, before exams, a special convention of witches was coming to the Academy on the Spring Equinox.

      We’d seen the posters for weeks: The Bi-Annual North American Coven Convention was being held right here. Apparently, it was put on every other year at different locales and it was our turn. The fliers advertised talks by renowned witches and warlocks I’d never heard of, a few pagan worship services, book signings and readings, healing rituals, tarot card lessons, and a huge list of vendors selling everything from charms to actual enchanted broomsticks, which would fly for short periods.

      I had no money, but seeing witches and warlocks from all over the continent sounded mildly interesting. But the best part was—because they wanted students to be able to attend the events—there were no classes on Thursday and Friday and professors had stopped assigning homework for the week.

      Convention or not, my plan was to sleep for forty-eight hours straight, then watch TV in the common room for the rest of my long weekend.

      Unfortunately, Disha had other plans. Surprise, surprise.

      She bounded into my room at noon on Thursday, throwing a piece of fabric at my head.

      “What the hell, D?”

      “Listen, Turbocharger. I have been thinking.”

      “A dangerous pastime,” I mumbled.

      Disha didn’t play along with my joke, off on a tangent like always. “College is supposed to be fun.”

      “Is it?” I asked, honestly questioning if I’d had fun so far. There were pockets here and there, yeah, but mostly it was a miserable slog or an emotional roller coaster—not to mention the times when someone was trying to kill me.

      “Yes!” Disha waved her arms, a creamy brown against the pale peach tank top she was wearing. “And if you aren’t having fun, it’s my job, as your best friend and entertainment coordinator, to make sure you have some. Tonight.”

      “I had plans tonight. With my bed.”

      “Well, now you have other plans.” Disha stood up, modeling some olive green, flowy garment that looked like something one might wear at a renaissance festival.

      “What is that for?” I asked, picturing my torture.

      “This,” she said, twirling, “is my outfit. I got you a matching one this morning in Aberdale.”

      “There are so many things wrong with that sentence. First, matching? And second, you already went to town?” I was still in my underwear.

      “Yes. Ask me what it’s for.”

      “What’s it for?” I groaned.

      “Tonight, there is a—get this—Celtic pirate rock concert.” She flared her hands with each word as if illuminating them in lights. “And, right next to it, a teaching called ‘Embracing your sex and inner fire.’” She thrust her hips suggestively.

      “I have no sex, nor inner fire,” I complained.

      “That, my dear, is the point.”

      I lifted up the dress she’d bought me. I’d long since stopped being embarrassed when Disha bought me things. I had asked her to stop, but that did no good. She simply didn’t listen.

      The Greek-inspired dress in question was actually quite lovely in a flowing fabric that would crest just above my knees. It swooped down to reveal minor cleavage, classy, yet sexy at once. I smoothed a hand over it, wishing Rowan could see me wear it.

      “What guy is going to be there?” I asked.

      She played dumb. “What guy? There will be lots of guys.”

      “Which guy, that you are interested in, is going to be there tonight?” I pinned her with a look.

      Disha blew out a breath. “His name is Juan Carlos. He’s from Puerto Rico and plays in the band.”

      “Ah ha! Caught you.” I pointed into the air triumphantly. “Wait. His name is Juan Carlos and he plays in a Celtic pirate band?”

      She shrugged. “He’s the best of both worlds, Latin and Irish.” She mock swooned before flouncing to the door. “Be ready by seven. I haven’t had a nightmare in over a week. I think that deserves a celebration.”

      When she finally left, I rolled over and pulled the pillow over my head.

      “Can you believe her, Trey? I don’t know where she gets all that energy.”

      I could still sleep another five or so hours between now and then, though. So I did.
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      Disha met me at the steps of our dorm at seven, holding two enchanted brooms. She thrust one at me and I stared at the thing, terrified. I’d seen enough Harry Potter to know how unruly brooms could be.

      Holding mine at arms’ length, I said, “This seems like one of those ideas where you think it’s going to be fine and then later have to recount to your grandkids as the day you lost your favorite arm.”

      “Oh, come on,” Disha moaned. “Fun, remember?”

      I took the broom tentatively. “Is breaking your neck fun? Is being put in traction fun?”

      She gave me an elbow, straddled her broom and kicked off the ground. Thankfully, she didn’t go very high. These puppies looked like they were only given enough juice to skim about six feet off the ground.

      Disha squirmed on hers. “Sheesh. You’d think they’d give you a seat or something. My lady parts are not liking this one bit.”

      I snorted. “Don’t tell Juan Carlos.”

      I climbed on my broom and held on for dear life.

      “To the lake!” Disha commanded.

      The brooms took off.

      Only, it was like a golf cart with the governor on, rigged to crawl at a turtle’s pace. We puttered along at five miles an hour, skimming off the ground and dodging trees and pedestrians as we tried desperately not to fall.

      The crazy part was, with all the ridiculousness of the situation, I started giggling. Disha joined in. Soon, we couldn’t stop.

      I’d missed a lot of the convention set-up in my quest for more rest, so seeing the campus decked out really struck me. A giant circus tent had been erected on the quad, only instead of red and white panels, this one was brown and green. Vines climbed up the polls and birds flocked on the roof, causing it to sag a bit, but the attendees didn’t seem to mind. Above, enchanted words hung in the air, blinking and swirling like they were being stirred inside a cauldron. They advertised a talk on “Tolerance and Integration” by some grand witch I’d never heard of.

      I wondered if they were going to advocate for or against the inclusion of so-called Lessers into all aspects of mainstream magical society. I almost turned my broom around to check it out, but I knew Disha would never let me hear the end of it.

      The rest of the campus was similarly festooned. Earthy branches and vines hung down the buildings as butterflies dipped and weaved amongst the flowers. Little vendor booths threw out the smell of cooked meat and sugared nuts. Witches and warlocks in every imaginable outfit flocked around, eating, talking, and doing little incantations to impress their friends. Every lamppost glowed not only with electricity but also with rainbow-colored fireflies buzzing around them. The night air literally throbbed with magic.

      We angled past the many attractions and headed to the lake.

      Once we crested the hill and started down the valley, a pirate ship came into view. My jaw fell open. How in the world they had placed a full-sized pirate ship on our landlocked lake was beyond me, but the sight was absolutely breathtaking.

      I counted seven black square sails and one large skull-and-crossbones flag, fluttering without any sign of wind. Huge masts shot up to the heavens, reaching up from a massive wooden boat. On the main deck, a stage had been built and instruments set up. It appeared that the concert would take place on the ship while we watched from the shore. A banner on the ship’s hull read, “Black Flag Flogging.”

      Both of us nearly fell off as the brooms skidded to a halt beside the lake. “Good boy,” Disha said, dismounting and adjusting herself.

      A crowd had gathered already and more were streaming in. I recognized many faces from our classes and lots I’d never seen before.

      Disha set her broom on the ground, smoothing out her dress and fixing her curls. “The band is popular locally, but they’ve yet to really break into mainstream.”

      “Isn’t there a spell for that?” I joked, glancing around. As my eyes moved over a clump of girls in band T-shirts, I spotted Bridget and Ava Marie making a beeline for us.

      “Your roommate is coming in hot,” I said to Disha, pointing.

      She shrugged. “I invited them. I figured after all she’s been through with Bobby, I could put up with some annoying chatter.”

      “Kind of you,” I said with only a hint of sarcasm. “How is Bobby?”

      “He’s still recovering,” Disha said. “Apparently, they’ve learned that whoever stabbed him did it with a magical sword. One made to weaken and infect Supernatural creatures. It explains why his wound won’t heal and he’s still out of it.”

      “Awful,” I said. “Any leads?”

      Disha shook her head and was about to elaborate when Bridget stepped into our circle.

      Bridget’s costume made me do a double take. Whereas most girls wore flowy sundresses or short shorts with band T-shirts, Bridget was in a full Jack Sparrow costume, dreadlocks, eye makeup and all.

      “Wow, that looks... authentic,” I said. “Where’d you get it?” I reached out and touched one of her beaded dreadlocks.

      “The hair is mine,” she said, lifting off her cap to show me. “Hair growth is one of my specialties. The costume, I ordered online.”

      “It’s fab,” Disha said, sounding genuine. “Ava Marie, are you… dressed up?”

      Ava Marie was barefoot in black leggings and a long flowing green tunic that came to mid-thigh. Her blonde hair was twisted into a sort of beehive with little animated creatures poking their heads out of the strands at random intervals. Yet, her posture was typical for her—arms wrapped around her body, head down, shoulders up almost to her ears as if she could block out all sensory distractions that way.

      “Bridget did it,” she said, reaching a hand up to delicately touch her hair.

      Behind us, the first chords from an electric guitar sounded and a huge cheer rose up from the crowd.

      “It’s starting. I see Juan Carlos.” Disha took off, pushing her way to the shoreline to stand in front.

      Bridget began dancing in wild jerky rhythms that made Ava Marie and I take a step back.

      I gave a shrug to Ava Marie. “Disha made me come.”

      “Bridget made me come,” she echoed.

      We gave each other knowing looks.

      “Want to get a drink?” Ava Marie asked, nodding to a little refreshment stand.

      “Sure.”

      We headed through the crowd and meandered over to the stand. The prices made my chest tight, but Ava Marie bought two Witch’s Brews and handed one to me before I’d even made a selection.

      I took it tentatively. “The last time I drank this stuff, I made some bad choices.”

      She giggled. “That’s only the first time, silly. You’ll be fine.”

      I shrugged and took a little sip. The flavor was different than I remembered, tasting like cinnamon and cloves. I wondered if it tasted different every time or if this was an alternative brew recipe. Steam rolled off the top and, as I watched, Ava Marie stuck her finger in, cooling hers.

      “That’s cool that you can do that,” I said. “Command the elements and all.” I figured I could learn a similar spell, so I added it to my ever-growing mental list.

      “Yeah, cool until everyone thinks you’re a freak and tries to ban you from things. And then your parents stop letting you out of the house.” Her eyes darted up to me as if she’d revealed too much.

      “It’s okay. I’m not… My boyfriend is a vampire, so I’m not prejudiced.”

      “I know. You, Disha and Bridget are great, unlike... ” She glanced at the crowd, sipping her drink.

      “Don’t mind them,” I said, trying to make her feel better.

      She peered up for a moment, looking grateful. “You know…” she kept her eyes down, then said, “I heard Rowan that night. I know what he asked that truth demon. I know what you’ve been looking for.”

      I stopped drinking and stared hard at her, my heart suddenly hammering. “What?”

      This time, before she spoke, she met my eyes. “I know what the Tempest is, Charlie.”
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      Heart hammering to the beat of the loud Celtic music, I guided Ava Marie away from the crowd and toward one of the surrounding trees.

      I sat with my back to the trunk, careful not to spill my Witch’s Brew. With a nervous smile, I patted a grassy spot next to me. Ava Marie accepted the invitation and sat. I wanted to rush the information out of her, but some part of me knew a slower, more careful approach would yield better results since she was so shy. I didn’t know what had finally gotten her to say something, but I didn’t want her to back down.

      From our vantage point, we could see the crowd by the shore as well as the band on the pirate ship. Their music blasted against the trees, and it must have possessed some sort of enchantment because the leaves seemed to dance to the tune, making rustling sounds that perfectly accompanied the melody.

      It would have been easy to be mesmerized by the scene, but my heart was pounding too frantically to ignore it. We’ve been after this thing—the Tempest or whatever it was—since last semester. Hell, Rowan had gotten expelled over it. If Ava Marie knew the answer to our puzzle, there was no pirate band, no Juan Carlos, no ginormous ship in a tiny lake that could distract me.

      “This concert is something else,” Ava Marie said, her eyes shining with the lights coming from the stage.

      I nodded in agreement and slowly angled my body toward her.

      Shyly, she made eye contact, then quickly took a sip of her Witch’s Brew, as if putting a barrier between us. I remembered being like that. Kids had teased me relentlessly in school because I always wore the wrong thing—never mind I was too poor to afford the right thing. So I’d learned to become invisible, always hiding behind my hair, books, locker doors, anything that would keep people from noticing me. That had changed gradually. At first with Trey’s help and especially here. Because here, I was finally me.

      I hoped the same would happen to Ava Marie. No one deserved to feel so small, especially for stupid reasons such as other people thinking they were better because of some bogus reason they, themselves, made up.

      “Do you think you can tell me more about the Tempest?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”

      “So… what is it?”

      “It’s really, like, a myth among Elementals.”

      I nodded, fingers twitching against my cup. That would explain why Macgregor had never heard about it and said there was no cure. He would think little of a myth among Lessers.

      “No matter what Supers say,” she lifted her chin, “Elemental magic is powerful.”

      She said it as if she expected me to challenge her, but for me, who had been magicless most of my life, any type of magic meant power. Just because witches and warlocks could perform any type of spell didn’t make them better. From what I’d read, non-wizards could be extremely powerful precisely because their magic concentrated on a single skill—one they normally mastered to perfection because they weren’t spread as thinly as we were.

      “I believe you are powerful. I’ve seen what others can do,” I said, remembering Smudge Face and the way he vibrated and broke things.

      I must have sounded genuine enough because Ava Marie gave me a half smile.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “the Tempest is supposed to be an ancient Elemental force. And when you release it, they say it can cleanse dark magic.”

      “Dark magic?” I repeated as if in a trance.

      Ava Marie set her cup aside. “Yes, like the magic that runs in vampire’s blood.”

      I scrubbed at my face, feeling overwhelmed. Could this be true? Macgregor had seemed so sure there was no cure that I’d come to believe him. I’d convinced myself it had all been wishful thinking on our part, and we’d been chasing a cure because we didn’t want to accept Rowan’s fate. But what if we hadn’t been wrong? What if we’d been on the right track all along?

      Ava Marie was distracted again, glancing over at the band that was now playing a different song, something flute-heavy and eerie, like an enchantment for nymphs, but with a rock vibe to it. Weird.

      “So…” I let the word hang until she turned back to look at me. “Where do you find this Tempest? Does your myth talk about that?”

      She shrugged. “Only in vague terms. Funny enough,” she gestured toward the band, “the Tempest was created by a pirate.”

      “A pirate?” One of those with an eye patch and a parrot on their shoulder? At least that’s what came to mind.

      “Yeah. He was said to be an Elemental, and that he could control the winds as if they were an extension of himself.” Her eyes went dreamy as if this was a power she wished for herself. “That’s why he became a pirate. He could go anywhere, at any time, just sail away to faraway lands where no one would bother him.”

      “It sounds really great,” I said. God knew I’d wished for that sort of escape before.

      “As the story goes,” Ava Marie went on, “before he died, he stored his power somewhere and declared that it could only be released once the world had changed.”

      I gasped, my hand flying to my mouth. The compass’s inscription!

      “What?!” she asked, looking alarmed. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think I know where the Tempest is.” Could it be in our very own lake? I didn’t want to get too excited, but if the compass was hidden there, it stood to reason that the lake had something to do with accessing the Tempest’s powers.

      Ava Marie looked at me as if I’d lost a screw. “Are you sure this isn’t the first time you’ve had Witch’s Brew?”

      “The tempest awaits behind the winds of change,” I said, the words brushing past my lips in a soft whisper.

      “Hey, how do you know that?” she asked. “I never mentioned it.”

      “I read it,” I said. “On a compass.”

      “Wait.” She scratched her head. “What compass?”

      “I don’t have time to explain,” I said, jumping to my feet and turning toward the crowd, looking for Disha. “I have to find Rowan.”

      Ava Marie stood and blinked up at me. She was few inches shorter, despite her beehive hair. “Do you mean to say you have a compass that has those words on it?” she asked with a frown.

      My eyes roved over the crowd, but I couldn’t spot Disha.

      “Hey,” Ava Marie pulled on my arm. “Are you listening to me? Or are you ignoring me like everyone else?”

      At her question, my surprise and excitement at the revelation came crashing down like a building being demolished. I turned to find an angry-looking Ava Marie. No, anger wasn’t the right emotion. She seemed more disappointed than anything else.

      “I’m sorry, Ava Marie. I just got excited. We’ve had this thing with us the whole time, and we didn’t know it.”

      “How can you have it?” she asked.

      “Rowan found it. In this lake, actually.” I pointed toward the water.

      She appeared confused for a moment, then said, “I guess that makes sense. There are a lot of powerful things hidden at this Academy. There are tons of myths about that, too. And the Tempest would have to be accessed while on a large body of water.”

      I briefly wondered how many of our Academy’s myths weren’t myths at all, but I quickly reeled my thoughts back in. Now that my surprise had partly worn off, more questions flooded my mind.

      “Ava Marie,” I cocked my head to one side, “does the myth mention anything about how to… release the Tempest?”

      She thought for a moment, then shook her head.

      Something about her expression made me wonder if she was being honest. “Are you sure?”

      She began biting on her fingernail as if trying to hide behind her hand like she’d done with the cup.

      I’d almost missed it, but she’d seemed to have gotten angry when she realized we had the compass. Maybe since the item had been created by an Elemental, she felt it didn’t belong in the hands of a witch or a warlock. Maybe, she thought she should have it. My shoulders tensed all of a sudden.

      She sighed, seeming to sense my desperation. “It does mention how, and it’s not that difficult. The hard part is keeping the Tempest under control.” She glanced toward my cuffs, her eyebrows going up slightly as if saying “A power like yours.”

      “What do you mean keep it under control?”

      “Well, like I said, there’s a lot of power in there. If it goes unchecked, it could cause a lot of destruction, I guess.” She appeared uncertain.

      My stomach flipped uncomfortably. We’d caused enough trouble already, and this just sounded like even more of it. Rowan had acted rashly every time he’d gotten a lead on something, but I had to handle this carefully. I couldn’t tell him about this until I figured out more.

      “Do you know where I could find out more about this myth?” I asked.

      Ava Marie frowned at the ground. “I… I’m not sure. I heard it from another Elemental, but I don’t know where he learned it. Maybe there is a book at the library or something.”

      That was the most logical place to search. Suddenly, my hands were itching for my student ID, though the library was closed due to the convention so it wouldn’t do me any good.

      “I have another question,” I said. I didn’t really want to ask it, but it would be shitty not to, especially since Ava Marie had been so nice so far.

      “Shoot,” she said.

      “Would it be okay for me, a witch, to use the compass?”

      She trapped her lower lip between her teeth and pondered. “To be honest, I don’t know. I mean, nothing stops you from using it. Anyone with magic can release the Tempest, even if they can’t control it. When most Elementals mention it, they sound… territorial about it, I guess. Supers always act like they are better than us, but they don’t seem so picky when it comes to using items we create. So, we like to keep those things to ourselves. You guys already have all the advantage as it is.”

      I had never thought about things this way and realized how disadvantaged they must feel. Hell, I would get territorial, too. I cringed, feeling as if even touching the compass was wrong of me.

      Ava Marie must have seen something in my expression because she hurried to add, “But I don’t think you’re like that. You wouldn’t use it against us.”

      “Of course not! I just… I just want to help Rowan.”

      “I understand,” she said, her eyes looking at some faraway point over the lake. “I used to have a friend who was a werewolf, and I would have done anything to help him. They aren’t only Lessers. Werewolves are considered the Lessers of the Lessers, the worst of the litter—no pun intended.” She chuckled sarcastically. “And it’s the same for vampires. They’re both made using dark magic. At least in my case, my magic comes straight from the source, and it was part of me when I was born.”

      She put out her hand and wiggled her fingers. A tiny snowstorm began falling on her palm, causing a little mound of what looked like sugar to accumulate there.

      “It’s not much,” she continued, “but it’s pure magic.” She shook her hand, wiped it on her tunic, and glanced up at me. “I can’t imagine what Rowan is going through. He was a warlock and now…”

      “It’s killing him,” I said.

      It seemed that all Rowan had ever wanted was to be a powerful warlock. He’d told me once that when his medallion chose him, he even thought he would be one of the greatest, the kind who created new spells and books would be written about. Then he’d been cursed, and his magic started dying. When everything had seemed lost, he’d gotten desperate enough to ask to become a vampire, not realizing that, eventually, this would feel like a fate worse than death.

      “Charlie,” Ava Marie said, a slight smile shaping her lips. “I wouldn’t hold it against you if you use the compass. Just be careful.”

      I nodded once, then faced the lake, a million ideas whirling in my mind, all tinged with the color of responsibility. I couldn’t act like Rowan, or I might end up in his shoes, regretting the outcome of my actions more than the situation that led me to them.

      Slowly, my surroundings became more than just background noise. The band and the crowd came into focus once more.

      The students seem to be in a frenzy, jumping and thrashing, their fists up in the air. Some of the girls had lost their tops and were twirling them over their heads, while others danced as if in ecstasy, hanging from equally dazzled guys while their bodies ground together.

      “What in the world?” I said.

      Ava Marie’s face twisted in disgust. “I don’t think that band is playing fair. It’s some sort of musical enhancement spell.”

      “Wait.” Looking up, I pointed at the ship. A small female shape stood atop one of the yards or masts or whatever they were called. “Is that Disha?!”

      “I think it is,” Ava Marie said.

      Disha was standing on the narrow crossbeam, dancing, her hips swaying to the music, her arms up in the air, gyrating, a small shape against the night sky.

      What the hell? How had she gotten up there? She was going to fall!

      My answer came when one of the band members appeared next to her. Juan Carlos? He was singing and his voice could be heard throughout the woods, even though he wasn’t holding a microphone.

      Fireworks erupted behind the sails, sprinkling the sky with blooming flowers, exploding stars, and prancing unicorns. The crowd went even wilder.

      Juan Carlos twirled Disha as he held her hands aloft. Letting go, she spun around like some expert ballerina, moving along the beam, away from the singer. She looked amazing in her flowing dress, her long hair making spirals around her.

      That was until she tripped and went tumbling down toward the deck.

      I gasped and jumped forward, my cuffs burning hot.

      Before I could get a spell out to save her, Disha’s broomstick flew up, zipping between her legs as if it all had been part of the show, which it probably was. The crowd cheered wildly as Disha eventually controlled her fall, made a long sweeping circle, and eventually, landed on the stage with style.

      I sighed and shook my head. That girl had flair, but one of these days she was going to give me a heart attack.

      I stayed by the edge of the crowd until the concert finished, then found a drunk and disheveled Disha and told her what I’d found out. Tomorrow, we had our work cut out for ourselves.

      Disha’s favorite place awaited: the library.
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      Disha held the blade up to my hand and waited for our eyes to meet. “Are you ready?”

      I nodded, swallowing hard. The moon poured down over us as the wind blew through the trees behind us. The clearing near the woods at the edge of campus was perfect for privately summoning vampires, but it was damn creepy at night. It didn’t matter. This was the only way to reach him.

      I emptied my mind as instructed and waited for her to begin.

      When I felt the bite of the blade and the slow steady slice as Disha opened my palm, I squeezed my eyes shut. Pain invaded my head and I focused on it, making it the one thought blaring in my skull like an alarm. I held onto that for several minutes, hoping against hope that Rowan would feel it and that it would call him here.

      Come back, Rowan. Come back.

      Disha and I had poured over library books about Elemental magic and items created for them and by them. There was nothing in any book about our compass, but we read plenty about similar items and pieced together a basic understanding of how they worked.

      A crucial piece of the puzzle came from a biography about an Elemental named Darius VanWent who was an expert sailor and influential leader in the early 1900s and who had searched for the compass his entire life, going as far as to guess at a possible way to release the Tempest, which fit with what Ava Marie had said about needing to be on water since this guy lived his life on the waves.

      I skimmed everything I could while Disha practiced blowing papers across our library carrel.

      Once we’d felt properly prepared, or as best as we could manage, we stumbled on our next problem.

      Rowan was gone and we had no way to reach him.

      That meant another few days pouring over information on location spells, summonings and communication charms. At one point, Disha accidentally projected her voice over the entire campus. Luckily, she was a quick thinker and turned it into a joke, asking anyone listening to help her find a lost Jimmy Choo shoe. The Dean sent us a note stating she was not amused, but at least it didn’t garner any suspicion.

      The answer for how to contact Rowan came a day later from a source we’d never even considered. Batty Bridget.

      Yesterday, she’d plopped down beside us at lunch, rubbing her side and groaning.

      “Pulled a muscle in your sleep?” Disha had asked with a side-eye. Apparently, Bridget was still doing spells and levitating herself during slumber. Lately, she’d been hovering near Disha’s bed shouting something about caterpillars.

      “No, it’s my brother. They’re trying a new incantation on his wound today. Judging from the pain, it’s not going well.”

      “You can feel his pain? Why?” I asked.

      “The bonding spell does that,” she said, spooning pudding in her mouth. “It’s dull when he’s farther away, otherwise I’d have to be sedated like he is.”

      “You can feel him even when he’s in another state?” My skin began to prickle as the realization of what this might mean swept over me.

      “Yea, I would think it would grow fainter and might even disappear the further away he is, but we’ve never been that far apart from each other. It wasn’t like that in the very beginning, but now… ” She sighed.

      I thought about her last few words for a moment. Rowan had been injured a few times since we made the blood pact, but I’d never felt his pain. But what if, by now, that had changed?

      I kicked Disha under the table and gave her a look. She glanced at me in concern, but I ignored her worried look and let my brain whirl. I needed to feel pain and hope that Rowan could feel it, too.

      My only worry was… what if he felt it and didn’t come?

      Yet, despite that fear, here we were, a day later, near the dark forest, well past midnight, jamming a dagger into my hand.

      “Is it bad?” Disha asked, looking pale as blood spilled down my hand and dripped into the grass.

      I gritted my teeth. “Yeah, but I’m not sure it’s bad enough. Push harder.”

      “Charlie, I’m not some sadomasochist. I hate the sight of blood. Gah, this is gross. It got on me! Ugh.” She made a strange choking noise in her throat.

      “Woman up, Disha,” I said, breathing through the pain. “I’m the one with a hole in my hand.”

      She swallowed and jabbed the knife harder.

      Pain like a blazing sun shot into my hand and traveled up my body. Blood coated my skin and painted the lawn below me. My stomach roiled and my limbs wobbled. Now I was the one who felt like I might throw up.

      “That’s enough,” Disha said, pulling away the knife and beginning a healing spell.

      “Heal the hand, but leave the pain,” I said through gritted teeth. “Make sure you clean up all the blood. Rowan might be thirsty when he arrives.”

      She shook her head. “Good God, girl, the things you do for love. Juan Carlos asked me if I could meet his mother and I broke up with him on the spot. And here you are, willing to cut off an arm.”

      I didn’t answer. Closing my eyes, I pushed the pain outward, trying to focus it like a homing beacon.

      “Now what?” Disha asked, sitting and then sagging into the grass, careful to avoid my blood splatter as she wove a cleaning spell over it.

      “Now we wait,” I said, following her lead.

      I let my head nestle into the grass as I stared up at the stars. Would Rowan come? I hadn’t heard from him in months. If he cared, if he’d really thought about me, he would’ve contacted me at least once, right? Was I being a good friend and continuing to help someone as best I could? Or was I a pathetic girl killing herself for a boy?

      I honestly didn’t know anymore.

      We must’ve fallen asleep because the next thing I knew the sky was graying with dawn and there was a man standing over me.

      I lurched up, charging the cuffs only to find Rowan staring down.

      He looked worn-out, tired, and weak. His muscular form had shriveled into skin-and-bones, leaving his face gaunt and his collarbones poking out. He hadn’t had a shave or a haircut in a while and his jeans and ratty leather jacket were rumpled, letting me know that he’d probably been living on the streets.

      I knew exactly what that was like. The fear, the pain. Constantly worrying where your next meal would come from or if police or muggers would harass you. Yet, I’d been with Trey. Rowan had no one.

      I hated seeing him like this, a paper-thin version of himself.

      He didn’t touch me, didn’t take a step toward me, but his eyes roved my body as if frantically looking for wounds. “Charlie, are you okay? I felt…”

      I held up my hand and the raw, pink skin that was healing with the help of Disha’s spell. “I didn’t know how else to reach you.”

      His eyes narrowed. “You did that to yourself?”

      “I did it,” Disha said, sitting up and stretching. “Well, she made me do it. For you.”

      “For me? Why?” His hooded eyes searched our faces.

      “We think we’ve found the missing piece,” I said. “We think we can heal you.”
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      That night, we gathered at the lake. Disha, Rowan and I stood on its shore, prepped and dressed as if for battle. Only we weren’t going to war with a person, we were going to war with a force.

      Disha had mended her Catwoman suit and had donned it for this occasion, French-braiding her hair into two long black plaits to look like a beautiful badass. I had opted for athletic gear that was sturdy but flexible. Rowan wore the same jeans, T-shirt, and leather jacket but looked freshly showered and shaved. I wondered how he’d managed without alerting his father or anyone else to his presence on campus.

      Rowan and I stared at each other, a pile of unspoken words between us big enough to separate countries.

      Disha gave me a knowing look and then nodded at Rowan. “I’ll give you two a minute.”

      “Does your dad know you’re back?” I asked while Disha strolled along the shore giving us some space.

      He shook his head, watching her until his gaze drifted back to me. “He doesn’t deserve the relief. Let him keep worrying. That is, if he ever did.”

      “I’m sure he’s concerned, Rowan,” I said, more as a reassurance than an actual fact. “What about your other family? I’m sure your mom is worried sick.”

      His eyes stared off in the distance. “My mom knew where I was. I made her promise not to tell Dad.”

      That explained how he’d been surviving. Thank God he’d had his mom, but then, if he was able to contact her that meant he’d been able to contact me.

      “Why didn’t you call me?” I asked. “I tried to call you, but you never picked up.”

      He stuffed his hands in his pockets and stared at the ground, looking embarrassed. “I… I didn’t want you to see me like this.”

      “Not even you can be that vain,” I said in a joking tone that did nothing to hide the fact that I didn’t believe his answer to my question.

      “Always so perceptive.” A deep chuckle rumbled in his chest, making me want to rest my head against it and feel it better. I fought against the urge to reach for him.

      “I didn’t call you because… I want the best for you,” he continued. “You’re doing great here, Charlie, turning into a powerful witch. If you were expelled because of me…” he shook his head, “I would never forgive myself."

      I didn’t know what to say to that. I didn’t want to be expelled either, and yet, here I was, ready to put it all in the balance for him again. He simply mattered that much to me.

      He dropped his head, shaking out his too-long hair. “That’s why I think you and Disha should let me do this alone.”

      “Don’t start that again. You won’t be able to do it alone.”

      “I will try my best. I’ll only need to borrow some magic from you. One last time.”

      The last three words seemed to scoop a chunk of my soul out of my chest. One last time? It didn’t sound like he had any hope this would work and maybe he was willing to do it out of hopelessness or worse… in an attempt at self-destruction.

      “No,” I repeated, adamantly shaking my head. “If the Tempest gets out of control, it could cause a lot of damage. We all need to join forces to keep it contained.” How could I make him see?

      “If it does cause damage, then it’ll only be my fault.” His eyes pleaded with mine.

      “Don’t be stubborn,” I said, feeling desperate now. “You might ruin your one chance if it gets out of hand. You need us, Rowan. Why is it so hard for you to let people in? It’s okay to be vulnerable. It’s okay to depend on others when they care about you.”

      “I’m only trying to protect you,” he answered quietly.

      I huffed. “I can protect myself.”

      “God, you’re so hardheaded.” His eyes flashed, heat and passion flooding back into them. Good. At least he was feeling something towards me instead of severing the tie between us completely.

      “Takes one to know one.” I shot back, trying for levity in this tense situation.

      He smiled, then snorted. Relieved, we both let out pent-up laughter. He took a step closer, leaving only an inch between us. Taking my hand, he laid it on his chest and covered it with his own. He wanted his heartbeat back. I couldn’t not help him make this right.

      He pushed a strand of hair behind my ear and caressed my lower lip with his thumb. “God, I’ve missed you.”

      My heart shivered at the words, and I was reminded that he did care. Maybe not exactly in the way I wanted him to, but when was it ever that way? People loved in their own terms, and there was no measuring stick to tell who cared the most. You just had to accept and support each other.

      He leaned toward me, cutting the thin slip of night air between us in half. Breath pulsed against my trembling lips as his mouth angled towards mine. Our lips met. The tingle that shot through me was cut far too short. The kiss was brief and laden with foreboding for what was to come next.

      We shared a weak smile, then I asked. “Ready?”

      He nodded in response.

      Disha walked back and mock-punched Rowan in the arm. “Yep, we love your stubborn ass.”

      I rolled my eyes. Of course, she’d been eavesdropping.

      We paused and stood in silence for a moment, then I charged up the cuffs and prepared the Filipino boat-building spell I’d practiced earlier in the day.

      “Magkasama ang kahoy at papel.” I dragged my hands from the woods toward the lake.

      The sound of branches breaking and roots ripping up crackled through the air as trees flew our way. Soon, saplings and big tree branches were lining up at the shoreline and weaving themselves together like giant Lincoln Logs.

      I chanted and vines flew out, securing it all, wrapping joints tightly and filling in cracks.

      In a few minutes, we had a very decent log raft, seaworthy and ready.

      Rowan glanced at it and then at me. “Gee whiz, I plum forgot my overalls, Huck.” He smirked tiredly.

      I picked up his Huckleberry Finn reference and rolled my eyes. “Beggars can’t be choosers, Jim.” I gave my raft a little kick, which hurt my toe. Damn. It was sturdy. It would need to be. “Besides, I don’t see you creating a vehicle so solid.”

      He shrugged, averting his eyes. “No magic, remember?”

      How could I have forgotten? Quickly, I sent a blast of magic in his direction. I watched as it hit him, the spell changing his posture. His eyes flashed open and the color came back into his cheeks.

      He touched his chest right where his lifeless heart lay. “Jesus, I forgot how good that feels.”

      I choked on my own feelings for him. He seemed so vulnerable at that moment. Despite what we’d just said to each other, a bead of resentment rolled around in my chest. God, why didn’t he crave me the way he craved magic?

      “You two have the stabilizing spells ready?” I asked, shaking inwardly and focusing on the here and now.

      Disha gave me a look. “They’re simple. I just hope they’ll be enough. Have I mentioned how much I hate seaweed?”

      “If you two do your job right, we should avoid seaweed altogether,” I assured Disha.

      She blew out a breath but didn’t protest. Rowan stared on quietly as if he was not overly optimistic this would work but was left without a choice, no matter how small the hope.

      Well, maybe I’d show him.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I said, biting my lip and leaning down to shove my massive raft into the lake.

      Disha and Rowan helped me push. The makeshift vessel dragged over wet sand, leaving deep grooves, but once on the water, it floated nicely just as I’d pictured. As it glided out, we climbed aboard and sat atop it while Disha used a spell to propel it forward.

      “You have the compass?” Rowan asked as he used a branch to steer us further out.

      Feeling the weight of the Elemental item in my pocket, I nodded. I’d kept it hidden in my room all this time. Ava Marie had given me permission to use the compass, no one else. Plus, she’d said I alone had the power to control the Tempest in my cuffs. It was my responsibility.

      Fleetingly, I wondered, was I doing this for Rowan or for myself, just to prove I could do it? Was I as bad as he was, dragging Disha out here in the middle of the night on some other quest that didn’t concern her other than the fact that her best friend was a lunatic in love with a masochistic vampire?

      A stiff wind drew my attention back to the lake. We were far from shore now. The water below us was deep and murky. I remembered those winding weeds at the bottom that tried to drown us. What other creatures lurked in this lake?

      I shivered, despite the heat in my body. My cuffs throbbed once as if in warning. I thought about stopping, about telling Disha she should go back to shore. I was a fool to let her come out here, but I knew that if I said anything now, she’d just argue with me and insist on staying. I shouldn’t have involved her in the first place.

      Disha bit on the end of her braid nervously. “Are we far enough out now?”

      The water lapped against the rafts’ sides, dark and foreboding. The smell of seaweed and regret clogged my senses.

      “Yes,” I said, standing up. “It’s now or never.”

      My cuffs throbbed again. They were ready. And I was as ready as I would ever be.

      Closing my eyes, I held the compass and tapped into the energy stream coursing through the air and the water. The tingles began as they always did, but this time, I dug deeper and deeper, feeling as if I was mining down into the depths of the earth, slogging through dirt and mud with my bare hands.

      Then I spoke the words Disha and I had pieced together that we hoped would bring the Tempest to life, the very last recorded words of the pirate Darius VanWent.

      “I command the winds of change, north, south, east and west. I command the winds of change to do my bidding. I command the winds of change and bind them. Now, Tempest, come forth!”

      The wind picked up to a steady breeze. Then doubled, tripled. My hair whipped away from my head and I had to grip the compass hard to keep from losing it. The water began to churn and swirl and the boat rocked.

      When I glanced down to see how Rowan and Disha were doing, both were locked in casting their stabilizing spells. Our raft seemed peaceful enough even though the water raged around us. The smooth ride must’ve been their doing because the storm was starting to rage out of control.

      A swirl of wind and water grew up around us, making it appear as if we were in the middle of a small hurricane. Water sprayed my face and soaked my clothes which I’d expected, but what I had not was the speed of the swirling water. Our little raft, though somewhat stabilized by their spells, had started to spin around and around so fast I could barely keep my feet. The landscape began to blur before my eyes as we were dragged around faster and faster.

      This was getting out of hand despite my best efforts. I tapped into my cuffs to try to “control it” as Ava Marie suggested, yet there was nothing for me to direct them to do other than to stop the Tempest. But I couldn’t do that since the storm hadn’t had any effect on Rowan. I didn’t feel any magical energy flowing in his direction. He looked exactly the same except wet and worried.

      Once again, this was all going horribly wrong.

      Enough. I was calling it off. I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. Taking a deep breath, I shouted the words to cancel the spell into the storm.

      When I opened my eyes, the storm still raged. The spell hadn’t done anything.

      I tried, again and again, to stop the storm, shouting, screaming, but it only raged faster and faster. The vortex of water we’d been circling began to suck us in. I’d seen enough movies to know what happened next.

      “Disha, Rowan,” I shouted against the wind. “We need to get out of here!”

      They both looked up at me with fear on their soaked faces. Nothing they were doing made any difference.

      Crouching down, I gathered them into my arms as the vortex spun us out.

      Then the raft flipped and the water tore them from me.
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      Disha and Rowan went twirling away from me, pulled outward by the force of the vortex, headed up, away from the funnel. Wind and water swirled together tugging my friends upward into the waterlogged air.

      Desperately, I watched their limbs flailing, struggling to stop the force as it sucked them into the sky. Disha’s eyes were flung wide and her mouth uttered spells that were yanked uselessly into the wind. Rowan just looked pissed, his face a mask of rage as he spun further away until I could no longer see him.

      “No!” I screamed uselessly, my arms reaching as Rowan and Disha turned into tiny blurs in the misty distance, battered by the tempest.

      Water pummeled me until I felt I might drown, even this high up in the air. My body tumbled around like a sock in a washing machine until I couldn’t tell up from down. Through the turbulence, I caught glimpses of the lake’s shore as it became smaller and smaller.

      I reached for my magic again, trying to focus it with my cuffs, but it felt… it felt pinned up. Pinned? It was a sensation I’d only felt once before, even if this time I wasn’t frozen.

      Mink!

      He’d tied up my magic in Turkey, but I had broken free. Could this be him again? But if so, then this meant that it must have been him from the very beginning, probably since we found the compass. What if he planted the compass in the lake?

      I’d thought he’d followed us to Turkey and Hilton Head, but what if he had lured us all those places? But why? Why go through all this trouble for Rowan?

      But if I was right that would mean Ava Marie was with him. And Bridget? Her, too? My heart ached at the possibilities, even as the force spun faster, tumbling me sideways then head over heels. I didn’t know which way was up anymore. I was inside a blender set on pulverize. Lake water flooded my senses, but I had to focus or we’d all be dead in seconds.

      Pushing away the hurt of betrayal, I began unpinning my magic. I’d done it before, and I could do it again. One, two, three… I undid the restraints much faster than the first time.

      Still, the force of the vortex grew stronger, spinning like a centrifuge, pulling on my legs, my arms, and… my cuffs!

      God, it felt as if the storm was trying to slip them off me. My fingers bent inward as the cuffs squeezed over my wrists. The spell seemed willing to rip my hands off if it meant it could suck my cuffs into its watery throat.

      A raw scream escaped my mouth as I worked frantically to release my magic at the same time that I tried to pull in my legs and arms so I could curl up into a ball. The cuffs had moved along my wrists and were so far up my hands that I thought my thumbs would break.

      Three, two, one pin left.

      I tore at the magical bond with all my might. It broke. At my command, the cuffs snapped back into place, tight around my wrists.

      Roaring with anger, I aimed my hands at the center of the vortex and released a blast of magic into it.

      Water exploded in every direction, waves, and waves of it. I was caught by one of them and, as if it were a hand, it grabbed me, wrapping around me, trying to force itself into my mouth and drown me.

      I formed a ward around my body, one that Professor Fedorov had taught Disha and me. It repelled water as well as dirt, and it worked to keep the violent wave at bay. Sucking on air, I drew ragged breaths into my burning lungs even as my body began to plummet.

      The vortex was destroyed, and I wasn’t spinning anymore, but I was falling, the wave that had caught me trying to do the most damage possible even as it dissolved. My hair whipped into my eyes as my body flipped end over end. I couldn’t tell which way was up or how far off the ground I was. I was falling too far, too fast.

      I had to stop myself. Now.

      At the last second, I threw my hands down, slowing my fall, but not stopping it.

      I slammed against something hard, then went rolling like a discarded ball. I tumbled and tumbled until I came to a stop. The world around me kept spinning, even though I knew I was lying on my back, motionless. Dirt and grit filled my mouth along with the lake water I had swallowed. Everything ached as if all my bones had been broken and stitched back together. I squeezed my eyes shut, willing the dizziness to pass. I took in big gulps of air as I chanted insistent orders inside my head.

      Get up, Charlie. Get up and find your friends.

      Fists and teeth clenched, I rolled to my stomach, retching water until I could properly breathe. Then I pushed up to a standing position, my clothes dripping with frigid water. The world continued spinning, though it had slowed down.

      Swaying on my feet, I opened my eyes. There was darkness all around me. I had thought we would be spit back out on shore or dashed into the lake, but we were somewhere else entirely from the looks of things. Without waiting for a command, my cuffs began to glow, illuminating a dilapidated space that seemed somewhat familiar.

      I took a step forward. “Rowan. Disha!” I called out, my voice echoing as if I were in a cavern.

      There was no reply.

      Shining my cuffs all around, I started walking. A strong smell like that of decomposing flesh filled my nostrils. I wrinkled my nose and fought against my gag reflex. My light illuminated a broken, wooden crate and next to it… a body.

      I jumped back, my mind reeling.

      Before me lay the decaying flesh of a man, big and hairy. I realized, in my mounting horror, that he was naked with a wide, black gap where his abdomen should be. His eyes were closed, thank God, but I recognized the hairy eyebrows and the set of his jaw. This was… this was the werewolf Disha had killed, the one we’d thought was Ze German’s dog.

      I was back at the abandoned warehouse in Hilton Head. How in the hell had that happened?

      But where was Rowan? Where was Disha?

      The answer to my first question came in the form of a moan. I shone my light in the direction of the sound. A crumpled body rolled toward me, damp hair hanging in his eyes.

      “Rowan!” I ran to him.

      He was on the ground, laying on his side, his soaked leather jacket heavy on his body. As I reached him, he started coughing. I helped him sit up. Trickles of water spilled down the corners of his mouth. He was as soaked as I was and just as battered, but he was alive.

      Resisting the urge to hug him, I said, “We have to find Disha.”

      He blinked at me, looking confused.

      I hurried to share what I’d figured out. “We’re back in Hilton Head, in the warehouse. I think this could all be Mink’s fault. Just another trap.”

      Rowan shook his head, a muscle jumping in his jaw. Hopelessness took shape in his expression, filling me with more fear than ever before. I’d seen him desperate and frustrated before, but this hopelessness seemed deeper, bigger than any other emotion I’d seen on his handsome features before. A chasm we would all tumble into if we weren’t careful.

      “Rowan,” I shook him, “Disha needs us.”

      Whatever he was feeling, he needed to push it aside. Our friend needed our help. We were going to find her and get out of here. And we would never, never be this stupid again—not even if we thought we’d done our homework and had all the answers.

      I’d gotten her into this. If anything happened to her...

      Without a word, Rowan staggered shakily to his feet. I pushed a bit more magic into him, even if he hadn’t asked for it, nor had tried to draw it from me. He nodded in thanks.

      “We should split up,” he said, pushing wet hair away from his pale face.

      “No! We’re not splitting up.”

      He didn’t argue and, instead, walked by my side.

      Hugging myself to ward off cold and exhaustion, I scanned the room. We went a few steps, Rowan sniffing and peering into the darkness, far beyond the reach of our lights. He turned right and stopped, then kept going in that direction.

      “There,” he said and ran into the darkness.

      I followed and soon my cuffs illuminated a prone shape. Disha!

      Rowan reached her first. He knelt by her side, examined her face, then pressed two fingers to her throat. She was still and waterlogged with blue lips beneath closed eyes. My feet stopped, along with my heart. Why was he doing that? Did she look dead? Was she dead?

      “She’s alive,” he said, glancing in my direction.

      I let out a loud breath.

      Rowan’s eyes widened and he stood very, very slowly.

      I swallowed, my cuffs pulsing in warning. A tension filled the air that hadn’t been there before and all my hairs prickled.

      “There’s something behind me, isn’t there?”

      He nodded.

      Slowly, I turned around.

      The truth demon was hovering above me.

      The creature seemed to have tripled in size and ugliness. Its bull horns and knife-like fingers were now Rowan’s height. Silvery smoke surrounded the creature, twirling around the enormous skeletal face. Huge, thick limbs seemed to vibrate under some kind of magical restraint. Rows of small teeth snapped together as if threatening to eat me. He was solid now, not a mere smoke monster like last time. This time he could tear us apart.

      A tremor of fear ratcheted up my spine. I took several steps back until I ran into Rowan.

      Placing his hands on my shoulders, he moved me aside and took a step forward.

      “Get Disha out of here,” he growled.

      As soon as he said it, my mind knew that was the right thing to do, but my heart couldn’t wrap itself around the idea of leaving Rowan to his own fate. So, instead, I used a quick spell to push Disha back and behind a thick column where she would be safe. Then, against my better judgment, I turned around and faced the monster.

      Rowan gave me a sidelong glance that seemed to indicate he didn’t approve of what I was doing, but he knew better than to try to tell me what to do.

      The demon’s skeletal face glowed, illuminated by my cuffs. Only its nostrils remained dark, like depthless caverns. Yet, its eyes smoldered a dull red, making the dusty warehouse look like a horror movie set.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      As if in answer, Ava Marie stepped from behind the demon.

      What?! She was here?

      She was smiling, swinging the summoner in her hand. Something about her entire demeanor was different than the meek girl I knew. Now, she walked with confidence, and her expression suggested cockiness. Her hair was no longer limp and wet. Even her leather pants and black tight-fitting shirt were nowhere close to the clothes she normally wore.

      “Maybe something like this would help,” she said in a thoughtful tone, the same she had used while telling me all those lies about the compass.

      “Why?!” I demanded. “I trusted you.”

      She tsked, tsked. “One would think that, after all you’ve been through, you would have trust issues, Charlie Rivera. But you must be brain-dead. God, you were so easy to fool.”

      “And Bridget? Is she also in this with you?” I glanced down at the summoner as rage and confusion mashed together in my gut.

      She waved a hand dismissively. “Nah, I just borrowed this from her before she shared it with you. Then Professor Fedorov wasn’t very careful keeping an eye on it. God, that girl is even stupider than you are, which was helpful. Her brother was the only one who saw through my disguise.”

      “Bobby!” I exclaimed. “You were the one who hurt him! Not Mink.”

      “That’s right,” she said. “I hated to do it. I like werewolves. But I had no other choice.”

      “I guess he sniffed the rat out,” I said.

      Ava Marie smiled. “It seems it always takes a Lesser to do a stupid witch’s job.”

      “That’s enough,” Rowan said, jumping to my defense.

      Ava Marie batted her eyelashes innocently and brushed a hand down the demon’s side as if it were her pet cat and not a nasty creature from the underworld. I wondered what she had done to make it solid, and how she’d tamed it. At her touch, the demon huffed.

      “Mink wants me, so leave the girls out of this,” Rowan shouted at Ava Marie. “I’ll go with him.”

      “No, Rowan!” I pulled on his sleeve. “He’ll kill you.”

      “I may as well be dead already,” he said, barely tilting his head in my direction.

      Illuminated by my cuffs, the pain in his expression sent a stab of a similar agony into my soul. He’d lost his desire to live. I didn’t know why I was able to tell, but there was no doubt in my mind that he would sacrifice himself willingly, whether or not it was necessary.

      Ava Marie laughed. “Very honorable of you, Rowan. And though Mink would be happy with the trifling matter of your death, it will be harder to please me.”

      “You want my cuffs,” I said, remembering how the vortex had pulled at them. “The Tempest isn’t real. You and Mink made it all up.”

      She tapped her temple. “You are a bit slow, but you finally figured it out. Maybe I can arrange for a prize or something.”

      “And you’re a lot crazy,” I said. “The cuffs chose me, so you can’t have them. They vaporize people who try to use them, so be my guest and put them on. No one who has tried to take them from me has succeeded, and you won’t either.”

      My words seemed to hit a nerve because Ava Marie shuddered, her blond hair swaying behind her as she shook her head.

      “About that,” she said, her voice growing deeper. Her legs elongated as if she were a crouching spider that had finally decided to stretch her limbs.

      Rowan and I exchanged a glance as Ava Marie’s body continued to change, growing taller by about five inches, her hair turning from blond to deep black, and her features acquiring an exotic beauty.

      “Remember me?” she asked in her new, fuller voice.

      I shook my head in disbelief, my mouth going dry. It was the woman from the mausoleum, the same one who had blasted me with a gust of wind as I tried to take my revenge on Smudge Face. She had been working with Henderson to steal the cuffs from me, and she hadn’t given up.

      “You two have cost me too much,” she said, her now-dark eyes full of hatred. “You killed Henderson,” she gestured in my direction. “And you…” She seemed to reserve the most hate-filled look for Rowan, “You killed Adam.”

      “Who?” Rowan stared back in shock. “I didn’t kill any… Adam.” He sounded uncertain and seemed to figure out who she meant just as he spoke the words.

      “The werewolf?” I asked, remembering the creature Rowan had shot the day his father prevented my kidnapping and took me to the Academy, the werewolf who would have killed Macgregor if Rowan hadn’t acted. “He’s the werewolf friend Ava Marie told me about, right?” It was stupid to use that name, but she was the person I had trusted and had felt sympathy for.

      “There is no Ava Marie!” she yelled. “My name is Tempest, and I will show you my power.”

      Just as she said this, a violent wind blew from her hand and struck me in the chest. As I slid backward, I held up my hands and pushed back with my magic. Beside me, Rowan fought against the same strong wind and, with his preternatural strength, broke free from it.

      Blurring as he ran in her direction, he rammed against Tempest and knocked her to the ground. As he did, the summoner flew out of her hand and rolled away into the darkness.

      As if breaking free from its leash, the demon stomped his enormous feet and swung his arms like a gorilla, bearing his throat in an unearthly howl.

      “Catch,” Rowan said, throwing the summoner in my direction after retrieving it from the shadows.

      I caught it and stared at it dumbfounded. What was I supposed to do with it? Last time, the demon had just gone back in on its own.

      Unsure of what to do, I held the device above my head and pointed it toward the demon. It had no effect. Instead, the creature ignored me and walked around me, shaking the ground as it came, causing the decaying ceiling to fall in chunks and stir up dust that clogged the air. A window popped and shattered, sending glass spewing through the warehouse.

      I tilted the summoner and urged it to work, begging my cuffs to help. Nothing. The creature kept on its way, rattling the ancient building with each step as if he meant to take it all down with him as he headed toward—

      Disha!

      Dropping the summoner to the floor, I ran in her direction.

      Catching sight of me, the demon stopped and extending one of his long, meaty arms reached behind the column, pulled Disha from her hiding place, and dangled her up in the air by one leg—a small, helpless doll in the claws of a giant.

      “No!” I screamed and glanced around as if expecting a solution to this mess to spring out of the ground.

      “Let’s talk now,” Tempest said.

      My eyes found her at the edge of the shadows, one side of her face dark and ominous as she leaned over a fallen Rowan, her magic holding him in place.

      In Tempest’s hand, a stake poised directly above his heart.
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      “Put the stake down. I’ll talk.” I took a step toward Tempest with my hands up in surrender. Rowan stared up at me from the ground, looking weak and defeated, but there was no way I was giving up that easily. How had she managed to subdue him?

      With a flick of my wrist, I sent a magic pulse straight at Tempest, but it hit an invisible shield and fizzled away. I wasn’t dealing with some commonplace non-wizard here. This Elemental must either be bonded to a witch or warlock or had some other way to wield magic.

      She smirked. “You really are dumb. You think I can’t do magic since I’m only an Elemental. I can do more than you think, silly witch.” She let that sink it, leaving me to wonder what other things she was capable of and why. Glancing greedily at my cuffs, she added, “You’ve barely scratched the surface of what those cuffs can do. They are more powerful than you are capable of imagining. That’s why I want them.”

      “Never,” I hissed, trying to rush through the spells I’d learned.

      “Never?” she asked. “Are you sure?”

      At that, she tore open Rowan’s shirt and pushed the tip of the stake into the skin above his heart. His face twisted in pain as it began to slice his flesh.

      “Stop!”

      I rushed forward, but she held a hand up, so I skidded to a stop. My heart beat like a frightened bird as I waited for her next move. She could kill Rowan in an instant and I wouldn’t be fast enough to stop her. I needed to think.

      Her dark eyes zeroed in on me as she withdrew the stake. Rowan’s black blood dripped onto his chest as she spoke. “First of all, I need you to stop the vigilante bullshit.”

      I nodded, lowering my hands.

      “Good. Second, you need to listen carefully or I’ll shish kabob your boyfriend and tell my demon friend over there to bash your Indian princess into bits. Capisce?”

      I nodded slowly, flicking a glance to where Disha still dangled in the truth demon’s fist. Thank God she was unconscious so she wouldn’t have to know the horror of what was happening.

      “Great,” Tempest continued. “Now, I’m a fair woman. I want to make a deal with you. I get what you’re saying about the cuffs choosing you. I don’t have to take them from you, but you can join me.”

      I barked out a laugh. “Join you? Are you kidding me? That wind must’ve swirled your brains if you think I’d ever turn my back on my friends to join you and whatever other evil, power-hungry group of subversives you’re in league with.”

      Tempest smiled as if she was way ahead of me. “You don’t have to leave your friends. They can join, too. We know how talented Ms. Khatri is. Henderson made that very clear. And Rowan has untapped potential. He has no idea how to thrive as a vampire and we have people who can show him. If we join all our powers, we could accomplish so much.”

      Rowan’s attention was locked on Tempest, drinking in her every word. Had she hypnotized him? That had to be it because there was no way he was buying any of this crap.

      “All that about a vampire cure was a lie?” I asked, glancing pointedly at Rowan, hoping he didn’t forget we’d all been victims of a big charade. He couldn’t trust these people. None of us could.

      She smirked. “Who needs a cure when what he has isn’t a sickness? It’s power. Untapped power that he can learn to use as soon as all three of you join our cause.”

      “And what is your cause, exactly?” I didn’t give a shit about her cause. I was stalling her to give me some time to think. We were on Hilton Head Island and no one knew. No cavalry was coming. Maybe if Disha woke up…

      “You know our cause, Charlie. We simply want what any group of have-nots wants: a piece of the proverbial pie. You must know that your so-called ‘Academy’ stole the most powerful portals around the world and has kept them for themselves for centuries. They used to be available to everyone, even us Lessers. Any Supernatural creature could travel through them or draw energy to make more powerful spells than they were capable of. It’s a classic power grab scenario. They wanted everything, so they took it all and left the rest of us in the cold.”

      “That’s not true.”

      “Isn’t it?” She cocked her head to the side, letting a curtain of jet black hair cascade down. “What have you been learning in that school of yours? I bet they don’t tell the students that in the 1800s, the very group of witches and warlocks that founded the Academy used their magic to find the seven most powerful portals in the world. Once they located them, they put incredible wards around them to make sure no one else could access them. Your little Enlightenment Fountain was the first one.”

      I shook my head, not sure what to believe. But, if I knew anything, it was that Dean McIntosh and her sisters, though weird, were also some of the most honest and upstanding people I’d ever met. They wouldn’t be a part of something so sinister and underhanded.

      “All we want, Charlie,” she continued, “is to free the portals. Let everyone use them. It isn’t fair only a select few can wield such power. They took it from the Lessers and they tried to take it from you, didn’t they?”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      She turned her attention to my glowing cuffs. “When the Aradia’s Cuffs chose you, the deans weren’t very happy, now, were they?”

      “They were worried for my safety,” I stammered.

      “Is that what they told you? It’s a clever lie.”

      Stepping back, she held her hand out to Rowan and helped him stand. He blinked, surprised to find that he could move as if whatever magic that had kept him in check had dissipated.

      Tempest turned her full attention to him. “And when you became a Lesser, they didn’t want you anymore, did they? Even though you can have more power in this form than you ever could have had as a human warlock. I have friends just like you. They can show you how to live as a vampire and have magic. Your own magic.”

      Rowan’s eyebrows arched as if her words were more than enticing. They were everything he had ever longed to hear.

      I chewed my lip. She was baiting us, using our anger and frustration to turn us against the people we trusted. I had no idea if anything she’d said was true, but one thing was clear, the tactics they had used to get what they wanted—murder, lies, and manipulation—made them the bad guys. Not the Academy.

      “I’m not buying it,” I said, drawing more power from my cuffs. “So, here’s my final offer, let us go or I’m going to make you.”

      “Charlie,” Rowan said, his voice uncertain. “Let’s just hear her out.”

      I flashed him a look that let him know I’d already made up my mind.

      Footsteps behind me made me whirl. A human figure cut through the darkness and stepped into the light.

      Mink.

      “Ana, I told you they wouldn’t listen to you. You had your chance. Now, it’s my turn.” He twisted his mustache between two fingers and eyed her smugly. He removed his hat and swirled his cloak off his shoulders, revealing his thin but sharp sword, unsheathed and glowing slightly with magic power.

      Tempest, whose real name must’ve been Ana, scowled. “I’ve tried to be reasonable, witch,” she said. “But it seems you’d rather deal with Mink.”

      “Join us or die at Mink’s hands.” That’s what she was saying. More murder and manipulation was all they had to offer.

      I stood my ground.

      She sighed. “I can’t be responsible for this, Mink,” she said, then, in one quick motion, threw her hands down. A swirl of wind shot out of the ground, momentarily obscuring her from view. When the wind died down, she, and the truth demon were gone. Disha lay on the ground, seemingly undisturbed.

      “Very well,” Mink said. “I’ll take care of this myself.”

      With a snarling cry, Mink charged at Rowan.

      Rowan crouched, growling fiercely while his fangs elongated and his eyes darkened to round black orbs. He would normally have welcomed this confrontation, but he’d already taken a few blows from Tempest and Mink was a formidable opponent. This fight could be his last.

      The blade in Mink’s hand flashed as he ran. Suddenly, I recognized it as the blade that had rendered Rowan unconscious right here all those months ago. Mink had planted the blade then and was using it now, same as he tried to do in Turkey. And, what Rowan didn’t know was, it was very likely the same sword that stabbed Bobby, imbued with powers that would weaken any Lesser.

      Rowan didn’t stand a chance.

      Putting this all together in a split second, I knew I had to intervene. Lifting my hands, I readied a spell to blast Mink out of the way as he bounded over a fallen beam and got ready to strike.

      As I was speaking the last word, a fist made of wind pounded into my chest, shoved me across the room, and slammed me back against the wall. My skull connected with the hard drywall and stars shot across my vision.

      Dazed, I slumped to my knees and shook my head. The gray edges of the world threatened to fold in on me, but I knew if I didn’t fight for consciousness, Rowan was finished. Still, I couldn’t command my legs.

      Up, damn it! Get up.

      A snarling cry ripped through the warehouse. When I could focus my eyes, I found Rowan on his knees, clutching his bleeding chest as Mink stood over him, ready to bring down a death blow.

      “No!”

      I scrambled upright and threw my hands out, sending a propelling spell in his direction, but it missed and blasted into a pillar instead. Debris rained down and the building trembled, but nothing would stop Mink from ending Rowan. I could see the crazed look in his eyes as he brought the sword down in an arch meant to slice off Rowan’s head.

      I raised my hands again, knowing I would be too late.

      A pop of smoke and a shiver of air exploded in the room. A figure appeared between Rowan and Mink in the split second before the blow. The blade, already on its trajectory, came down, slicing into this new person’s flesh. He crumpled to his knees as red blood jetted out, spraying Mink, the ground.

      Macgregor Underwood stared at the blood coating his chest and hands.

      Rowan cried out, “No. Father!”

      Macgregor? How?!

      Oh, God. No, no, no.

      Mink blinked at the bloody scene for a second. He seemed surprised but recovered quickly. “I’d started to believe you wouldn’t show,” he said, a satisfied smile spreading across his lips.

      Taking a step back, he glanced around the room, probably fearing others would come after Macgregor, then turned and fled.

      I wanted to give chase, but Macgregor needed help. I rushed toward the dean in time to see Rowan draw his lifeless father into his arms.

      Macgregor was soaked in blood. Mink’s blade had cut him from his right shoulder down across his chest. His neat dress shirt was sliced apart and stained a deep red. The blow was deep, and judging from the blood, had hit at least one artery.

      I fell to my knees in a sticky puddle and poured all I had into a healing spell.

      Patch, mend, stop the blood.

      I worked my hands in the motions over and over, pumping more and more energy into the spell, but the blood kept coming.

      Macgregor paled. His face was ashy white. Yet, his eyes remained locked on his son’s face.

      “No, no, no,” Rowan muttered, rocking his father. “Please,” he begged, though I wasn’t sure who he was beseeching, me or God.

      Panicked, I kept working my healing spells but they were useless. Mink’s blade did more than drain Lesser’s powers. It seemed it also made healing spells useless.

      “It’s not working,” I moaned, clenching my fists and pounding them into my thighs in frustration. “We have to get him somewhere. He needs a doctor.” I glanced up, realizing we were far from anywhere that would help Macgregor. And there was so much blood. I’d never seen so much in my entire life.

      “Rowan,” Macgregor rasped.

      Rowan stopped rocking and stared down at his father’s face.

      Macgregor managed a weak smile on his blood tinged lips. “I… I’m sorry.”

      “Dad, it’s okay,” Rowan moaned. “Just stay with me.”

      “I’m sorry… for everything.”

      “Dad, it’s okay. It’s really okay. I’m the one who’s sorry. Please just stay awake, okay. We’re going to get you help.” Rowan choked on a sob, lowering his head. “Dad? Dad!”

      But Macgregor didn’t answer.

      He was dead.
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      Rowan lifted his head and let out a roar of pure, unadulterated pain.

      Still kneeling, I grabbed my head, trying to get my thoughts around what had just happened. I focused on the events, the whys and the hows because if I let my emotions take over, I wouldn’t be able to handle them. Even as I denied them an escape, I felt them warring inside my chest, threatening to cripple me.

      This couldn’t be real. Macgregor could not be dead.

      Tears of blood spilled down Rowan’s face as he held his father as if he were his anchor, his link to a life that wasn’t all bad, a life that had been filled with love, despite all the pride, despite all the differences. He alternated between muttering a series of denials and keening.

      I thought of Rowan’s mom. His brothers. They would be devastated.

      God, what have we done? What have we done?

      The question played over and over in my head. This was our fault. Rowan’s father was dead because we’d thought we knew better. He’d told us from the beginning there was no cure, and we didn’t want to listen.

      “Very touching,” a voice said from the back of the warehouse. “I’m glad I stayed to watch this.”

      Blinking out of my emotional stupor, I stared up.

      Mink emerged from the shadows. He hadn’t fled after all.

      “It seems no one else is coming to your rescue,” the coward said. “So it’s just us three or four again.” He gave Disha a sidelong glance.

      Gently, very gently, Rowan set his father down. He closed Macgregor’s still-opened eyes with a light touch and folded his lifeless hands over his ruined chest.

      Rowan went on looking at his father, regret, and love twisting his features. “Forgive me, Father. This is my fault. It’s always been my fault. If I’d only listened…”

      “How tender,” Mink said in a mocking tone. “But not as tender as being able to kill so many birds with one stone.” He glanced from Macgregor to Rowan to Disha and then to me. “Positively delightful.” Mink swished his still-bloody sword in the air. It cut through the silence, the swish-swish sound slicing into my heart as well. Blood droplets flung through the air, splattering the floor in red arcs.

      Macgregor’s blood. Rowan’s father’s blood.

      One moment, Rowan was kneeling in front of me, the next he was gone.

      I whirled, searching for him, but he’d disappeared into the darkness of the empty, cavernous room.

      Mink crouched, sword at the ready, eyes roving all around the warehouse and its many dim corners.

      I stood to join the fight, rage replacing the confusion and loss. Mink deserved to die for this, and I would help Rowan. He was prowling around his prey. I could sense him.

      A shield of protection shimmered around Mink, but he didn’t appear scared. Instead, he seemed satisfied and confident. We were nothing but kids to him. Macgregor and the possibility of others coming after him had been the real threat.

      I took a step forward, readying my cuffs.

      “No, Charlie,” Rowan’s voice echoed through the old warehouse. “He’s mine.”

      As he said the words, a racking pain pulled at my heart as if it would tear it out of my body. I lurched forward a few steps, then fell to my knees, feeling as if my ribs would hurl open like a set of doors.

      Magic poured out of me in a huge stream. My chest jerked upward a few inches and my arms flailed at my sides as magical energy flowed out of me, riding the link Rowan and I shared. He’d drawn magic from me once before, but this was different. He intended to drain me.

      The cuffs protested, tightening around my wrists, hurting me. I moaned in pain. My very insides were being wrenched out of me. It felt like someone was ripping my heart out, and in a way he was. Rowan wanted all my magic, and he didn’t care if he knocked me unconscious in the process.

      The agony was quick, though it felt like forever. At last, I collapsed to one side, crashing onto my shoulder. Unable to move, I blinked at a dumbfounded Mink. He still appeared smug as he assessed the shadows, still searching for Rowan.

      Did Mink realize what Rowan had done? Did he still think he could take him? Maybe—now that I was immobilized—he probably thought one would be easier to beat than two.

      I fought to keep my eyes open. I was tired, so very tired like I’d been awake for days.

      A blur ran in front of Mink. The mustached man spooked, brandished his sword from one side to the other in a glowing arc. Another blur ran behind him, testing Mink’s protective shield. It flickered. Mink whirled, cutting the air with his sword.

      The blur came again, but this time, it didn’t run past. Sparks flew as Mink’s magic collided with Rowan’s. Mink’s shield fell away, then Rowan smacked head-first into the vampire hunter, knocking the sword from his hand.

      Mink threw a hand out, calling for his sword. It flew in his direction but changed trajectory in mid-air and, instead, landed in Rowan’s hand. He stood in front of Mink, an expression of irrevocable hatred on his pale features.

      “You killed my father,” Rowan said, exposing his fangs in a predatory sneer.

      Mink shrugged, trying and failing to appear nonchalant. “He deserved it for his weakness, for betraying his beliefs. We’ve been in this together for a long time, your father and I. Then you happened.” His voice trembled slightly as his cunning gaze assessed the situation. “He should’ve expected as much when he turned his back on me and picked you instead. Stupid, stupid decision.”

      Quicker than the eye could see, Mink whirled his hands, attempting to recover his sword from Rowan. The weapon lurched, but Rowan held it fast.

      “Today, you die,” Rowan said, vicious fury etched on his face.

      He slashed the sword across Mink’s chest. The warlock put up another shield. It held back the bulk of the blow, but a patch of blood began to seep through his jacket. He touched the spot and, rubbing his fingers together, examined the blood as if he’d never bled before.

      Mink bared his teeth and jerked his arm in Rowan’s direction. A ball of red magic flew toward Rowan’s face. My heart clenched with fear, but Rowan batted it away with a small flick of his wrist as if it were nothing but a pesky fly. His power was unlike anything I’d seen from him before as if with his experience he could wield my magic better than I could.

      Rowan slashed with the sword again, cutting a deep gash in Mink’s shoulder. The warlock slapped a hand to the wound and growled in pain, helpless against his own enchanted sword.

      “We never did anything to you,” Rowan said coldly, then slashed again, cutting a gash on Mink’s other shoulder.

      “You were supposed to be my father’s friend.” Another slash, this time to Mink’s stomach. He was playing with him, cutting him up slowly. It was horrible to watch even if Mink was a monster.

      Mink wrapped an arm around his stomach, bending over, eyes darting as if looking for an escape.

      I fought to get up. “Rowan,” I said in a whisper too hoarse and low to be heard. I had to stop him.

      “But I guess you enjoy the hunt too much,” Rowan continued, pressing the tip of the sword to Mink’s cheek. He let it sit there, its magic burning the warlock’s face, while Mink tried to defend himself with a useless spell. The smell of burning flesh flooded the air.

      “Well, I’m going to enjoy killing you,” Rowan hissed.

      “No,” I said, reaching out a hand.

      Just moments ago, I’d thought killing Mink was a good idea, but not like this—not with such viciousness, not taking pleasure in it. This wasn’t self-defense. This was torture. If Rowan did that…

      No, he couldn’t. He wouldn’t. There would be no coming back from that. It would break his soul.

      “Please, Rowan… don’t,” I said, still reaching for him. My hands trembled as I clawed through debris toward him.

      He tensed for a second, which let me know he’d heard me, but he didn’t glance in my direction. If he had, it might have made all the difference.

      Instead, he went on slashing the sword, cutting Mink until he was on his knees, begging. Crosshatched with seeping wounds. The warlock was holding his arms up to protect his face. His jacket was shredded to bits and blood was everywhere.

      Still, Rowan kept cutting his father’s murderer without pity, while Mink’s screams for mercy echoed around us.

      Unable to bear anymore, I hid my face from the horror and wept.

      I didn’t know how much time had passed. It felt like forever, or at least several lifetimes, during which I lost Rowan over and over again.

      At last, there was silence. Still, I didn’t dare look up. I couldn’t face Rowan again, not after what he’d done.

      My tears had dried out. I couldn’t move. I was frozen, listening to the thundering beat of my heart as I wished this all away. I heard his steps as he approached, but I kept my face buried in my hands. There was the sound of metal clattering to the floor, then retreating steps. After their echoes died out, I finally had the courage to lift my head.

      Mink’s sword was on the ground next to me, crimson with blood. I averted my eyes, not daring to look toward the body. Instead, I crawled my way toward Disha. She was lying on her side, her face beautiful and relaxed as if she were sleeping and dreaming of something wonderful.

      I pushed a strand of hair away from her face and lay down next to her, tears spilling out of the corners of my eyes. At least she’d been spared from the worst horrors of this night.

      At least… I still had her.
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      Anyone who was anyone at the Academy seemed to be here.

      Hell, anyone who was anyone in the whole of Atlanta seemed to be here.

      Hundreds of people in their black vehicles, all magicked that way for the occasion, occupied the narrow streets of Oakland Cemetery. Hundreds more crowded the perfectly kept lawns and gardens.

      It had been decades since the last plot of land had been sold in this place, but the Underwoods had a spot for their patriarch today. Many famous people were buried here. It was a beautiful place, with an art gallery on its premises and space for events. Huge headstones marched in neat rows beside flowering trees and beautiful gardens. The grounds were quiet, save for the buzzing of bees that pollinate the roses and hydrangeas.

      I’d driven past it before and thought nothing of people coming here to celebrate among the dead. I’d been younger then and hadn’t understood a thing about the world.

      Now, I found it morbid. From today until forever, this place would only bring me sadness and despair.

      Rowan’s mother, Bonnie, and his brothers, along with the eldest brother’s wife and children, grieved silently as the coffin was lowered into the ground. Under the morning sun, a Celtic priest and a warlock with a lilting accent had spoken words of salvation and resurrection, but to me, it all translated to pain and ruin.

      I’d spent my first Academy Christmas with the Underwoods. They weren’t perfect by any stretch of the imagination, but they’d been happy and kind to me for the most part.

      Back then, Bonnie had been full of vigor and enthusiasm for her family, and now she just looked defeated. The cheerfulness that I’d grown used to seeing on her face was gone, replaced by a slack expression that spoke of emptiness and irreparable loss. Her bright blouses and skirts were replaced with a simple black dress and patent leather heels. She sobbed into a handkerchief and stared at the coffin.

      Nathaniel and Lawrence stood by her side, looking stern and supportive, pillars of strength for their mother—even if sometimes, flashes of fury and pain could be seen in their eyes if one paid close attention.

      Behind them, the other women of the family and Macgregor’s two grandchildren fidgeted nervously, looking lost and out of place. Did the kids understand what their grandfather had sacrificed? What story would they be told?

      Beside the family, there seemed to be an empty space, one reserved for Rowan, who was absent.

      A sob stuck in my throat. I bit the inside of my cheek. Disha interlaced her fingers with mine and squeezed, reminding me I wasn’t alone. I squeezed back, wondering what I would do without her. For one, I wouldn’t be here. I wouldn’t have found the courage to show my face. How they must blame me for their loss.

      When the coffin disappeared entirely from view, people began to leave, slowly, quietly. Not many walked up to the Underwoods to offer their condolences. Maybe the family had asked for privacy, or they saw the fury on the boys’ faces and the utter grief on Bonnie’s and decided it was best to let them grieve in peace.

      Disha said there would be a small reception in their home later, but I wasn’t going. I would ride back to the Academy with Dean McIntosh instead.

      The Dean had informed me I would be spending the summer with her and not with Irmagard on her beet farm. I was looking forward to that. I wanted to make it up to the Dean. She’d welcome me into the Academy and all I’d done was cause trouble.

      Every day, I suspected she was unable to expel me because of the cuffs. They were too powerful and likely dangerous under the care of someone like me. So she’d opted for keeping me near and treating me with respect, even if I didn’t deserve it.

      As if I’d conjured her, the Dean walked up to Bonnie and spoke quietly with her and her sons. Disha and I stood by a tree on the other side of the hollowed-out grave with Macgregor’s coffin inside of it. The smell of freshly uncovered dirt was cloying, and I wanted nothing more than to get as far away from here as I could.

      Disha tugged on my hand. “Let’s go talk to Bonnie,” she said.

      I shook my head. “You go. I’ll stay here.”

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. I wasn’t sure I should have come, but I was sure I had no business trying to talk to them.

      Disha went, her black dress flowing in the breeze, a hand on her hat to keep it from blowing away. When she got there, she hugged Rowan’s mother tightly. As Bonnie returned the hug, her gaze drifted in my direction. I wanted the earth to split open and swallow me.

      Her eyes were full of sadness, but there was no accusation in them. Did she not know what I’d done? There were many versions of what had happened circulating around the Academy—not all of them accurate.

      Not all of them putting the blame where it belonged.

      I’d thought Rowan’s mother would have gotten the right version but had she? Maybe not. Not if she was looking at me this way.

      She should hate me. I hated me.

      Unable to hold her gaze, I looked away, past the sculpture of a sleeping lion, past a short iron fence. I wanted to disappear the way Rowan had.

      In the warehouse on Hilton Head Island, after I’d passed out next to Disha, she’d awakened to witness the tragedy our recklessness had caused. She’d called for help, and Dean McIntosh and Fedorov had come to retrieve us, collect Macgregor’s body, and clean up the mess.

      It had taken me nearly a week to recover, which I’d spent in the infirmary under Nurse Taishi’s care. I’d only left the infirmary to attend the Dean’s funeral.

      Despite the Academy being in mourning, Dean McIntosh made sure the semester came to a conclusion. Everyone finished their classes. Seniors graduated at an early, subdued ceremony, and life went on as usual, just the way Dean Underwood would have wanted—at least that was what everyone said. Disha and I were excused from exams but would be given a chance to take them later.

      There had been a big investigation. As a matter of fact, it was still ongoing. Disha and I had been key witnesses. Tempest was still at large, but Magical Law Enforcement was on her trail. It turned out, she was a known criminal who they’d been trying to arrest for a long time.

      Macgregor Underwood’s death had been attributed to Bash Mink. When the Dean had lobbied for non-wizards to be allowed into the Academy, Mink had seen that as a big affront to his beliefs and principles and, apparently, had sworn revenge on Macgregor in front of a few people who had been more than happy to testify against the vampire hunter. Mink had seen Rowan as Macgregor’s biggest weakness, so he had targeted the son to get to the father. It was discovered that he had been responsible for placing the compass in the lake, starting rumors about it, and placing a spell in the device that caused Rowan’s heart to beat.

      For his part, Dean Macgregor Underwood had died a hero, defending his son and his classmates. The Academy found him irreplaceable and had no immediate plans of filling his position.

      As for Bash Mink’s death… Rowan had been charged with his murder. Called a maniacal vampire, he was also in hiding and a reward was being offered for tips on his whereabouts. Sure, some agreed with what he did, including his two brothers who were very vocal that Mink got exactly what he deserved, but the rest of the wizarding community was torn. Magical Law Enforcement saw the brutality Rowan had used and decided to charge him despite cries of outrage to the contrary.

      By many powerful Supernaturals and most Regulars, Rowan was considered dangerous, bloodthirsty and out-of-control. His picture had even been on the national news.

      I ran trembling fingers through my hair, wishing to be back at the infirmary where Nurse Taishi could give me something that would put me to sleep. Except I was supposed to move on, supposed to carry on with my life such as it was.

      How? After all I’d witnessed.

      The cemetery had emptied quickly. People had floated away like ghosts, the same way they had arrived. I was about to do the same when I felt a tug behind my breast bone. My eyes filtered up to the trees that surrounded the cemetery. One person alone seemed to remain.

      He was standing a distance away, partly hidden by a tree. His frozen gaze was directed toward the grave.

      It was Rowan.

      I took a deep breath and held it. My eyes darted toward his family. What would they do if they saw him? Would they be glad? Would they blame him? I thought I knew what his brothers would do, but I also knew he wasn’t here for them.

      He was here for his mother.

      Almost against his will, Rowan’s gaze met mine. For a long moment, we watched each other. There was such pain in his expression, such loneliness that my heart ached for him, for the person he used to be.

      I felt so much for him, a big jumble of emotions that I wanted out, evicted, yanked out—the way I’d been yanked out of that old building Trey and I had shared.

      Rowan was bad for me. I lost sight of everything when he was near. He was like a huge forest that blotted out all the trees. I’d done enough trying to help him.

      It was time to let him go—even if his eyes were crying out for help, for understanding, even if every inch of me wanted to run over to him and drag him into my arms. Even if he had no one else in the world to rely on. I had to let him go.

      Goodbye, Rowan.

      I tore my eyes from his, the link that bonded us tugging at my heart. I promised myself that I would do everything in my power to try to forget him.
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      Now, that I had endured one funeral, I realized there was another one I had yet to attend.

      It took me some time to detach myself from the crowd at the cemetery and get back to the dean who waited for me beside her car. It seemed she wanted to get back to the school to attend to any grieving students and help out her sister who she’d left with the task.

      Disha had offered to come along to help me pack my room but understood when I told her I was fine with the dean. She went on to the reception at the Underwoods’, something I couldn’t bring myself to do.

      Breaking all ties to your fugitive ex-boyfriend after attending his father’s funeral—the father you felt responsible for killing, no less—that allowed you some leeway.

      Dean McIntosh and I rode in silence for a while, her sedan humming quietly down the highway. I was grateful she didn’t pepper me with questions. My throat felt raw and no amount of words could explain all that tumbled inside me. But, just before we were about to take the exit that would lead to the Academy, her eyes darted my way.

      “You were brave today,” she said.

      I gave a wry laugh. “Hardly.”

      Her mouth screwed to the side, highlighting soft wrinkles that showed her age. “Many would not have attended the funeral. Not after the rumors circulating around. It took guts to show your face. Brass balls, as my father would say, gods rest his soul.”

      I shrugged one shoulder. “I don’t feel brave. I feel stupid. Awful.”

      “I’m sure you do, but I hope, Charlie, that you will stop blaming yourself. The path that Macgregor and Rowan were on was never an easy one and then, when that scoundrel Mink got involved… You’ll excuse me for speaking ill of the dead, but he was an ass. Did you know he was responsible for the death of his own son?”

      “Yeah, he told me.”

      The Dean shook her head in disgust. “How a father could do that… Regardless, you were dragged along into a very dangerous and confusing situation. One could say an impossible situation.”

      I bit my lip.

      She reached across the car and gripped the hand I had balled up on my knee. “Charlie, it wasn’t your fault.”

      “Okay,” I whispered, not sure if I believed it.

      “I don’t really say this enough. Often, I find it difficult to express emotions. I leave that to my sister, but I want to tell you now.” She glanced at me as she drove. “I’m proud of you, Charlie. You’re turning into a fine young lady.”

      I met her gaze with tears in my eyes. “Thank you.”

      She patted my hand, looking quite sad. “I wish things could’ve been easier on you. I wish they would be going forward.”

      I gave her hand a squeeze. She was my dean, but at that moment she felt like more, like someone I could depend on, a shelter in the storm that swirled around me.

      She dropped me at my dorm, giving me a last smile and a wave. I waved back, grateful but still sad.

      Then I turned to my task.

      In my room, I glanced at the open duffel bag on my bed. I was supposed to start filling it with everything I owned, but instead, I grabbed the one item I’d come here for, tucked it into my backpack, and headed out across campus. Packing could wait.

      The brisk walk did me some good, pumping blood through my body and distracting my mind from my torturous thoughts. A sunny spring day wrapped warm arms around me as I clipped over the grassy lawns and dodged around a small group of students who threw suspicious glances my way.

      My classmates had even more ammunition against me now. Not only was I partially responsible for Henderson’s death and Answorth’s banishment, but I’d also been there when Dean Underwood died. Very likely, more than one of those staring girls thought I was a murderer.

      I wasn’t sure I disagreed.

      Heading east, I kept my head down and avoided eye contact with anyone who passed. Lucky for me, most were still at the Underwoods’ and I had a few hours before anyone returned.

      When I found the Spells Cave entrance empty, I breathed a sigh of relief.

      I descended the stairs at a fast clip. My heart hammered from exertion and from all the doubt and worry still swirling around my brain. The future was a lead yoke around my neck. That was why I had finally decided I needed to make peace with my past. Maybe then I could move forward.

      When I got down to the grotto at the base of the stairs, I stopped. A figure sat beside the reflecting pool, the very place I’d intended to go. Should I turn around? Rethink my plan?

      The person turned and I recognized Bridget, sitting just as she had the night we met her to summon the truth demon, her bare feet in the water. She gestured for me to come over.

      Shrugging my backpack up, I walked toward the pool. I wasn’t really sure I wanted to hear some weird story about the Queen of England’s corgi dogs pooping on the rug or a tip on how a tickle spell could be a real turn-on, but she’d already spotted me and it would be rude to leave. Instead, I sat beside her, determined to stay only a minute and rethink my plans.

      “You should take off your shoes,” she said, swirling her bare feet in the shimmering liquid that glowed pink at the moment. The waterfall that normally flowed down the rocks wasn’t working, leaving the rock wall dry and the cave in near silence. The pool was as still as I’d ever seen it, rippling only when Bridget stirred it.

      I stared into the water, looking for those little fish devils that had been in there the last time, but saw nothing.

      “Where are the kelpies?” I asked.

      “In mourning,” she said without looking up. She said it like it was the most normal thing in the world for a tiny fish creature to care about the death of a school dean. I thought she might be joking, but her face was deadly serious. No jokes or tickle spells today, apparently. It was as if the light had extinguished from her eyes.

      I took off my shoes and swirled my toes in the water. She was right, it was the perfect temperature, bathwater warm.

      “I didn’t know the kelpies knew Dean Underwood,” I said, as an offhand comment, but she answered me.

      “All the creatures here are tied to the Academy. With a great loss like this, they’re all in mourning.” She pointed up to the ceiling.

      I glanced up, thinking I would see the little floating lights dancing above, but they were gone, too, or rather, when I looked harder, I noticed them clustered in a clump at the skylight with their bioluminescence dimmed almost to nothing. I didn’t know why, but seeing them that way made me feel extremely sad.

      I put my head in my hands, fighting back tears that I had managed to keep at bay. How could I even have any moisture left in my body after all the crying I’d already done in private?

      Bridget put a hand on my back. “I know it isn’t your fault.”

      “Hmm?” I said, turning to her.

      “I know you didn’t have anything to do with Dean Underwood’s death. Sebastian Mink was a horrible man. He wanted Bobby dead. I bet he sent that awful Ava Marie to stab my brother. Rowan is a hero for killing him.”

      I sniffed. “You’re probably the only one who thinks so.” The images of what Rowan had done to Mink floated up in my mind’s eye, but I banished the thought and sucked in a shaky breath.

      She shook her head. “The whole Lesser community thinks so. They are calling Rowan a savior, though doing it quietly as you can imagine.”

      “I can imagine.” I twiddled my toes for a while before asking, “How is Bobby?”

      Bridget swirled one heel in a slow circle. “He’s alive, but we’re not sure if he’ll ever be the same. The wound… it just won’t heal properly. And he’s… different.”

      “I’m sorry, Bridget.”

      She shook her head, eyes turned down as her voice grew angry. “I thought Ava Marie was my friend. I told her secrets, things my parents would be mortified I shared.” A tear glistened in her eye and she batted it away. “If I see her again…” A little stuttering cry shook Bridget’s chest.

      It was my turn to offer comfort. I put my hand on her shoulder. “She fooled me, too. Fooled me so bad I led my friends into a trap, the one that killed Macgregor Underwood. If anyone’s the fool, it’s me.”

      Bridget scrubbed her face. “We can’t just sit here feeling sorry for ourselves. We have to get even.”

      “How?” I asked.

      “Go after Ava Marie! Kill her.” Bridget kicked the water, sending out a wave that rippled the calm pond.

      “I know how you feel, Bridget, but I’m done with chasing revenge and running after harebrained ideas. Too many people have been hurt.”

      Bridget screwed her mouth to the side. “Then what? What do we do?”

      Drawing the urn out of my bag, I held it up to her. “We try to say goodbye and move on.”

      Bridget’s eyebrows folded down. “What is that?”

      “Who is that,” I corrected, hefting the small urn. “This is my friend, Trey. He was killed by a werewolf right before I came to the Academy.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” Bridget touched the urn with a light fingertip. “What do you want to do with him?”

      I studied the metal urn, tilting it this way and that. I’d had Trey’s ashes on my night table for nearly two years, clinging to them as if they were him. But they weren’t. He was gone, and if he was anywhere at all, it was in my heart, not this urn. I’d been using him as a crutch, an excuse not to grow older and take responsibility. Guilt wracked me for everything I’d done during my time here, also guilt over how Trey had died, and even over how he’d lived. He never got his salon or fulfilled any of his dreams. He never even got to sleep in a proper bed again.

      But none of that guilt could bring him back or change anything, and keeping him on my night table was no way to treat my friend. It was time to set him free.

      “I thought I might… I don’t know... spread his ashes here.” I gestured to the pond. “But now, saying it out loud, that idea sounds stupid.”

      Bridget put her hand on my arm, her face animating. “No, no, it’s great, actually. This is a very spiritual place. Did you know Druids used to come and worship here every equinox?”

      I shook my head.

      “There was a religious service here during the convention.” She stared at me, raising an inquisitive eyebrow, wondering how I could’ve missed it.

      “I was a bit busy that day,” I replied.

      “Well, anyway, word has it that this stream flows straight to an underground lake, one that stretches farther than anyone has been able to explore. That’s why there are kelpies and the wisps above. They’re drawn here. It’s powerful.”

      “Oh. I just thought it was a cool place.”

      “It is,” Bridget said, smiling. “It’s the best place to give your friend a send-off.”

      She watched as I unscrewed the lid and stared down at the ashes that used to make up my best friend.

      I kissed the urn as tears streamed down my face.

      “Goodbye, Trey. May the afterlife have unlimited Pandora radio and the best angel salon in Heaven. Thanks for listening to all my craziness these past two years, and sorry you had to go far too soon. I love you.”

      Then, promising myself and Trey to be better, I let him go.
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      I had a duffle bag stuffed with all I would need for the summer. It was all I owned, and my dorm room was left empty, ready for the next student. In the fall, I would be staying across the street in the Junior Dorm.

      It was a quarter to three in the afternoon as I walked out of the Sophomore Dorm. It was hard to believe I was halfway through my time here, halfway to graduation.

      Even though I had yet to take my finals for this semester, I wasn’t worried. I would have time to study over the summer, and, with the Dean to help me, how could I do anything but pass with flying colors?

      I would make her proud and begin to repair any damage I had done to our relationship this past school year.  She had stuck her neck out for me when no one else would, gave me a home, a life, and I had repaid her by making every aspect of her job and life difficult. That was all going to change.

      No more trouble from me.

      The afternoon was warm. It was not even May and the temperature was eighty degrees already. Hopefully, the Dean would be taking us to cooler climates. I’d had enough sweaty days already.

      There were a few straggler students still packing their cars and heading home, but most people were gone, especially those who had attended the funeral this morning.

      Disha would be heading to New York after the reception at the Underwoods, catching a plane out of Hartsfield-Jackson. Like last year, she’d invited me to go with her, but the Dean had already enlisted me to accompany her. She’d said she needed an assistant since Priscilla Fordyce was taking a long-overdue vacation.

      Plus, I had a feeling she wanted to keep a very close eye on me, like always.

      I hadn’t been able to refuse. It was a great opportunity—she’d promise that, in addition to studying for my exams, she would teach me a few tricks in her spare time, spells that promised to be better than how to make beets grow like I’d learned last summer.

      Sure, she’d probably only made the offer to keep me in line, but it wasn’t as if I didn’t deserve her distrust. She’d blocked the portal to keep me from using it and, if I’d been smart, that should have been enough to save me from trouble.

      If I had listened, Macgregor would still be alive. That thought was so heavy it threatened to bury me.

      When I got to the Administration Building, I dropped my duffle bag on the steps and went in. Inside, it was twenty degrees cooler and fifty times more deserted than the rest of the campus.

      As I crossed the grand foyer toward the Dean’s office, Irmagard came from the other direction, pulling a carry-on suitcase and wearing a woven messenger bag across her torso. Her ferret’s little head was sticking out of it, sniffing the air, looking delighted to be going somewhere.

      Her gray hair flowed freely, and she wore striped pants and a billowy polka-dot blouse with long sleeves that widened at the cuffs. My eyes swirled at the sight of her. She was a clash of patterns and color and she didn’t give a damn. Irmagard walked in my direction as she noticed me.

      “All packed, I see,” I said, smiling at her and Gerald as his wet nose twitched.

      Irmagard patted his head fondly. “He’s as excited as I am to get back to the beet farm.”

      “I bet,” I said, trying not to sound frightened by the prospect of her sunning herself topless.

      “Gerald and I will miss you,” she said, gesturing to him as if expecting him to nod in agreement. “You were a great help last summer.”

      “Maybe next time,” I said, thinking I’d rather go to Turkey to take care of goats with her other sister than go back to Idaho. At least, Elspeth had a magical library.

      Irmagard smiled but quickly grew somber. “How was the funeral? I couldn’t bring myself to attend.”

      “There were a lot of people there,” I said, feeling as if the dam of pain I’d been building was cracking open again.

      “Macgregor was well-liked in many circles. The Supernatural community has suffered a great loss. He… did a lot to keep the Academy running smoothly, to keep Regulars from interfering with our business, and, lately, to allow non-wizards in.”

      I had no idea what Dean Underwood’s job had entailed, but I’d always suspected he did more than take care of admissions and recruitment. He had been a powerful, influential warlock. And now he was gone.

      And with him, Rowan and all hope of saving him from his self-destructive behavior.

      I pressed a hand to my mouth to hold back an unexpected sob. I’d been fighting to be strong, but, every time someone reminded me of Rowan or his father, the underpinnings of my carefully-constructed facade fell away, leaving my grief exposed for everyone to see.

      “Oh, dear,” Irmagard said, noticing my distress.

      Smiling tenderly, she wiggled her fingers in my direction. My pain eased a bit and, as warmth spread through my chest, I recognized the effects of her happy spell. It was enough to dull the edge of my suffering, but nothing as strong as what she’d cast on me on other occasions. I was grateful for that. I didn’t want to start my summer on cloud nine, then come crashing down the next day. I had to heal on my own.

      To my surprise, Irmagard suddenly took a step closer and seized my hands in hers. Her expression did a one-eighty, from calming to fierce and urgent.

      “Stay away from Rowan,” she entreated me.

      I was left speechless both by her intensity and the open way in which she approached a subject that I’d kept private.

      “Don’t try to reach him and don’t let him near you if he dares come looking for you.” Her hands squeezed mine so hard that I winced.

      “I… I don’t intend to,” I managed, swallowing the knot in my throat. “He’s not the same Rowan I first met. Actually, he wasn’t good for me even then.”

      Irmagard’s gaze was sad as it traveled over my face, analyzing my features as if she meant to gauge the truth in them.

      “Promise me,” she said adamantly.

      I hesitated. The request was odd coming from her.

      “Promise me.” She insisted.

      I nodded. “I promise.”

      “Good, good.” She let go of my hands and stepped back, her intense expression changing to her usual happy-go-lucky one. “Well, dear, have a great summer.”

      “Uh… you, too.”

      “And don’t forget to wear sunscreen.” She walked away, waving backward and dragging her carry-on suitcase behind her while Gerald squirmed in the bag, shifting positions to watch me as they went.

      I waved at the ferret, trying to drown the uneasy feeling Irmagard had left in my gut. Wasn’t a counselor supposed to ease your worries? Talk about being off the mark.

      Shaking myself off, I walked toward Dean McIntosh’s office.

      As I passed in front of Macgregor’s own office, I didn’t even glance at the door and, instead, pressed forward with my head lowered.

      The large door at the end of the hall was closed, the plaque with the name Dean Lynssa McIntosh shining as if it had just been polished.

      I knocked. When no response came, knocked again.

      I checked the wall clock and saw that it was three. Had she left to go pack her car?

      Deciding to wait for her outside, I turned around to leave when a terrible, ear-splitting crash sounded behind her door.

      My heart skipped a beat. The cuffs flashed in warning.

      Without thinking, I threw open the door.

      It swung backward to reveal the Dean’s office in complete disarray.

      The chairs lay broken on the floor. The desk appeared as if it had been cleaved in two by a giant ax, the two halves fallen in on themselves with papers and picture frames piled in a heap on the floor. The busts of previous deans that had adorned the room were broken, their pieces scattered everywhere. One of the shelves had fallen and rested to one side of the desk, its books littering the rug.

      What in the world had happened?

      “Dean McIntosh,” I said in a hesitant voice, my heart beginning to thunder.

      The dean hadn’t been in here when this happened, I reassured myself. I’d knocked, and she hadn’t answered. Still, an apprehensive feeling made itself comfortable in the pit of my stomach.

      “Dean McIntosh,” I repeated, taking a step forward.

      Once past the door, I could see the window on the left was also broken. Shards of glass peppered the floor, looking like discarded diamonds, glinting in the light that managed to seep past the curtains and outside bushes.

      I moved closer to the desk, afraid to peer behind it. My chest rose and fell in agitation. I tried to calm my breaths and failed.

      When I finally made it there, I found that only a few books lay behind the desk, no body. I breathed a sigh of the relief. Whatever had transpired here, the Dean was safe.

      Then I caught the sight of something on her leather chair, and my relief turned to dread.

      “What happened here?” someone demanded from the door.

      I startled, nearly jumping out of my own skin.

      It was Fedorov, and he was standing with his hands ready, his cufflinks shining with magic.

      I shook my head, unable to form any words in my panic.

      “Where is Dean McIntosh?!” he demanded.

      “I… I don’t know. I came looking for her, and there was a crash and I came in and… and…” I pointed toward the floor.

      “There’s blood. Something happened to the dean.”
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      The gnomes were a problem. That was the only thing I knew for certain when I stepped inside Counselor McIntosh’s office on the first day of my junior year.

      Irmagard’s office always looked like an episode of Hoarders, even on a good day. From my place in the doorway, I spotted an antique tandem bicycle, a six-foot stack of 1950s-style radios, and a paper mâché goose large enough to house a human. It was wearing sunglasses.

      All this was normal, or at least the normal I’d come to expect from kooky Irmagard. After a summer on her beet farm, I’d gotten to know her many idiosyncrasies. For example, how she seemed to like her ferret, Gerald, better than almost any human; how she seemed to favor clothing that seemed to come from someone’s dead aunt’s attic storage; and how she had no reservations when it came to public nudity.

      I would never get those images out of my head.

      But now, as I fully crossed the threshold, I took in the new elements that had been added to her office.

      Gnomes.

      Currently, two naked, squat creatures were trying on a variety of hats Irmagard kept beneath a cluttered credenza. They took turns pressing a baseball cap between large batwing ears, then switching it for a bonnet and a beekeeper’s mask. Giggling, they chucked each piece into a pile of discarded headwear behind them.

      Two more were hanging from an antique, brass chandelier, the crystals clinking as they swung from side to side. Plaster cracked around the fixture’s base, threatening to send the gnomes and their trapeze to the floor. They didn’t seem to care about their imminent plunge to the trash-laden floor, though, or the fact that their naughty bits were flailing in the breeze.

      What in the hell was happening?

      “Counselor McIntosh?” I called, stepping further in.

      With the tall piles in the way, it was impossible to see the counselor’s desk upon first entry. So, avoiding the gnomes, I walked around an old copier with a doll-sized kayak stacked on top of it, then slipped between the upraised arms of two mannequins wearing very old Supernatural Academy spirit gear and jaunty, albeit dead-eyed smiles.

      Finally, her desk came into view.

      “Counselor McIntosh?”

      She blinked up at me from where she sat behind her desk. Gerald was perched on a stack of files with bits of what looked like battered catfish in his paws. It seemed Irmagard was sharing her fish sandwich with him. His little black eyes blinked up at me from behind the dark gray markings around them.

      Irmagard stopped chewing mid-bite and stood. “Charlie, you’re early.” Her eyes darted around the room as if I’d just caught her doing something illegal.

      “Yeah... the flight was on time, for once, and I got a car right away. Go figure. Thanks for paying for all that, by the way.”

      I blushed the bright red of a poor college student who had to accept charity at every turn. It was one thing to get my entire tuition paid for, but, since my mother was dead and my dad had “buggered off” as the British say, what else could I do? I literally didn’t have a penny to my name.

      Anything, literally anything, I had needed so far, Dean McIntosh had provided, with a few items from Disha. Now with the Dean missing, the task fell to Irmagard. Nearly all tasks had, as I’d been told.

      I’d offered to get a summer job, but it had been decreed, once again, that I needed supervision over the long holiday. Not only did I possess one of the world’s most powerful magical items in my non-removable cuffs, but I’d also made enemies with the group of subversives working to overthrow both the Academy and the entire magical government. No way I could just do normal stuff such as slave at a fast food joint for minimum wage.

      Nope. My life was one of peril. First, Henderson had wanted me dead my freshman year, then Mink had taken up that mantle. And now that both of those men were in their graves, the subversives had arisen in their place.

      I’d pretty much been playing “Bad Guy Whac-a-mole” since I became a witch. Not a dull moment.

      The latest mole I’d been trying to whack was Ava Marie, AKA Tempest, AKA Ana, the subversive who pretended to be our friend then tricked us into the terrible trap that caused Macgregor Underwood’s death. Worse yet, as far as I knew, she’d convinced Rowan to work with her.

      That fact alone drove a stake right through my heart. He’d chosen to align himself with murderers and thieves because Tempest had offered him what he wanted, a promise that he could have magic again. How he could fall for such blatant lies from the woman who helped orchestrate his father’s death was beyond me.

      I scolded myself as my thoughts floated away. I had spent all summer trying to distance myself from Rowan Underwood. I’d researched spells to both forget him and cut our unbreakable bond, which proved fruitless. The former were unpredictable and could cause brain damage. The latter were extremely difficult. So, in the end,  I mostly opted for old-fashioned toughening-up and mental will power to get over him. Rowan would not be my focus this year.

      I was going to kick ass and take names, starting with what I’d come here to tell the counselor. I straightened my shoulders and cleared my throat, drawing her attention back to me.

      “Counselor McIntosh, I’m here to tell you that, all summer, I learned as much as I could from your sister, Elspeth. She and the library were fantastic. They helped me master unmasking spells and taught me how to make myself impervious to vampire enthralling. I’ve also nearly managed to uncover how to break the bonding spell between me and… you know, the guy I was bonded to. Anyway, I’m saying all of this because I know that with your other sister missing things are tough, and I want you to know that I’m here, ready to help you with anything you need.”

      With my speech done—I’d been rehearsing it for weeks—I nodded as if to put an exclamation point on it. Offering to lend a hand was my way to help undo what had been done. With Dean Underwood dead and Dean McIntosh missing, the Academy was in its most precarious spot yet. To complicate matters, Elspeth had let it slip that the Board of Regents had wanted to replace Irmagard with someone “more qualified,” but had allowed her to stay on a provisional basis. Yet, some old fart named Regent Raymond Nyquist had been selected to join the staff to keep an eye on Irmagard.

      All of these changes worried me, to say the least.

      Rowan and Ava Marie had given anyone who stood against “Lessers” a great gift by their horrible deeds last spring. People were pissed and wanted action taken right away.

      And, with the two most vocal advocates for non-wizard inclusion dead or gone, what would stop the haters?

      Everything was in turmoil with Irmagard at the wheel. Staring at her office and the naked gnome that was currently digging through her file drawer, it seemed the ship was careening out of control.

      Maybe it was a good thing I’d come to offer my services.

      But, after my speech, she didn’t seem thrilled. She glanced at me and then stared up at the ceiling where more plaster was cascading down as the gnomes really got the chandelier swinging. Cracks angled away from the fixture, creating an awful spider web that would break apart at any moment.

      “Our new guests seem to have made themselves at home, don’t you think?” she asked.

      Frowning, I followed her gaze to the little creatures who finally broke the chandelier loose. It went crashing into a pile, a series of thuds echoing after.

      “Are they okay?” I asked.

      Irmagard craned her neck to watch them climb out of the rubble. “Oh, yes. Gnomes are very resilient.”

      “Why are they here?” I asked quietly, waving a hand in front of my face to dissipate the plaster dust wafting through the air.

      “They are here to help,” she said without irony, standing and brushing off her teal corduroy overalls. Under them, she wore a t-shirt covered in sunflowers. “Gnomes are really amazing creatures, Charlie. Did you know they are the only non-wizards that can wield magic? They can draw from the source unlike vampires and werewolves and zombies and… well, you know the list.” She waved a hand dismissively.

      I shook my head. I had no experience with gnomes. We’d covered them briefly in Magical Creatures 102, but I’d not really tuned in on their abilities since that was right around the time Answorth tried to drain all my blood on the forest floor.

      “How are the gnomes supposed to help?” I asked, glancing around at them. To me, they seemed like unsupervised toddlers.

      Irmagard smiled at one who was dragging a stack of newspapers under a chest of drawers. “They are here to help me manage all the daily tasks. It’s a lot, you know, with my sister gone. She did so much. And, Underwood... I really don’t know what we would’ve done if we hadn’t found a replacement.”

      “A replacement?” This was news to me. Elspeth hadn’t mentioned a word, but then, she’d been gone a lot, off on research trips for the library, leaving me alone much of the time with only her talking donkey and piles of flying books for company. I’d learned a ton, but, to be honest, I’d been incredibly lonely. A donkey wasn’t exactly a great substitute for family and friends.

      “Yes, a replacement,” Irmagard said, putting a hand on my back, leading me through the piles to the door. “Let me introduce you.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief when we left her storage room office. The air was clearer and there were no tiny, pale rumps waiting to spring out at me at any turn.

      We walked down the hall to where Dean Underwood’s office door stood closed. His name was still on the plate, a sad reminder that his memory would linger on. Sure, he hadn’t been the most supportive or sensitive, but in the end, he’d taken care of all of us, keeping us safe, doing his best to protect us.

      His death still felt like a nightmare I couldn’t wake from.

      My heart pattered as Counselor McIntosh turned the knob and pushed in.

      The office looked exactly as it had when Macgregor was alive. No book was out of place. The stately wooden desk and leather office chairs were in the same position. The only new element was the woman standing at the window with her back to us.

      She had perfectly coiffed blonde hair in a shoulder-length bob. Her clothes were fashionable and expensive, yet very feminine, down to the black kitten heels she wore.

      “Bonnie, I have someone here for you to meet.”

      Wait. Bonnie?

      “We’ve already met,” she said, turning around. Rowan’s mother gave me a warm smile. “Hello, Charlie. It’s good to see you again.”
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      Rowan’s mother was standing in front of me, smiling.

      Her blond locks were exactly as I remembered them, perfectly styled with not a hair out of place. Her makeup was subtle, as if she knew exactly how to project power and intelligence with eyeshadow alone.

      Behind her long lashes, Rowan’s eyes stared back at me. Her posture was relaxed, and her demeanor was calm and in control.

      Me? Not so much.

      I was crumbling inside, my heart drying up like a sand castle against the elements. When I’d left Turkey, I told myself I’d done a good job putting myself back together. Then, one look at a member of the Underwood family, and I was disintegrating again.

      “Um, hi… hello,” I said in response to her warm greeting. “Good morning.”

      God, I sounded like a broken answering machine.

      “I wasn’t aware you two knew each other,” Irmagard said, taking a seat in front of the large desk.

      The counselor gestured toward the chair next to her, but I stayed put, the guilt over my involvement in Macgregor Underwood’s death turning me into a statue. I peered over my shoulder toward the still-opened door. I wanted to run.

      Coward, I chided myself.

      I’d been brave in the face of demons, liches, and vampires, but this was way more difficult than that. Still, the least I could do was hold Bonnie’s gaze while I beared the weight of my remorse. I returned my eyes to hers.

      She smiled again, then flicked her finger. The door behind us closed. “Please take a seat, Charlie. I would like to talk to you.”

      My eyes darted to Irmagard. So that’s why she’d brought me here, not for a friendly introduction to the new Dean of Admissions. Sneaky sucker. I should have known better than to trust a woman who thought miscreant gnomes were the solution to all her problems.

      I sat, keeping my back straight and laying my hands on my thighs to stop them from fidgeting.

      How bad would it be? What was the worst thing she could say to me? I ran over all the awful words in my head. I knew how I felt about the people responsible for Trey’s death, and if that was any indication, I should buckle up. Still, Rowan’s mother had a right to be angry, and if I was any kind of woman, I would sit here and take every poison-laden barb she wanted to throw my way.

      Bonnie—or should I say Dean Underwood? God, that was going to get confusing—took a seat, her movements graceful and precise.

      Resting her manicured hands on the desk pad in front of her, she scrutinized me for a long moment, while all I could do was smile nervously at my knees.

      “I can tell you’re surprised to see me here,” she said, smoothing her hands over the desk as if to indicate her new position as Dean.

      I gave an infinitesimal shrug. Though, in fact, I was very surprised, I didn’t want her to take it the wrong way and assume I thought she was unqualified for the job.

      Or was she?

      “Don’t feel bad, Charlie,” she said. “You’re not the only one who is surprised. There is a good number of people who feel I should… stay home and do nothing but grieve for my dead husband and undead son. As a matter of fact, nearly half of the regents on the board voted against giving me the job.”

      My eyes widened. Nearly half? That didn’t sound very welcoming.

      A crinkling sound came from Irmagard’s direction. She was unwrapping a pink salt-water taffy. I frowned as she stuck it in her mouth and began chewing on it. Flicking her hand, she tossed the wrapper up in the air and made it vanish with a snap of her fingers.

      “I’d offer you one, but it was my last,” she mumbled as her teeth quickly got stuck in the chewy piece of candy.

      I blinked and glanced back at Bonnie who was smiling fondly at Counselor McIntosh.

      “As I was saying,” Bonnie returned her attention to me, “I have the post after winning by one vote. Regent Nyquist’s vote, to be precise.”

      That name again. Maybe he wasn’t all bad, and I didn’t have to fear him firing Irmagard.

      “Macgregor had more support than that,” Bonnie continued, “but I’m glad at least some of his old friends still believe in his vision for the Academy. They also believe, now that my husband is not here, that I’m the right person to carry out his role.”

      What she described sounded like political hell but, apparently, Bonnie was as astute at the game as her husband had been.

      “I’m glad,” I said.

      Macgregor had made some changes last year, changes that caused unrest on campus and in the entire Supernatural community. All summer, I’d worried that those changes would be voided and the Academy would go back to only accepting witches and warlocks as students. With Bonnie here, maybe I didn’t need to worry so much.

      “After our son was… turned into a vampire,” Bonnie continued. “Macgregor did a lot of soul searching, trying to find the correct answer for the ever-increasing unrest among our kind. It wasn’t easy for him to go against the status quo and convince the regents to allow a change in the rules of admission. But he did it, and he felt proud of that.”

      There was a tiny waver in her voice as she said this, but it was almost imperceptible. She seemed to be a badass witch. Something I wanted to be.

      “So that’s why I’m here, “ she said. “To ensure that my husband’s legacy is not destroyed by a bunch of stuck-in-their-ways witches and warlocks or by… anyone.”

      I swallowed at the heaviness in the last word. Was she referring to me? God knew I’d caused enough trouble to destroy quite a few things during my two years here. What if Bonnie decided I’d done enough damage and took my scholarship away? My heart shriveled into a prune at the thought.

      “Do you think the students will understand this, Charlie?” she asked.

      “I… I think some will, but not others,” I said, then hurriedly added, “I definitely do.”

      “I think you’re right.” She nodded. “There are some students who have inherited their parents’ prejudices, but… I feel they would change if they have the opportunity to interact with Supernaturals from different walks of life. Don’t you think?”

      Next to me, Irmagard sucked on a tooth, making a tsk, tsk sound. We glanced at her. She had a finger in her mouth as she tried to dislodge a piece of taffy from a back molar. Sensing our scrutiny, she stopped and peered at us.

      “Ya, I definitely sink so,” she slurred, pulling out a taffy-capped finger out of her mouth.

      “I’m glad you agree with me, Counselor McIntosh,” Bonnie said. “Now, Charlie, I understand that you’re a very special student.” She glanced at my cuffs, and I found myself wondering if she, like her husband, would want to take them away.

      “The Aradia Cuffs don’t choose just anyone,” Bonnie continued. “Macgregor made sure they were there of their own volition.”

      What? No, that’s not what he’d done. He’d tried to rip them from me with a spell, even made me miss spring break during my freshman year so he could steal them off my wrists. Hadn’t he? Oh, God. Had I been wrong about that? Had I been wrong about him?

      “But you’re young,” she said, “and have so much to learn. So I must beg you to please stay out of trouble.”

      Next to me, Irmagard snickered.

      I opened my mouth to tell her I’d made a promise to myself to follow the rules, but Bonnie went on.

      “I know you want to find Dean McIntosh,” she said.

      How did she kn—

      “Elspeth told me how desperate you were when you first arrived in Turkey, how adamantly you insisted that you needed to be part of the search party since you were the one who discovered the Dean’s disappearance. As I’m aware, you like to take things into your own hands, so I must beg you to leave this to us.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, but she kept right on.

      “The best people are searching for Lynssa—including Professor Fedorov and Patricia Fordyce, her assistant, an excellent witch—and they will find her.” She glanced at Irmagard and inclined her head, inviting a comment.

      Irmagard stopped digging in her pockets and looked up. “Oh, yes, yes. The best people. Uh-hum, we will definitely find her. Soon. Very soon.”

      “That’s what Elspeth said.” I nodded. “She also said I would just make things worse.”

      Bonnie lifted her perfectly penciled-in eyebrows as if in agreement.

      “And I do understand,” I said. “I didn’t go looking for her during the summer, and I won’t do it now.”

      Doing nothing had eaten at my insides every day while in Turkey, and it would here, too. But disobeying Dean McIntosh after she blocked the Enlightenment Fountain was what had ultimately caused Macgregor’s death.

      If I didn’t learn from my mistakes, then what good was I? I had to prove I could make up for what I’d done.

      “Good, I’m glad to hear that,” Bonnie said.

      Silence filled the office for a moment as Bonnie inspected my face with so much care that I thought she might point out the zit erupting between my eyebrows.

      “There’s one last thing,” she finally said, pulling a manila folder from her desk drawer and sliding it in my direction. “I understand that you’re a witch of action, Charlie. And that’s a good thing, most of the time. But people like you tend to get bored without the proper motivation. That is why I have an assignment for you.”

      I stared at the folder with undisguised curiosity. An assignment? What could she possibly have in mind? This was good. If she was trusting me with something, it meant maybe she didn’t blame me for her husband’s death.

      “Go ahead. Take a look,” she said.

      Hesitantly, I flipped the folder open and read the cover page.

      The header read “How to Work With Gnomes.”

      Bonnie smiled sweetly. “That folder contains a profile of every gnome in Counselor McIntosh’s service. I don’t know if you are aware of this, but gnomes can be a bit difficult without proper guidance. However, with some instruction, they can be quite an asset and, right now, we can use all the help we can get. So... I’m putting you in charge of bringing them up to speed. Everything you need to know to accomplish this task is in there.” She pointed at the folder, while I did my best to keep a straight face.

      Seriously?

      They wanted me to train a bunch of unruly gnomes? What the hell? This was a bogus assignment, a way to keep me spinning my wheels to make sure I stayed out of trouble.

      I was doomed.
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      “So, wait. Let me get this straight.” Disha pulled a bed pillow to her chest with a gleeful smile on her face. “You’re now the gnome police?”

      I fell back onto Bridget’s bed as she watched from the desk chair. It seemed she and Disha had gotten over their roommate difficulties from last year and had chosen to room together in the Junior Dorm as well. Disha had agreed to stop putting Ewok spells on Bridget, and Bridget had agreed to strap herself into bed at night to keep her nighttime floating and spell casting to a minimum.

      Bridget also had an amused smile on her face as I had unraveled all the details of my very strange visit with Irmagard and Bonnie. And, both girls were having way too much fun with my misery.

      I sighed and threw up my hands. “I’m supposed to read this handbook, and—I don’t know—help Irmagard control them.” I shrugged and thumbed through the stack of papers Bonnie had given me. When I got to gnomes’ personal hygiene, I made an exasperated noise and chucked the papers on the floor.

      “What? Is there anything in there that’s ab-gnome-al?” Disha quipped, flashing her perfect white teeth.

      I rolled my eyes.

      Bridget chimed in next. “Yeah, and remember not to call them elves because that’s a miss-gnome-er.” She giggled behind her hand.

      “Okay, okay,” I said, holding up my hands in surrender. “This is serious.”

      “One more, one more,” Disha said, unable to suppress her smile. “But after that, we’ll stop because we know you’ll love us gnome matter what.”

      I threw my head back in exasperation. “You guys are the literal worst.”

      “No,” Disha corrected, “we’re the best because we’re going to help you.” Her eyes darted to Bridget who nodded. Did they have roommate ESP now? I tried hard not to be jealous.

      “Yep,” Bridget agreed. “I’ve spent some time in gnome communities on trips with my parents. I have a pretty good handle on gnome etiquette.”

      Bridget tossed her red hair—which she wore loose and curly—over her shoulder. Her skin was tan and her green eyes sparkled brightly. She appeared much healthier and happier than when I’d last seen her at the end of sophomore year.

      I’d heard that Bobby, her werewolf brother, had finally recovered from his magical stab wound and was back to his old self. He’d declined to return to the Academy, however. Too many bad memories. Who could blame him when things were more precarious now than they were last year?

      “There’s such a thing as gnome etiquette?” I asked, turning my thoughts away from my school’s many problems. “When I saw them today, they didn’t even wear pants.” I shivered as gross images floated into my head. I mentally swatted them away like pests.

      “Well, yeah, there is a lot of nudity.” Bridget’s eyes glazed over as an unfortunate look crossed her face. “Like, a lot.”

      “Gross,” Disha said, getting up to root around beside her bed. “Hey, I cleaned out my closet over the summer.” She hefted up a huge duffle bag overflowing with clothes and handed it to me. “And don’t even tell me you don’t want them because, if you don’t take them, I’ll just throw them away.” She gave me a stern, no-nonsense look as I lifted the bulging sack.

      “Good god. I’ll have enough outfits to wear a different one every day.” I glanced at the shirts, jeans, and shoes peeking out of the bag’s open mouth.

      “Or we could give them to the gnomes,” Bridget offered with a smirk.

      This got us all laughing again, imaging tiny, warty creatures in Disha’s blouses and dresses.

      “Seriously, Char,” Disha said, wiping away a happy tear, “We’ll help you. You know, ‘cause we’re your gnomies.”

      “Oh, my God!” I threw one of her hand-me-down blouses at her face. “Stop!”

      “Last one, I swear,” she said, rolling with laughter on the bed.

      When the giggles subsided, Bridget put a hand on my shoulder, fixing me with a serious look. “Have you heard from Rowan?”

      Disha shot her a look that said she might kill Bridget later for even bringing him up, but I brushed it off. I was stronger than that.

      “Nope. I’m done with him. Not thinking about it. My focus is school, school, school.”

      Well, and gnomes, but I wouldn’t dare bring that up for fear they might make more bad puns.

      “Speaking of school,” Disha said slyly, “there’s this new cutie downstairs that I think you’d like. I bumped into him while he was moving in boxes and got his name. Mason. He could help you get over your Rowan blues.” She wiggled her eyebrows suggestively.

      “Don’t you normally have dibs on all the cuties?” Bridget asked.

      I shook my head. “Didn’t you hear? Disha’s heart has been stolen by a guy she met this summer. She swears she’s a one-man girl, now.”

      Disha had spilled the details in an email while I was in Turkey. She’d met Mr. Wonderful at one of her parents’ parties and even though there’d been some bumps with him over the summer—namely a very interesting first date that she didn’t like to talk about—she was in love.

      Or so she claimed. That was yet to be tested by all the hot male baristas and Latin Irish lead singers on campus. Not to mention Professor Fedorov, if he ever got back from searching for Dean McIntosh.

      “Drew might visit over Thanksgiving,” Disha said dreamily, thinking of her man, “but until then, we Facetime every night. Anyway, stop changing the subject. The hottie downstairs is a third-year transfer from Merryweather University. A bunch of Merryweather students are here, actually. The school had to shut down.”

      Bridget jumped up, her eyes wide. “Because they tried to do what the Academy did and let non-wizards attend with the rest. A student supposedly died from a werewolf bite and the board tried to cover it up, but obviously, the news got out, so they had to close.” Bridget spat it all out in one breath, exasperated and shaking her head. The glow went out of her eyes as she bit the sleeve of her neon green jumpsuit jacket.

      I frowned, thinking how similar that story was to our own Academy. We’d had enough terrible incidents here to warrant a shutdown if the right parties got their panties in a twist. Yet, the Board of Regents and the deans had always worked it out. Now, with the two most powerful deans no longer with us, what chance did we stand at staying open if something awful were to happen?

      Slim to none.

      At the very least, they would make the Academy get rid of all new students, and that wouldn’t be right.

      “You guys,” I said, making sure they saw the severity of my gaze before continuing, “I know the current deans told me to take care of the gnomes, but I think our real priority is making sure something like what happened at Merryweather does not happen here. One bad incident and we could be shut down, too. I cannot let that happen.”

      “Me, neither,” Bridget agreed. “I do not want to go to work for my parents. I did enough of that this summer. Gag me with a pitchfork if I have to teach Oprah one more protection spell.”

      I blinked at her comment, but Disha bowled right past it without even a raised eyebrow.

      “I’m in, too,” she said. “Being home for four months really solidified my need for several states between me and my parents. Plus, if the Academy shuts down, the next closest school is in Canada. Alberta.” She gave an inward shiver, probably thinking about the chill, as well as how her beautiful body would have to be stuffed into large parkas and ski masks.

      “So, it’s settled,” I said, placing my fist determinedly on the tabletop. “Team Witch Squad will make sure the school stays safe and open.”

      “And get some pants on those gnomes,” Bridget added, pointing a triumphant finger in the air.

      “And still go to parties?” Disha asked with a flip of her hair.

      I shrugged and then nodded. “Some.”

      “Alright, Charlie’s Angel,” Disha quipped with a smirk. “What about matching T-shirts? Outfits? I know a guy who does amazing things with leather.”

      “No!” Bridget and I shouted in unison. Visions of her catsuit floated in my imagination. There was no way I was wearing anything close to that.

      Disha stood up, checking her lip gloss in the full-length mirror beside her bed. “Anyway, we have to go. Our first class starts in half an hour and we need to get all the way to the Spells cave.”

      “All the way to the Spells cave? It’s right next door,” I reminded her.

      “Not in these shoes it’s not,” she said.

      We collected our book bags and headed out to the cave, a place I knew well by now. I thought of the last time I had been there, the day I spread Trey’s ashes into the pool at the waterfall’s base. My heart hitched a bit as we passed the shimmering pond, now frothy and turbulent from the water crashing into it.

      The cave was much changed from that somber time last semester. The flowering vines were awake with new vibrant colors and the delicate floating wisps burned bright gold, flitting around the cave’s high ceiling like aerial jellyfish as the water thundered down the rocky cliff. The air smelled of new life, new beginnings.

      The cave was no longer in mourning, and I shouldn’t be either, but my eyes still darted toward the pool as we passed in a throng of students hurrying to get to class.

      Trey, I haven’t forgotten you. I never will.

      When we got into the auditorium-style classroom, it was packed. Since the entrance opened on the top ring of stone seats, we got a view of everything below. The place was full, except for a few spots here and there. It appeared there were a lot more new students from Merryweather than I’d thought.

      When Dr. Henderson was the Spells teacher during freshman year, Disha always insisted we sit up front. Last year, when Professor Gorgon took over, Disha had sat us at least four rows back so that the severe sight of the professor’s facial boils, as she extolled the benefits of finger placement, could be blurred by distance. Gorgon, at her ripe old age of one hundred and fifteen, had not been quite as tantalizing to my boy-crazy friend.

      Professor Gorgon had retired over the summer. This year, Disha tried to rush us to the front again. I realized she believed Professor Fedorov would be teaching us, given that he was last year’s junior-level Spell’s teacher and our Defensive Magic Tutor. What I hadn’t told her yet was that he was off hunting for Dean McIntosh.

      As we searched for three seats together, I tried to explain, but, before I could, she yanked Bridget and me toward the only feasible row and plopped us down. The hard stone turned squishy beneath our butts as we settled ourselves and waited for the professor.

      Glancing around, my eye caught the other students occupying our row, three stunning individuals whom I’d never seen before.

      The first had short, pure white hair that fell messily around his long, pointed ears. His cheekbones and chin were thin and angular, giving him an almost feminine beauty, though something told me he was male. His clothes were normal—a stylish black coat and jeans—but he wore ancient rings on his fingers and a silver moon earring in his right ear. And, when he flashed me an unfriendly look, I could see his eyes were entirely pale blue, no pupil or iris to be found, just a glacial hunk of unyielding ice behind long white lashes.

      The girl beside him had a similar appearance, slight in build with the same angular facial features. Her hair was long and green, cascading around her slim shoulders and tumbling down her back, resembling long ropes of seaweed. And between the strands, small faun horns poked out of her head. With skin only a slightly lighter shade of green, she stood out the most among the three. She wore a thin slip of a dress that left almost nothing to the imagination and appeared to be constructed entirely of items from the forest floor.

      The third was also male with furry ears that curled at the tips. He had reddish gold hair, plaited into many braids that fell between his shoulder blades and combined into one thick rope of hair. His eyes were a greenish yellow and slitted like a cat’s, which might also explain his feline appearance.

      They were beautiful and strange, like exotic birds, and I couldn’t stop staring.

      “They’re fae folk. They’re new,” Bridget whispered far too loud.

      At this, all three snapped their strange eyes in our direction with expressions that could kill. No wonder this row was empty. Everyone in this room must be terrified.

      I didn’t feel afraid. I felt sorry for them. How horrible must it be standing out that much, especially on your first day. Add to that the fact that they were non-wizards in a school that had barely started accepting them, and who still had many prejudiced students lurking about. It was no wonder they were hostile.

      I tried a warm smile and a small wave.

      The male and female closest to me returned the greeting with a sneer. The male even flashed small, white teeth, sharp and pointed like a shark’s, before turning away from me.

      The third, however, the one with the soft looking red hair, let his gaze linger on mine for a moment. His cat eyes seemed to take my measure and peer right through me.

      Heat traveled up my neck as his eyes slid down my body.

      One corner of his ruby red lips curled up and he gave me a nod.

      Flushed, I dropped my eyes, feeling the electric heat inflame my face.

      Disha gripped my hand and squeezed. “Forget Mason. That forest hottie should be your new obsession.”

      “Stop,” I said, dragging my hand away.

      Boys were not my interest this year. Class was. However, when Professor Fedorov failed to appear and his replacement rushed in twenty minutes late, it seemed that I might be doing my own Spells teaching this year.

      I turned to Bridget and Disha, making sure to keep my voice down. “Are they here to learn magic? Did they have to take a blood oath like Rowan?”

      Bridget shook her head. “Fae have their own special magic, but it’s limited. A lot of the spells we can do are impossible for them, but they have other talents.”

      I wanted to ask more, but our new teacher walked in the door. The Spells sub turned out to be a graduate-level teaching assistant by the name of Ramona Bruan. And it became clear in ten minutes that she knew less than Disha, Bridget or I had by the end of our freshman year. She fumbled some introductions and told us to read along with her as she recited the words from Chapter One.

      Disha flashed an exasperated eye roll my way and began texting her boyfriend. Bridget fell asleep, snoring so loudly I had to wake her up twice. I was relieved when the class finished. If this was any indication of how Irmagard thought the school should run, we were in big trouble.

      But, at least there were no gnomes. God, that reminded me I was scheduled to tend to them after dinner. Heavens help me.

      As we were filtering out to leave, Disha and Bridget made dinner plans. I was about to interject about how much I wanted tacos when I felt a tap on my shoulder. I turned around. The fae with the cat eyes extended his hand to shake. Long slender fingers ended in sharp fingernails that resembled claws. They were both beautiful and dangerous, a lot like his kind was supposed to be.

      He continued to hold his hand out to me, waiting patiently with a friendly smile on his impish face. “I’m Sinasre. You are?”

      His voice was accented, though from nowhere I could place. When he spoke, I saw his enlarged canines, very feral and mysterious indeed.

      I slid my hand into his, trying to hide the tremor in my grip. Nervous energy coursed through me, though I couldn’t understand why. Maybe it was because the room had gone deadly silent as everyone watched us. The biggest culprits were his two friends, waiting for him at the aisle’s end and giving me a death stare.

      Apparently, they didn’t like the fact that he was fraternizing with humans.

      “I… I’m Charlie,” I stammered.

      “Char-lie.” He spoke it as if it were a name in a foreign tongue. “It’s nice to meet you, Char-lie. Myself and my friend Lancer and sister, Anama,” he pointed to the fae currently plotting my death, “are new here. We were hoping to meet some students, but it seems the hospitality is…” he glanced around, “lacking.”

      I wondered vaguely if that might have anything to do with the fact that Lancer and Anama looked like they wanted to eat everyone, but didn’t think bringing that up now was a good idea.

      “We’re… um, very friendly,” I said, gesturing to Disha and Bridget behind me. When I looked back, they were staring dumbfounded as if Sinasre and I had begun sprouting fire out of our many orifices.

      I elbowed Disha and she broke out of her stupor. “Hi. Disha here. Lovely eyes. Are they real?” She pointed at his face until I slapped her hands away.

      If Sinasre was offended, he didn’t show it. “We’re throwing a modest gathering tonight in the forest and invited some fae from the area as well as students here. I’d like to extend an invitation to you three.”

      Behind Sinasre, his sister flinched. Lancer kept on glaring.

      “That’s… very kind of you,” I began. “You see, there’s this thing with some gnomes and I don’t really know…”

      “We’ll be there,” Disha said, butting in. “Text us the time and place.”

      As she handed out her number, I stared at her back, wondering what in the hell she was doing. Going to a fae folk party with at least two who appeared to think we were idiots at best, dinner at worst, seemed like the last thing we should do.

      But then Sinasre glanced around Disha and spoke directly to me. “Looking forward to seeing you, Char-lie.”

      As he walked lithely away, I stared at my shoes, battling with the weird thudding of my heart. There was absolutely no reason I should be feeling as I did.

      Like I… Like I had a crush.

      Disha whirled around, dusting off her hands as if she’d just done a good day’s work.

      When the fae were safely out of earshot, I grabbed her elbow. “Why in the name of Morgana did you tell them we were going? Did you see the looks the other two were giving us?”

      “Oh, please. They’re just jealous. And besides, I’ve made my new life’s mission to get you laid this year, so you can stop pining over Rowan.”

      When my eyes bugged out, she laughed and took my arm. “Oh, baby girl. Someday you will thank me.”
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      “Cut it out!” I said, releasing magic from my cuffs and undoing Disha’s flowery vine spell for the third time.

      She and Bridget giggled. Just because they thought it was perfectly fine to show up to Sinasre’s fae gathering with vines twined around their arms didn’t mean I should wear them, too. I was fine with my simple tank top and shorts. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone.

      We were in the south woods behind the Humanities Building and had been walking further into its depths for about ten minutes. The night was clammy, the air thick with humidity. Another reason not to have plants twisted around my limbs.

      “C’mon, Char,” Disha urged. “We’re going to be late.”

      I was dragging my feet, trailing behind them, my sense of responsibility torn between tending to the gnomes and not offending the new fae students. I was going to do both, of course, but maybe…

      I stopped. “I think I’d better check on the gnomes first and then come back here.”

      Disha sighed and walked back to me. Her long curls bounced as she approached and her eyelids sparkled with glittery makeup and glued-on rhinestones. She wore a tight sequin green dress that looked like an oversized man’s shirt and ended mid-thigh. A pair of gladiator sandals completed the daring outfit.

      “The gnomes will be all right for another hour,” she said. “You’re not skirting your responsibilities, just delaying them a bit.”

      “Ooh, I think we’re here,” Bridget mock whispered ahead of us, putting out the witch light she’d been using to illuminate our passage through the dark woods.

      Disha grabbed my hand. “Just hang out for a bit, steal a kiss from Sinasre, then go tend to your gnomes,” she reasoned as she pulled me toward Bridget.

      “So much for helping me with them,” I murmured.

      Disha glanced back and gave me a look that said: “Can you blame us?”

      “Some friends you are.” I sounded pouty, though I really didn’t blame them. I didn’t want to deal with the stupid gnomes myself, no need to drag my friends into it, too.

      “Shhh.” Bridget pressed a finger to her lips as she peeked from behind a tree trunk toward the clearing ahead.

      “Wow,” Disha whispered.

      Wow was right. If this was a “modest gathering,” I would have loved to see one that was considered lavish.

      The clearing was a wonderland from another planet. There was no other way I could describe it. The forest was alive in a way that seemed completely unnatural and yet felt right somehow.

      Tree branches swooped down to form benches and tables for several massive spreads of food and drink. Moss covered the ground, thicker and more colorful than any man-made carpet I’d ever seen. Above, the heavy canopy was open, giving a clear view of the sky and a full yellow moon that seemed to hang close to us as if from a string. Moonlight bathed the gathering in warm light, the only illumination needed, keeping things dim and otherworldly.

      In the middle of the clearing, a few couples danced, though we could hear no music. In fact, we couldn’t hear anything at all, which likely meant there was a cloaking spell over the clearing.

      The fae dance was nothing like what I’d typically seen at other school raves. No head banging, hip grinding, or drunken staggering. This was much different. It was more like a ball, and the few dancing couples—apparently all fae—seemed to be keeping rhythm with a waltz or something similar. The girls wore gowns that appeared to be made out of flowers and threaded together with spider silk, while the guys wore trousers and jackets embroidered with golden thread.

      I recognized a few other fae students from around campus, but the rest were new. I had no idea there were this many folk living in the area. Or maybe, they had come from far away.

      Most of the non-fae students sat on the tree benches, dazzled expressions on their faces, their jeans and T-shirts looking out of place. The rest stood by the tables, poking the tiny pastries, exotic fruits, and sauced dishes, the frowns on their faces a clear indication they didn’t trust any of it one bit.

      “What the… ?” Disha whispered. “That looks boring as hell. I think the gnomes might be more fun than this.”

      Bridget scrunched up her face and made as if to gag herself. “Should we split?”

      I was about to totally agree when the air in front of us shimmered and a tall figure stepped out of the clearing.

      Sinasre stood in front of us. He was smiling, revealing pointed canines that immediately reminded me of Rowan’s vampire fangs. He was wearing tight jeans and an unbuttoned white shirt revealing a smooth chest. Rune tattoos peeked from under the shirt, adorning his perfect pecs and abs.

      “Char-lie,” Sinasre said in a honey sweet tone, “I’m very glad you and your friends are here.”

      “Thank you,” I said. “We appreciate the invitation. We can’t stay long, though. We have these gnomes we’re supposed to train for Counselor McIntosh.” Gnomes. I sounded like a babbling idiot yet again. Open mouth. Insert foot. Sheesh.

      Disha put on a serious expression. “Yes, it’s a very important task that we cannot neglect.”

      Sinasre said nothing to this. He simply smiled, crossing behind the cloaking spell, beckoning for us to step into the clearing. Once he crossed over the spell’s boundary, Sinasre’s clothes rippled and changed to one of those embroidered suits the other fae were wearing.

      Disha, Bridget and I exchanged confused glances, then followed the fae male behind the shimmering veil.

      “Holy shit!” Disha exclaimed when we got to the other side and a riot of sound and light assaulted us. “On second thought, I think the gnomes can wait a little longer.”

      I blinked, trying to process the new scene that lay before my eyes. It had been sort of interesting before, but now it looked like a real party.

      The trees still swooped down to make benches and tables, and there was still food and drink on them, but that was where the similarities stopped. No one was sitting around, but no one was dancing the waltz, either. Instead, everyone was in the middle of the clearing, gyrating and bouncing to a mixture of techno and Irish folk music. The moon above us was a giant orb that shot down laser lights in all the colors of the rainbow. A strobe light kept pace with the music, giving me flashes of girls dressed in nothing but vines and shirtless guys slick with sweat.

      The scene made me dizzy as I tried to tell the fae students from the rest. I had no idea there were so many at the Academy. Or maybe they were fae from the area? There was no way to tell.

      “This sure is... different,” Bridget said, her green eyes wide and shining as if there were witch lights within them.

      On this side of the spell, Sinasre was back in his unbuttoned shirt, smiling wickedly. “You can trust gnome one.”

      What? A bad pun? Not him too!

      His joke surprised me, though. He seemed way more relaxed here than he’d been in class. His impish mouth curved up in a delish smile that stirred something in my chest. Why, oh why, did he have to be so handsome and otherworldly?

      “Ha, you’re a funny guy,” Disha said, mock punching him in the arm. “This is great, Sinasre.”

      “Isn’t it?” he said, then turned to me. “What do you think, Char-lie?”

      “Yes.” I nodded. “It’s… something.”

      Two other fae males walked up as soon as we got over our shock.

      “These are Gaelin and Durlan,” Sinasre said. “Local fae from the area.”

      The newcomers inclined their heads one after the other, acknowledging their names. Gaelin had white hair that was short in the back and long in the front, sweeping over his left eye. Durlan was tall with brown hair and a golden sun painted on his forehead. It glowed with the strobe light, making me wonder whether or not it was permanent.

      Their focus and charm got immediately divided between Disha and Bridget. They invited them to dance and, in a split second, I was left alone with Sinasre.

      Now, why did that feel planned?

      I narrowed my eyes at Sinasre. He shrugged, doing a poor job at hiding his involvement in this obvious plot. It didn’t bother me, though. It was actually flattering.

      “Would you like something to drink?” he asked, pointing toward one of the tree tables.

      “I’d better not,” I said. I had read you shouldn’t trust food or drink from the fae folk. It could enslave you or make you dance until you’d worn your feet away. I didn’t think Sinasre would do something like that, but this was the newer, more careful Charlie.

      “I promise everything’s safe.” His cat eyes winked in the strobe light, glowing preternaturally as if he could see in the dark.

      I huffed. “I thought you said to trust gnome one.”

      “Touché.” He inclined his head, letting his long red hair brush against his shoulder. There was something so alluring about him. Maybe it was his smell like a cologne made of wood smoke and cinnamon. Or it was the flashes of bare chest as he moved lithely across the forest floor. The hard muscles of his pecs practically begged for me to run my hands over them.

      A quiver tripped over my skin. He was so handsome, so exotic, but I forced my eyes away with a reminder that I was not interested. No, Charlie. Bad. School. School was my priority.

      I watched Disha and Bridget as they pushed their way into the dance floor and began enjoying themselves with Gaelin and Durlan.

      Off to the side, Anama stood next to Lancer and another two fae males I hadn’t met. They seemed to be hanging from her every word, their eyes dreamy as if they’d never seen anything as mesmerizing in their entire lives. But who could blame them? Anama was gorgeous.

      As I watched, something weird happened. She lifted a hand and, as she extended it toward Lancer, it disappeared along with her forearm.

      I blinked and shook my head. Anama’s arm appeared to have been severed at the elbow while she smiled with satisfaction. Had she done a glamour to make her arm invisible? Yeah, that had to be it. Fae were good at glamours from what I’d read.

      Satisfied with that explanation, I began to turn toward Sinasre when Anama pulled her arm back, and it gradually reappeared. She laughed, grabbed a pastry from a nearby table and began dabbing Lancer’s face with icing. First, his nose, then his cheeks and chin, all while he stood as still as a statue, letting her turn him into a total clown. Odd, he hadn’t struck me like the type of guy who would let anyone make fun of him.

      Then, as if coming back to life, Lancer blinked and stumbled forward. Anama and the other fae male tried to keep a straight face but failed, and soon, busted out laughing at Lancer’s confused expression.

      “What the hell did you do now?” Lancer demanded.

      Anama put both hands up. “Nothing. I swear.”

      Lancer’s eyes crossed as he suddenly stared at his icing-tipped nose. “Agh, I’m going to kill you,” he said, just as Anama took off running with Lancer tight at her heels.

      Next to me, Sinasre shook his head and chuckled. “He deserves that. Lancer is too rigid sometimes.”

      “How did she…” I trailed off, unsure of what to ask. Something had been odd about the entire situation, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      “Anama is a Looper,” Sinasre said.

      “A Looper?” I’d never heard the term.

      “She can control time and space,” Sinasre explained. “When her arm disappeared, it was because she opened a hole in the fabric of space and put her arm through it. Then, she slowed time for Lancer, so he couldn’t move while she played her trick.”

      “Wow,” I said, truly amazed.

      “She’s always playing tricks on him. I think they like each other but are too stubborn to admit it.”

      I thought about Anama’s extraordinary ability while we stood watching people dance. After a long moment, though, the silence started feeling awkward.

      “So… you’re a transfer, huh?” I asked, using my amazing conversational skills.

      He nodded. “Yes, I transferred from Merryweather University.”

      “Oh, I heard what happened there. That’s just wrong.”

      “Not everyone feels the way you do.” He stared off, a sour expression falling over his face.

      “Don’t I know it,” I said, realizing that I should change the subject before I got angry. “You’re the first fae I’ve ever met,” I admitted. “But I grew up as a Regular, so…” I added apologetically.

      “It’s all right,” he said, his feline eyes intent on my face. “There aren’t many of us here. In fact, this is pretty much everyone.” He gestured out to the dancing crowd. “Well, other than the few adults living in the area. My father and his friends. Not many of us, though.”

      “But you must know all about that,” he said.

      “I’m sorry, I really don’t.”

      He waved his finely clawed hands. “No need to apologize. Sometimes I forget how little Regulars know about our world. The majority of fae you see,” he gestured toward the dancing crowd, “are stuck here. Anama and I haven’t seen our mother for over ten years. She’s back home, and we… are here,” he said here as if he were referring to a dump like the one Trey and I had shared. “It’s hardest on my sister. She was so close to Mother, the apple of her eye.”

      Sinasre lowered his face, averting his eyes. His deep voice quivered, making him sound younger and vulnerable. A knot formed in my throat.

      “What do you mean you’re stuck here?” I asked.

      “All of us cannot return home. We don’t have access to any of the portals to go back to our fae lands,” he answered.

      “What? Why not?”

      “You must know about that, at least,” he said, sounding surprised.

      Did I? I remembered Tempest telling me about how the Academy had stolen all the portals, blocking their access to non-wizards. Was it possible the school was responsible for keeping these fae from going back to their homes?

      No. This couldn’t be true, and if it was, there had to be a good reason behind it.

      Trust no one. The warning echoed inside my head.

      “Why don’t we talk about you instead, Char-lie?” His enchanting eyes traced over my face in a way that felt almost like a caress. More of those damn tingles broke out along my skin. My body was responding in ways my heart wasn’t going along with. The whole “don’t like a boy” thing was failing miserably, so I redoubled my efforts.

      “Me?” I asked. “There’s nothing very interesting about me.”

      “Hmm,” he said, his cat eyes watching my face intently for its reaction.

      He paused, then added, “That’s not what Rowan said.”
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      Sinasre’s words echoed in my head as Disha, Bridget, and I walked back through the forest, headed toward our dorm.

      That’s not what Rowan said.

      My shocked expression had drawn an impish smile from him, his words apparently having their desired effect—an effect akin to a bucket of ice sliding down my back.

      Stunned, I’d blinked at him for a few seconds before opening my mouth to ask how in the world he knew Rowan and what exactly had they talked about, but just as I was about to, Anama darted between us, grabbed Sinasre’s hand and dragged him into the throng of writhing bodies.

      The look she gave me as she glanced over her shoulder was pure ice. That girl wanted nothing to do with me and wanted to make sure Sinasre didn’t either.

      I waited nearly forty-five minutes with my eyes on the crowd of dancers, gnawing on my lip and stewing, but he never came back out.

      I sat there wondering what kind of game he was playing? I knew fae were supposed to be aloof and haughty and tended to lean toward tricking humans and getting us to do their bidding, but was that just a stereotype? I tried hard not to be prejudiced about non-wizard creatures. And fae were no different, were they? But what if tricking me had been Sinasre’s only goal?

      With this chilling realization, I had stared around the clearing, wondering what in the hell we were doing there. Sure, we were powerful witches, but did we have any idea what we were dealing with?

      Then I’d glanced at my watch and gasped. It had read midnight, and I’d yet to check on the gnomes.

      Irmagard and Bonnie would have every right to kill me.

      Grabbing Disha and Bridget, I’d hauled us all out of there just in time to stop Disha from making questionable choices with the white-haired fae. She’d tangled herself around him, one arm slung over his neck, the other playing with his snow-white hair. Her half-lidded eyes and parted lips told me nothing good would come out of the next few seconds if I didn’t do something, so I’d untangled her and dragged her through the crowd right after finding Bridget.

      Now, nearly to the storage shed turned gnome sanctuary—they had needed a place to stay and this was where Irmagard had accommodated them—Disha still seemed starry-eyed and far away. What the hell?

      The trees had swallowed up the big, bright moon and the sticky air. An owl hooted and the grassy lawn shivered in a stiff breeze that cut across the northern reaches of campus. Thank god familiar buildings were now in view. I could stop worrying something would snatch us and drag us back into that sinister forest.

      “Gaelin,” Disha murmured, glancing behind us forlornly.

      I gave her arm a tug as I trucked her toward campus and away from temptation. “Not Gaelin, Drew. Remember Drew? Your boyfriend? Your beloved?”

      “Hmm?” she mumbled, staring up at the cloudless sky. “Who’s Drew?”

      “Oh, shit,” Bridget stopped on the path and whirled on Disha. “What did you drink?”

      “Drink?” Disha tossed her head back, swaying slightly, her pupils large and quivering.

      We weren’t at the party long enough for Disha to get drunk, were we? Unless there was some sort of fairy drink I didn’t know existed, which was entirely possible since there was still a lot about this world I was ignorant of.

      Thank goodness Bridget was well-versed. She stared like an optometrist into Disha’s brown eyes for a few seconds, nodded and then began weaving her hands and chanting. Soon, I recognized a clarity spell similar to the one I’d learned to ward off vampire enthrallment. Had Disha been enthralled without me noticing? Dammit, I needed to take better care of her.

      Blowing on the palm of her hand as if pushing the spell into Disha’s face, Bridget finished her chant. Disha staggered back, bumping into me and nearly toppling to the ground. I grabbed her arms, steadying her until her legs regained their strength.

      Disha pressed a hand to her temple. “What... happened?”

      Bridget put her fists on her hips like a disappointed mother. “You should know better than to drink or eat anything the folk give you! Without that clarity spell, you’d probably be unable to enjoy human food ever again.”

      “No blueberry muffins?” Disha asked, confused.

      “They’d taste like ash in your mouth. Or, you’d have wandered back into that clearing and never found your way home.”

      Disha’s head bowed. “But, he seemed so nice. We were just dancing. Then he handed me his cup...”

      Bridget shook her head. “Some folk are nice and some want to enslave you. It’s better not to trust any of them.”

      Her last words tangled with earlier thoughts. Could I believe Sinasre’s claim? Maybe he’d heard about Rowan and me, and was taunting me. Maybe he’d met Rowan and, together, the two of them were devising a way to drive me insane.

      I didn’t want to think Rowan would be actively working against me, but then, he’d joined the very group of subversives we’d hated and had been fighting against for two years just because Tempest told him he could have his precious magic back. Was Rowan still with them? Did that mean Sinasre worked with them, too?

      I opened my mouth to voice some of these concerns and get the girls’ take on it, but as I was about to, a small creature darted across our path. About two feet tall, the humanoid potato with legs ran by, a naked butt flashing at us in the moonlight.

      “Oh my god,” I said, putting my hand to my mouth. “The gnomes are loose!”

      Without another word, we sprinted to the storage shed. When we got there, the doors were flung open, the padlock Irmagard had installed to “ensure their safety at night” broken open.

      Irmagard had converted the unused space into living quarters for her gnomes, giving them toddler bunk beds, little chairs, rugs, lamps, and other niceties. She’d even procured a small pot-bellied stove for cooking and pantry shelves with their favorite treats.

      When I’d seen it earlier in the day as our counselor explained my duties, it had been neat and tidy. Now, it looked like wild dogs had run amok inside.

      The beds were kicked sideways. One appeared to have been chopped up, its remains smoldering inside the open stove belly, which belched acrid, black smoke into the room. The pantry shelves were bare except for a few cans of sardines.

      Even gnomes had limits when it came to canned fish snacks apparently.

      But the worst part of it was that there were no gnomes in sight.

      Oh, shit. I was in so much trouble.

      “What do we do?” Bridget said, grabbing a handful of her red hair in dismay as Disha cast an extinguishing spell to put out the fire. Smoke blanketed the room and rolled toward us. We backed out, batting to clear the air.

      I stared at the mess in disbelief. “This is my fault. I need to find them. Bonnie and Irmagard put me in charge. If I don’t find the little bastards... Gah! I should never have gone to that stupid party.”

      Disha put her hand on my arm. “Hey, it’s okay. No worries, Charlie Bucket. We got this. Bridget, work on righting the mess the buggers made. Char and I will track down the little potato snatchers.” She clapped her hands and rubbed them vigorously. “Char, you know a good locator spell?”

      I smiled at my friend. Man, I was lucky to have her and Bridget.

      In a few minutes, we ran over our repertoire of locator spells and picked the best one. I did the finger motions, drew power from my cuffs and held out my palm as a wispy green light flared out of it. The spell was a little bit like the game Hot-and-Cold I used to play with my mother. The light flared brighter if you were hot on the trail, dimmer if you were cold.

      Following the glow as it brightened and dimmed, Disha and I started out across the moonlit lawn. The campus was quiet because of the late hour, which worked to our advantage. Any noise or movement should indicate gnome trickery.

      I stared across the manicured lawns and glanced at the brick buildings dotting the horizon. Would they go inside a building? Gnomes were woodland creatures, so my vote was on trees, shrubs and other natural hiding places.

      “Did the party help take your mind off Rowan at all?” Disha asked as she scanned the school buildings and surrounding shrubbery with me. We were near the back of the Humanities Building now and a few windows still glowed with light, helping to illuminate our search.

      “Funny you should mention Rowan,” I said. “Sinasre acted like he had met him.”

      “What?” she exclaimed, her eyebrows shooting into her bangs.

      I put a finger to my lips to shush her. “He gave me the impression he had spoken to Rowan. That Rowan had told him things about me.”

      “What things?” Disha said.

      “I don’t know. I never got to ask him. Anama came and pulled him away.”

      As we advanced toward a flower garden, the light burned brighter and Disha lifted a stone in our path as if a gnome could’ve been buried underneath. Was she still dazzled by that fae spell?

      She set the rock down, sighing. “You know, I get the impression that Lancer and Anama don’t like Supers.”

      “They probably don’t like that term.”

      “Sorry, I mean witches. They don’t like witches,” she corrected.

      I nodded, tilting the light toward another grouping of shrubs. It dimmed. No gnome here. “The one who drugged you—Gaelin—probably doesn’t like witches, either.”

      “Or he likes them too much,” Disha said wryly. “But say you’re right... why are they even here then?”

      “They probably want to get home. Did you know that when the Academy locked up all the portals, it trapped the fae who were in the human realm, leaving them no way to get back?”

      Disha stopped in her tracks and scanned my face. “Is that true?”

      I shrugged. “That’s what Sinasre said, in so many words.”

      “Yeah, and he also told you he’d spoken to Rowan.” She rolled her eyes as if she didn’t believe a word of it.

      I sighed. “It isn’t the first time that someone’s told me the Academy gobbled up all the portals and left others out in the cold.”

      Disha grabbed my arm. “What are you saying? That we’re the bad guys?” She touched her thumb to her chest as she stared hard into my face.

      “No, of course not,” I said, not even sure myself.

      Did I believe the Academy was using their power to hurt people? How could they when they’d been the driving force in helping non-wizards to gain their rights back? Still, being the gatekeepers with so much power could lead to abuses. I just didn’t know what to believe. And now, with Dean McIntosh gone, I had no one to ask. Irmagard was just too… preoccupied. And, Bonnie, no way was I stepping foot in her office unless I absolutely had to.

      I swung around a large willow, and my locator light flashed bright green.

      Waving at Disha, we skittered to a stop as we spotted our prey. A tiny gnome—this one only a foot and a half in height—was digging a hole in the ground. He’d gotten pretty far, enough to wedge himself in with some supplies he’d likely stolen from the shed.

      He jumped into the hole and was about to cover himself up when Disha hit him with an entrapment incantation.

      His little, dirt-covered body rose into the air as he flailed pudgy arms and legs. “Put me down. Put me down!” he shouted, struggling against the spell.

      At first, I thought he was just angry at being restrained, but then I saw the fear in his small black eyes.

      “Hey, hey. It’s okay. We aren’t going to hurt you. We’re just going to bring you back where it’s safe.” I held my hands out reassuringly.

      He struggled, not one bit reassured. “You need to let me go,” he said, his little legs pistoning. “It isn’t safe. They’re coming!”

      “Who is coming?” Disha asked, but the little gnome clammed up, still fighting the spell but no longer answering any questions.

      Disha’s eyes darted from the gnome to me. “What’s he talking about?”

      Shivering, I glanced around. There was one thing I remembered from the “Care and Feeding of Gnomes” packet that Bonnie had given me.

      “Gnomes can sense danger,” I told her. “That must’ve been why they broke out of the shed, why they ran off, why this little guy was trying to bury himself.”

      Disha stared at me as if she didn’t understand. Her brain still seemed a bit foggy from the fairy drink.

      I grabbed her arm to get her attention. “Disha, something bad is going to happen. We have to warn the deans.”
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      Disha and I hurried toward the Administration Building, leaving the gnome behind to bury himself. We could dig him up later. We had bigger fish to fry.

      It was unlikely we would find anyone in the offices at this hour, but it was the closest staff building, so it was worth a shot. If no one was there, then we would go to the staff housing area, which was northeast of campus, all the way to the edge, and was invisible to students. Yeah, good luck with that.

      I tried not to panic, knowing full well that one more incident like the dangerous ones we’d had in the past could get my beloved school shut down, leaving me out in the cold.

      When we got to the Administration Building, we tried the main door, but it was locked. We pounded on the glass and tried to peer inside, our hands cupped against the glare. There was no use trying unlocking spells. The wards were far too advanced and besides, there was only darkness inside. No one was burning the midnight oil.

      Turning toward staff housing, we ran down the steps, passing in front of the Enlightenment Fountain.

      We were cutting across the quad when we noticed a colorful flash inside the library across from us. For an instant, a few of the second-floor windows in the right corner had glowed with blue and red light, then everything had gone dark again. The first and third floors of the red-roof building had remained dark, as they were supposed to at this hour.

      Disha and I exchanged worried glances and skidded to a halt next to the stone statue of Athena, the Goddess of War, which stood at the very center of the quad.

      “Did I just imagine that?” Disha asked.

      “You’re still kind of high from whatever you drank, but I saw it, too.”

      We waited, our attention laser-focused on the library windows, our breaths frozen in our chests.

      The windows flashed again.

      Disha and I nodded at each other to confirm we’d seen it again.

      “Probably just the librarians throwing a party,” I said, even as my cuffs grew warm in warning.

      “Let’s check it out!” Disha started toward the library.

      I grabbed her arm. “No, let’s keep going.” I pointed toward staff housing. “Dean Underwood and the others will know what to do.”

      “It might be too late by then, Char,” Disha protested. “C’mon!”

      I shook my head, even though my cuffs’ warning was intensifying by the second.

      “We need to stay out of trouble,” I said. I had made a promise to myself not to repeat the mistakes of the last two years and running into a suspicious-looking building in the middle of the night was exactly the kind of thing Old Charlie would do. I had to keep her reigned in.

      Disha scowled, waving a frantic hand toward the library. “And let a bunch of subversives do who knows what in the advanced section of the library?”

      “Who said anything about subversives?” I asked, as I went over a mental map of the library’s layout and realized Disha was right. That was where the advanced section was located. No one could go inside that area except the faculty and seniors with authorization from one of their professors.

      “Who said anything about subversives?” she repeated. “Duh, the gnomes did.”

      “No, they didn’t.”

      “Not explicitly, but who else could it be?”

      “Well, maybe—”

      Suddenly, three people burst out of the side door of the library and tore across the lawn.

      We were half a block away, but the streetlamps that surrounded the quad gave enough light to allow me to recognize two of them.

      I would never forget either one of them: Tempest and Smudge Face.

      Shit. I had to stop them.

      Adrenaline pumping into my veins and erasing any rational thought, I took off at a full clip, legs pumping, hands outstretched as I spoke a new spell I’d learned just for an occasion like this.

      Disha caught up, eyes wide as she ran beside me. “What’s the plan?” she yelled.

      In answer, the spell slid from my cuffs, coated my hands, and burst through my fingertips. It hit the ground right under the three intruders and quickly formed an invisible barrier around them. A wall of energy sprang over them like a clear bowl over an intruding spider.

      As the ground shook beneath their feet, their heads jerked in our direction. Spotting us, their eyes went wide.

      “Run!” Tempest shouted, holding something big to her chest. They were here to steal from the restricted section. Disha was right.

      Not on my watch.

      The group turned south and promptly ran smack into my barrier, staggering back like kids running into a closed glass door.

      “Woohoo! You got ‘em.” Disha exclaimed, throwing a fist up in the air. “Awesome spell. You’ll have to teach it to me.”

      Relief replaced the adrenaline in my veins. It had worked. They were trapped.

      Panting, we came to a stop in front of the subversives, our hands up and ready to throw more spells in case they broke my barrier.

      Tempest glared at me, furious. She was dressed all in black leather as seemed to be her preference, her long straight hair flowing smoothly down her shoulders. She was holding on to a book the size of a carry-on suitcase. It was bound in leather and looked suspiciously like La Sorcière Noire grimoire that sat on a pedestal in the middle of the advanced section. I had seen it many times from the doors that led into that area. It was a book full of black magic that had once belonged to a French woman known as The Black Witch.

      Pretty much the worst thing someone could steal from the library so, of course, Tempest wanted it. How they’d broken the wards around it, I didn’t know.

      Smudge Face stood next to her, wearing what appeared to be the same black trench coat he’d been sporting the night Trey died. His face was a blur that I would recognize anywhere—not to mention the three missing fingers on his right hand. Seeing him brought back a torrent of rage I’d worked for two years to quench. I swallowed the lump in my throat and forced myself not to do anything stupid.

      Cool head. Clear mind.

      With my emotions back under control, I committed the last subversive’s profile to memory.

      The third guy was a werewolf, his face both human and animal in a half-morphed state, with eyes glowing yellow, pointed ears sprouting from his head, sharp canine teeth dripping with drool. He wore jeans, work boots and a leather jacket that had seen better days. His clawed hands were up, his yellow eyes watching, holding a strange expression that made me bristle. I tore my gaze from him and found my attention diluted between the three subversives.

      I wanted to kill Smudge Face, wanted to tear the grimoire from Tempest’s hands, wanted to tell that stupid werewolf to stop looking at me that way. But I just stood there. It was Disha who reacted first.

      “Put that book down,” she said in her best don’t-mess-with-us voice.

      She wasn’t having the same emotional turmoil as me. She knew that what mattered was stopping these three non-wizards from taking what they’d come to steal.

      Smudge Face stepped up to the barrier and placed both hands on it, looking like a mime getting ready to perform the old stuck-in-a-box trick. His already indistinct face grew even blurrier as he began to vibrate like hummingbird wings.

      Oh, no.

      My barrier glitched and made a crackling sound. Disha and I exchange glances, then began to spell cast. I issued the incantation again, trying to reinforce the wall, but Smudge Face was vibrating so fast, the barrier started cracking, jagged lines traveling up and down its nearly invisible dome shape.

      Disha cursed, then, facing staff housing, let out a spell that flew over half of campus and exploded with loud fireworks over the buildings of the sleeping faculty members.

      An alarm that should get us reinforcements fast. Damn, why hadn’t we thought of that before?

      Just then, my barrier fell.

      Smudge Face and the werewolf crouched, ready to jump us while Tempest took off running with the grimoire.

      Quickly, I blasted Fedorov’s earth-shaking spell at the werewolf’s feet. The ground exploded in front of the creature and sent him flying backwards in a storm of dirt and grass. I threw a glance at Disha, my eyes trailing Tempest as she sped away.

      “Don’t let her escape,” she said confidently, facing Smudge Face with a satisfied smile on her face. “I’ll take care of this bastard.”

      I took off after the fake Ava Marie.

      Weaving a lightning spell as I ran, I extended my hands in her direction and aimed.

      As if sensing my impending attack, Tempest turned and released her own lightning storm. It swallowed mine, the spells smashing into each other in an explosion of light and thunder that cracked open the night like a bomb.

      Dammit!

      That was a stupid spell to try with her. Tempest was an Elemental. I needed to think harder to outwit her.

      A wind spell came to mind next, but I pushed it away. She could get control of the wind and throw it back at me, so I needed to cast something different. I rifled through the many magical attacks I’d learned this summer, but it was hard to concentrate. I was running as fast as I could, jumping over flower gardens and dodging around trees, and still, Tempest was quickly doubling, tripling the distance between us. Her legs seemed to blur as if she were using magic on them.

      Growing desperate, I settled for something I’d read in one of Elspeth’s books over the summer, a short-distance teleportation spell created by a Spanish warlock in the eighteen hundreds. Elspeth had refused to let me try it, saying it was too dangerous, senior-level magic, hard to master without getting lost in limbo.

      But, I had to do something! Tempest was getting away with the book.

      I’d memorized the spell and all I needed was to be able to see where I wanted to go. If I was going to try it, I needed to do it before she reached the woods and got lost in there. I didn’t want to relocate myself inside of a tree trunk.

      I went for it, focusing on the very spot where Tempest’s right foot was going to fall on her next step.

      Performing the motions, I cupped my hands, then slapped them together. “De aquí hacia allá. Llego ya!”

      Please let it work.

      My body crumpled like a piece of paper. The world disappeared, and for an instant, I felt like a tumbleweed propelled forward by a swift wind. Then, I uncrumpled. The world was remade brighter and louder than before. My head swam. My eyes roved, overwhelmed by my new scenery, namely Tempest who was now only a mere inch from me.

      I had reappeared mid-step and, thrown completely out of balance, I went tumbling on top of the Elemental. We crashed to the ground. The grimoire went flying from her hands.

      Clawing at the dirt, I tried to stand, then fell back to my knees twice before getting to my feet. The trees ahead seemed to bow as my head spun. Bile filled my throat. Swaying, I blasted a clarity spell over my face.

      My lungs slowed down and filled with air. The nausea in my stomach died down.

      Tempest was still on the ground, scrambling on her hands and knees toward the grimoire. I rushed to her, planted a foot on her back, and slammed her to the dirt.

      She umphed, but after a small pause, my toes began to freeze as ice crawled up them. She was still able to spell cast.

      Bitch!

      Before frostbite set in, I sent out a warmth spell from my cuffs to the rest of my body, quickly canceling Tempest’s Elemental magic.

      “You’re no match for me, little Tempest,” I said, my voice a deep growl that surprised me.

      Large, swimming eyes blinked up at me. She knew she was done for. Relief and satisfaction flooded my chest. Finally, I had bested her.

      There was a whoosh from the trees. My head jerked up in time to see a large, dark blur.

      “How about me?”

      Rowan!

      He stood by the edge of the woods, dressed all in black, shadows cutting his face in sharp angles that made him look terrifying. Through it all, his eyes glowed red and traced a path directly to me. But the worst thing was his mouth. The way it sneered, his fangs clearly visible while a threatening hiss issued past his pale lips.

      “Let her go,” he commanded.

      Emotions swirled through me like a tornado as I stared, frozen, but not by any spell. He was back. He seemed changed.

      Tempest crawled out from under my foot, but not because I’d let her go on purpose, but because my shock had turned me into a useless statue.

      “Rowan,” I managed. “What… what happened to you?”

      The last time I’d seen him, he’d still retained most of his humanity. I hadn’t realized it at the time, but seeing him here, I could see he’d embraced what he’d become.

      He didn’t answer me. Instead, he urged Tempest to go with a flick of his head.

      “Hurry! Get it out of here,” he said, indicating the grimoire.

      “No!” I said as Tempest picked up the large book and ran.

      I took chase again.

      There was another whoosh and, the next thing I knew, my back was against a tree trunk, my shoulders in Rowan’s fierce grip as he held me in place.

      “Stay out of this, Charlie,” he said, his metallic breath hitting my nose.

      I heard the sound of Tempest’s steps crashing through the woods, but that didn’t seem to matter anymore.

      Instead, I glanced into Rowan’s sharp features, fear seeping into my bones. Was this the same person I’d once known? I couldn’t bring myself to believe it. He looked ferocious… hungry.

      “How can you do this?” I asked, tears filling my eyes.

      My heart quivered, making me realize I’d held on to some sort of hope for him, maybe even for us, but it had been useless.

      The Rowan I’d known was fully gone, and I didn’t recognize this creature standing in front of me.

      He peered into my eyes, the red glow of his own dimming a little. He swallowed audibly. “You wouldn’t understand,” he said.

      “You’re right. These people killed Trey. He was like a brother to me, and they just…” The tears spilled down my cheeks, feeling hot on my frigid skin.

      Rowan opened his mouth to say something but stopped. He glanced to the side for a moment, then back at me again.

      “If you don’t want to get hurt, you have to stay out of this,” he said. “You and Disha and Bridget. I can’t protect you every time.” He gently pushed a lock of hair behind my ear.

      I snapped my head away from his cold touch.

      Inside my head, I chanted the spell that would block any enthrallment from him. The magic descended down my body like a sheet of rain, cold and unforgiving, protecting me from his vampiric powers. Still, my heart lurched toward Rowan, toward the need I saw in his eyes.

      “I’ve missed you,” he whispered sadly.

      The words tore a hole in my heart.

      “Come with me, Charlie.” He inched closer, his mouth so close to mine I felt his breath on my lips and I nearly lost my will to resist him. He was still Rowan, the first and only man I had ever loved.

      Damn you, Charlie!

      I’d thought learning an anti-enthralling spell would protect me from him, but I never discovered anything that would protect me from my own stupid heart.

      Gathering all my will, I pulled myself together and came to my senses. It wasn’t easy. My self-control had spread far and thin like a layer of spilled water, and as I rallied it together, it tried to slide away. Still, I managed to collect it up and harden it into a shield that I placed around my broken heart.

      I tore my eyes away from Rowan and turned my face to one side.

      “Never,” I said, glad to find there was resolve in my voice.

      He held me there for a moment longer, his head leaning toward mine. Then, in an instant, he was gone. His vampire speed allowing me to see nothing but a blur as he disappeared through the trees.
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      A month later, I was still attempting to wrap my brain around all that had happened the night of the theft in the library. Why had Tempest stolen the grimoire? Why had Rowan helped her?

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t focus on unraveling the mystery. I still had to attend classes like Spells 304 and, judging from the mess the teaching assistant was making on stage at the moment, my precious time was being wasted.

      “What in the world is she attempting?” Disha said, staring up at the Spells Teaching Assistant who was, at that moment, standing awkwardly on the platform below, fiddling with something on her desk. The girl was hunched over a pile of dirty rocks, muttering, and then grabbing tufts of hair in frustration. Once again, she was getting the spell all wrong.

      The T.A., Ramona Bruan, was a graduate student majoring in Mythical History with Professor Middleton. When Professor Fedorov didn’t return from his expedition to find Dean McIntosh, poor Ramona had volunteered to teach the class and had been doing so since the first day of school. The Academy was short staffed, so Irmagard had agreed.

      We’d spent the last month watching Ramona struggle with spells that invariably filled the cave with smoke. Each attempt was more disastrous than the last. She’d once set her own hair on fire while doing a simple levitation spell, far funnier than someone-who-shall-not-be-named levitating herself into the light fixtures.

      At least they’d stopped calling me Yogi Bare.

      Ramona’s lessons had gotten so bad that we’d taken to skipping class, coming in late, or sitting in the back where we could whisper about the Academy’s current situation and what bits of gossip we’d teased out from various sources. We still needed the credit, after all, even if we were pretty sure we could pass the exams with all that advanced defensive training we’d learned last year.

      Today, I had a choice bit of gossip to share with the girls, but at the moment, I was too mesmerized by Ramona’s attempt at a transformation spell. The poor girl had items strewn all over the table: iron ore, gold ore, silver ore, and something brown and viscous I couldn’t identify.

      She’d already made one attempt at turning iron ore into fool’s gold but had blown up half the table, leaving a smoldering heap that was still belching acrid smoke into the air. Thank goodness she was good at conjuring new tables.

      Not to be deterred by her first disastrous attempt, Ramona was getting ready to perform another spell. Her hands hovered over the metal lumps that quivered as pulses of magic danced in the air.

      That was the one thing you had to say for Ramona: she was persistent. The poor chunks of burnt table littering the back of the cave were proof.

      “Her chi’s all wrong,” Bridget muttered, yawning. She raised her hand to tell her so, but Disha pushed it down.

      “If you keep correcting her, how is she ever going to learn to stop and leave the spell casting up to the professionals?” Disha said. “Plus, I want to see this.”

      She didn’t say it, but I suspected Disha secretly liked watching Ramona fail. Why else did we keep coming to this pointless class? I suspected that, as a top-notch Spells student, Disha was hurt Irmagard hadn’t asked her to take over for Professor Fedorov.

      Ramona waved her hands and the rocks quivered again, melting into a silver pool and dripping off the table. God, this was pointless. We could learn more from books in the library than from poor, overworked Ramona.

      Thinking of the library suddenly brought me back to what I’d been needing to tell the girls.

      “Hey,” I said, trying to get their attention. I glanced around the nearly-empty auditorium, making sure no one was in hearing distance. Many students had stopped attending after Ramona blew up her third or fourth table. Surprisingly, the fae were still here. Sinasre, Anama, and Lancer sat near the top row as we did, but all the way around the semicircle of bench seats, safely out of earshot.

      I took one glance at their haughty profiles, then dropped my eyes. I didn’t want them to catch me looking.

      We hadn’t had much interaction from them since the party over a month ago. I’d decided that was for the best, though I was still dying to ask Sinasre what he’d meant by hearing about me from Rowan. I’d tried to corner him several times, but, either Anama had interrupted or Sinasre had merely smirked and winked at me before slinking away.

      Since he had no answer, I’d assumed Sinasre had merely been taunting me with his words. It was clear fae were dangerous to humans, considering one had tried to poison Disha. And just because they’d been allowed to attend school here didn’t mean they were trustworthy.

      Look at Rowan. He was a dean’s son and had proven to be as untrustworthy as they came.

      God, Rowan. Why couldn’t I banish his name from my vocabulary? Why did he-who-should-not-be-thought-of continue to haunt me as well? I’d had dreams of his hands on my hips, his mouth pressed on mine, the heat burning up my body as I dug my fingers into his strong back. I’d dreamt of his fangs tracing my neck, the sharp pinch of pleasure and pain.

      I shivered at the thought. My traitorous body wanted the thing I should desire least. What was wrong with me?

      Disha was right. I was emotionally and sexually pent up. But, I didn’t have time for guys. Not after what I’d learned.

      Focus on the grimoire, Charlie. Stop thinking about dangerous men.

      Ramona blew up another table, batting the air and coughing. Disha and Bridget sat back with a sigh. I took advantage of the lull in class to draw their attention back to me.

      “Listen, I need to tell you guys something important. Last night, I went to see Irmagard to ask her for a break from the gnomes since they’re really cutting into my social life.”

      “Tell me about it,” Disha moaned. “We haven’t been to a good party since the folk nearly abducted us a month ago.”

      I waved a hand, letting her know it wasn’t the time or the place for a lecture on my introverted tendencies. “Forget that. Focus. I was really using my meeting with the counselor as an excuse to try to find out more about the grimoire. If they’d had any luck finding it or Tempest.”

      “Or Rowan,” Bridget said quietly.

      I flinched but let it pass, hoping they hadn’t seen how his name affected me. I did not care about Rowan. Maybe if I told myself that enough times, it would be true.

      “It’s been a month since they stole the grimoire,” Disha said. “It’s long gone by now. Poof.” She spread her fingers along with her word, illustrating something going up in smoke much like Ramona’s table.

      “But, it’s not,” I said, letting the excited smile light up my face. “They know where it is.”

      Bridget leaned in, eyes wide. “They do?! How?”

      “Did they finally get something out of that werewolf I captured?” Disha asked with a satisfied smirk. She loved to bring that up.

      After I’d managed to bungle my end of the capture and let Rowan and Tempest slip through my fingers, I’d staggered back to find Smudge Face long gone, but the other subversive—the half man, half werewolf—pinned beneath Disha’s extended hands, a blue spell coiled around his twitching body. She’d managed to hold him there until Bonnie showed up who later handed him over to Magical Law Enforcement. He was in a jail somewhere close by.

      “Did Wereface talk?” Bridget asked, cutting in. “Werewolves are so hard to interrogate. Bobby always got away with all kinds of things because of that. Then I got the blame. You have no idea how hard it is to have a werewolf for a brother.” She blew a tangle of red curls out of her eyes in frustration.

      “It wasn’t Wereface. He refused to talk,” I said. “Irmagard let it slip, between tips on gnome physiology, that Fedorov wasn’t looking for Dean McIntosh anymore. He was looking for the grimoire, and he thinks he located its magical signature in a subversives’ safe house in Canada.”

      My eyebrows rose as excitement and anticipation crackled in my chest. If we could get that book back, I wouldn’t feel so guilty about letting it slip away in the first place. It had been a while since I’d had a good night’s sleep.

      If I hadn’t let Rowan tempt me… If I had only been stronger...

      “Canada?” Disha repeated with disgust. “Who in the world would take something like that to Canada?”

      “Hey,” Bridget replied, “Canada is great. They have amazing bacon. And, have you had the poutine?” She put her fingers to her lips and pulled them away with a kissing sound. “We need to get some. Maybe I can magic it with regular fries as a base.” Her eyes turned away as I imagined her searching her mental Rolodex for Canadian recipes.

      “Forget poutine,” I said. “If the grimoire is in Canada, that probably gives them a lead on where Tempest is.”

      “And Rowan,” Bridget added again.

      This time, Disha elbowed her in the gut, shooting eye daggers while Bridget threw up her hands as if she’d forgotten. It appeared they’d agreed not to bring him up in my presence.

      “And Rowan,” I repeated, waving Disha’s wrath away. “He’s made his bed. I can’t help him anymore. He deserves whatever punishment Magical Law Enforcement decides to dole out.”

      My skin tingled. I should not use the words “Rowan” and “bed” in the same sentence. Shit. Thinking of him was unavoidable.

      “I’m glad to hear you say that,” Bridget said, punching her fist into her palm. “Because I say we go get the grimoire ourselves. Attack those bastards and pay them back for what they did to my brother.”

      The rage in her expression was surprising and out of character. Bridget was normally an easy-going girl. She could best be described as weird, but nice. However, whenever the subject of her brother’s attack came up, or anyone mentioned Ava Marie, her former friend turned Tempest, Bridget’s calm demeanor changed into that of a battle-ready, revenge-seeking badass.

      I put a hand on her very tense shoulder. “If Professor Fedorov is on the hunt, he doesn’t need help from three junior-year witches.”

      Bridget scowled and muttered something about being fully trained.

      Disha tilted her head as if considering all this. “They only sent Professor Fedorov? Wouldn’t he be a bit outnumbered? And if he’s doing that, who’s looking for Dean McIntosh?”

      These thoughts had occurred to me, but I’d dismissed them. This year was all about working hard to learn magic and helping my Academy. Sure, things had taken a turn for the worse with Irmagard at the helm, but we were still learning.

      Slowly. Painfully. But, we were making progress.

      Sure, Spells was an awful class, but the others were still up and running. I’d been learning a lot from Madame Bernard in Potions. And Disha loved Magical Medicine with Nurse Taishi. This time, it had more to do with his skill than his looks, thanks to her long-distance boyfriend.

      The gnomes were a problem, running amok everywhere, causing inconveniences, and pulling small pranks that kept me way too busy. Just yesterday I had to run into the cafeteria kitchen to get two of them out of a huge vat of potato soup they were about to serve for lunch. They’d been swimming in it. Naked.

      I shivered at the thought of their soupy bums in the stainless steel industrial sinks while I hosed them off and dumped the entire vat of soup down the drain.

      The gnomes were supposed to be learning to assist in the kitchen. Irmagard had described them as master chefs, helping out since the kitchen workers were spread thin. It seemed that due to all the conflict of late, we were losing staff faster than she could replace them.

      The attack on the library didn’t help. People were starting to feel the Academy was a target, one that was no longer able to defend itself since losing both deans.

      All the more reason for me to stick around. Irmagard needed me here.

      Did part of me want to shirk off my gnome responsibilities, rush to Canada, and try to stop the subversives who had turned Rowan into some evil vampire, attacked us at every turn and killed my friend Trey? Hell yes. Really badly.

      But, if I did, I’d prove I hadn’t learned anything from the death of Macgregor Underwood, something I was forced to remember every time I saw his widow on campus.

      Some nights, when I closed my eyes, I still saw the blood spilling out of his ruined chest. The look on his face as he gazed up at his son for the last time. Awful.

      Rowan wouldn’t have left if his father was still alive. I knew that to be true down to my bones. His crimes might as well be mine.

      Pain tightened in my chest until I was blinking back tears.

      “We can’t get involved,” I told the girls. “I’m sure that Irmagard has someone important looking for her sister. It’s her twin, for Pete’s sake. And Professor Fedorov is the best magician alive now that Henderson and Underwood are dead.”

      I swallowed thickly after my last words. Both of those had been my fault. If I had been less reckless...

      Bridget stood up suddenly. “This is stupid. I can’t believe you won’t help. Ava Marie needs to be brought to justice!”

      Everyone left in the auditorium, even Ramona, stopped what they were doing and stared at us.

      I tried to calm her, but anger radiated off Bridget like smoke off of the singed table. She grabbed her bag, swung it violently over her shoulder and stomped out of the auditorium.

      When I turned to see how everyone else was reacting to this outburst, I spotted all three fae fully turned in our direction, marking Bridget’s exit with piqued interest. Anama pointed a long green finger and whispered something to Lancer who smirked.

      Had they been listening this whole time?

      Sinasre’s eyes dragged from Bridget’s retreating back and locked into mine.

      The smallest curl of his lips let me know he might have heard the entire thing.
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      Two weeks passed and Bridget still wouldn’t talk to me. This was as bad as the time Disha and I hexed her to the ceiling so she wouldn’t float around at night and wake Disha up with her nighttime spellcasting.

      She’d been mad then, but she was pissed now. She’d stopped sitting with us at meals, wouldn’t acknowledge us in class and had taken to sleeping in the common room if I was hanging out in Disha’s room too late.

      But, I was sticking to my guns. We were not running off to Canada to try to track down the subversives and the grimoire. No vigilante bullshit this year. I couldn’t stand to be responsible for one more death.

      Disha didn’t side with me or Bridget on the matter. I knew she had no interest in trekking up north to some arctic tundra, not when Drew was supposedly coming to campus for Homecoming.

      In fact, “Drew Preparations” were all she could think about lately—what restaurants in town he might like, where he was going to sleep since males shacking up with females was prohibited in the dorms.

      She’d found a friend on the all-male second floor to let Drew bunk with and then she’d taken over this poor guy’s room, redecorating with magical touches to make Drew feel at home.

      She was busy and Bridget acted like I had the Bubonic Plague. That was fine. I had school and gnome duties to attend to.

      This afternoon’s duty involved cleaning out the gnome shed. I walked doggedly to the little building near the north end of campus. There was little else I wanted to do less than clean out their smelly pigsty, but I’d given my word. That, at least, had not been tarnished thus far.

      I unlocked the newly installed magical padlock, undid the latch and threw open the doors.

      A white cloud assailed my nose and eyes. Coughing and spitting, I batted at the air until it was clear enough to peer in. What the hell had happened now?

      The entire room, from floor to ceiling, was covered in a thin white powder. In the center of the room, one of the industrial-sized bags of flour was broken open and trampled through. Another was torn to pieces beside it. It seemed they’d gotten into the cupboards during the night and taken out several kitchen items, including the largest stew pot, which was on its side and contained two sleeping, flour-covered gnomes; several ratty aprons which a few of the tired gnomes were now using as blankets; a handful of cooking sherry  bottles, and the industrial strength dough mixer.

      From the looks of it, they’d been attempting to bake while drunk on kitchen wine and made the largest mess possible in the process. So much for that magical padlock.

      No cleaning spell would fix this. This would be me scrubbing and vacuuming all night long.

      Again.

      Something broke inside me. Bringing gnomes onto the campus was the stupidest, most ignorant thing anyone could do. This was no special assignment, this was a punishment most foul.

      I’d had it. I was done and I intended to tell Irmagard right this minute before the fire in my gut went out.

      Covered in flour, I marched straight to the Administration Building, my heart pounding.

      Yet, when I climbed up the stairs and entered the offices, I found them all surprisingly empty. It seemed all the teachers were out at a meeting or doing some preparation for the night’s Homecoming festivities. Door after door was shut, lights off, including Irmagard’s, the person I really needed to see.

      Frustrated, I leaned my flour-covered head on the opaque glass of her office in despair. Dean McIntosh would never have given me such a ridiculous assignment. I glanced down at my Aradia cuffs, still full of magical power, being put to use to reign in disobedient gnomes like I was some kind of cat wrangler or lunatic Mary Poppins.

      What was I going to do?

      “Well, hello, young lady. Can I help you?”

      I whirled around to find an old man peering up at me. He was ancient, close to eighty or even older with a balding head and wrinkled skin. He wore a dark suit, slightly out of fashion, but clean and tailored. On his lapel, a large silver bird pin gleamed in the dim hallway light.

      “Um, I was… looking for…”

      “Are you Charlie Rivera?” the old man asked, examining me with rheumy eyes.

      “I am,” I said, feeling uneasy. How did he know me?

      He chuckled warmly. “Oh, ho ho. I’ve heard all about you. Don’t worry, all good things.” He patted my arm. “Counselor McIntosh has told me what a remarkable witch you are.”

      I gave an awkward smile, rubbing my hand on the back of my neck. Who was this dude?

      “Regent Nyquist.” He held out a spotted hand.

      Ah, so this was Regent Nyquist, the man sent by the board to keep an eye on things. I’d expected someone much… younger. This guy seemed like a nice grandpa, someone who would give you a five dollar bill on your birthday and tell you not to spend it all in one place.

      “Sir, it’s nice to meet you.” I shook his hand.

      He gave me a wink. “I could use a talented witch like you to help me keep an eye on things. I might bend your ear later, Charlie. Until then, try to stay out of trouble.” He winked, smiling conspiratorially.

      I stood there awkwardly, just hoping he would go away. Luckily, he did, exiting down the hall with deliberate steps.

      What did he mean, use a talented witch like me? That was interesting. I really needed to know where he stood on all matters related to the Academy. He had voted for Bonnie to take her husband’s place, so that meant Nyquist supported non-wizards. And if that was the case, I would love to help him keep everything running smoothly.

      Standing there, pondering all my life’s choices, I heard a murmur of voices from down the hall. Even though Irmagard’s office was on the far end, the silence in the building made any sound noticeable. Someone was here after all.

      I left Irmagard’s door and walked down the long, echoey hallway toward the voices.

      Soon, I found myself near Dean Underwood’s office. The door was shut, but the light was on and voices were definitely coming from inside.

      I was about to knock when a deep male voice echoed through the silence.

      I’d know that voice anywhere.

      Rowan.

      My heart began to pound faster on its own. He was here? How? Why? He was a fugitive, a member of a group hell-bent on destroying us.

      And yet, the woman who answered back in hushed tones was his mother, the one person in the world he could turn to.

      MacGregor Underwood would never have kept his son safe from Magical Law Enforcement, not after he attacked the Academy. But his mother? She loved Rowan very much. A mother’s love for her son didn’t just stop, even if he was a criminal.

      My palms sweating, I leaned in to press my ear to the door. I had to hear what they were saying.

      But, as I did, the voices stopped. There was a shuffling noise and footsteps pounded in my direction. I turned to flee, but the door flung wide.

      Bonnie stared at me with narrow eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      She was flushed, her eyes wide and her chest rising up and down as if frightened. Her eyes narrowed in an unwelcome stare, a look she’d never given me before. It made me wonder if all the other encounters I’d had with her had been lies, a masquerade of smiles and warm looks all meant to set me at ease.

      Now she was angry, snappish and covering up for something. I couldn’t see any movement in her office, but the window behind her desk was flung wide open, almost as if someone had just dashed through it.

      Was Rowan outside? Was he listening?

      I swallowed and started to answer her question. “I… I was looking for Irma… Counselor McIntosh.”

      “In my office? Why are you lurking around in the dark? And what are you covered in?” Her tone was accusatory. Who was she to accuse me? She was the one who should be answering questions.

      Heat flaring up my neck, I decided I had to know.

      “Was he here?” I asked.

      “Who?” She tilted her head up and kept her expression emotionless even as her hand tightened on the doorknob.

      I leaned forward. “We both know who.”

      Her mouth twitched slightly. She opened it, then closed it as if thinking she might say something to me and then deciding against it. “There was no one here but me.”

      “I heard voices.”

      She stepped back and threw her hand sideways. Startled, I readied a defensive spell, but instead of Bonnie blasting me, she conjured an image in front of us.

      As we watched, a projection manifested, appearing like a film being broadcast against the brick wall outside of Bonnie’s office. It showed Rowan at his home. He wore a graduation cap and gown. Bonnie and I watched as he adjusted his tilted cap, tucking silken strands of hair behind the polyester material.

      “Does it look okay?” the image of Rowan said, smiling, eyes crinkled against the sunlight.

      “You look lovely, darlin’,” Bonnie’s off-screen voice said. “Handsome.”

      “Are you filming?” Rowan shaded his eyes from the sunshine, squinting at her with that heart-wrenching smile.

      Oh, Rowan. To be able to travel back in time to when you were whole and happy.

      I had seen a glimpse of that Rowan right after I briefly cured him of his curse, on that Christmas we spent together. What I wouldn’t give to go back there.

      Bonnie chuckled off screen as Rowan adjusted his gown. “It’s your graduation, silly. I want to remember this forever.”

      The Bonnie who stood beside me swiped her hand down and the image disappeared.

      When I glanced at her, I could just glimpse the pain behind her eyes before she smoothed out her expression as easily as if it were a wrinkled shirt.

      “Was that the voices you heard?” she said, tersely.

      “I… I’m…”

      She shook her head. “You might forgive the sentimentality of an old woman whose best days are behind her. Memory, Charlie, is all I have. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

      She stepped back and shut the door before I could say a word.

      Stunned and a little perturbed, I wandered out of the Administration Building, found myself at the Enlightenment Fountain, and took a seat on one of the benches nearby.

      Everything that had happened in the last few weeks, practically the entire school year so far, swirled in my head and I had no one to talk to about it. Without Rowan or Dean McIntosh, I’d leaned on Bridget and Disha but even they were unable to help me at this point.

      Nothing made sense. It felt as if the whole world were tilted on its ear and everything was tumbling through space. Thoughts appeared in my mind and then flitted away before I could pin them down.

      I gripped my head, wondering if anything I’d done this year had gone the way I’d planned. Had I accomplished anything? The Academy was no better off, Dean McIntosh had not been found, and the grimoire was still out there.

      I held my head in my hands and tugged at my hair.

      “You humans are so intriguing,” a voice said.

      My head snapped up only to find Sinasre watching me as if I were some exotic animal. He took a step closer, his cat eyes still examining me. Tonight, he was wearing a plain white Tee and jeans, a very normal outfit for a very abnormal guy. His feral appearance and wild red hair could not be hidden by the human clothes he wore.

      “Take you, for instance,” he purred, stepping closer. “You spend all your time with a frown on your face. So serious. I sense a real unease in your center. Turmoil beneath the studious young pupil exterior.”

      I stared at him, wondering if he was merely making fun of me again or if he meant it as an observation. In the fading light, his red hair flamed bright, the sunlight making it burn as if it were engulfed. He’d let it hang long and loose, trailing over the shoulders of his shirt which was tight and showed off his sculpted chest. Fae seemed not to worry about little things like clothing. Maybe it was because their bodies were so perfect, and they looked good in anything.

      Dragging my eyes away, I stared at my hands. “I am uneasy, but why doesn’t concern you, Sinasre. Don’t you have some humans to poison or make fun of along with your friends?” My gaze hit him as I said the last words. I intended them to sting.

      He frowned as if what I’d said had its intended effect. Placing a hand to his chest, he demurred. “If anything I’ve done has wronged you, Char-lie, I apologize.” He seemed sincere and a bit off guard as if he’d not been expecting such venom from me.

      I rolled through my memory banks, thinking back on his swipes against me, but came up with only one. The words he’d spoken the night of the party.

      “What did you mean about Rowan telling you things about me? Tell me now. No more games.” I stood, showing him I meant business.

      He cocked a thin eyebrow, more amused than frightened by my posturing. “I was just referring to a time before I came to the Academy. I was at a party. Many characters were there, both savory and un. I found myself talking to a dark haired woman and her vampire friend.”

      I sucked in a breath through my teeth. “You were at a party with subversives?”

      He shrugged, strolling a bit toward the fountain. As he made me wait, he dipped his finger into the water and watched it ripple.

      When he answered, he did not look at me. “Fae don’t concern themselves with the wars of man.”

      “They should,” I shot back.

      His cat eyes found mine. “Should we? When has man ever cared for us? Does any human cry that the fae have been locked out of their home for years with no way to return to those we love?”

      I had no response. He was right. I hadn’t heard anyone even mention that fae had been trapped here. The injustice of that was staggering.

      The ferocity in his eyes dimmed back to mere indifference. “Anyway, at the party, Lancer mentioned we’d be attending here and the vampire’s eyes pricked up. He made sure to tell me to keep an eye out for a girl named Char-lie.”

      I swallowed hard, trying to keep my breathing level. I didn’t want Sinasre to see how his words affected me.

      He smirked anyway.

      “This Rowan fellow seemed to think you were special. Are you special, Char-lie?”

      Sinasre took another step toward me and the breeze brought a hint of his scent to my nose: pine and nutmeg, spice and sugar. My pulse kicked up as his lean, sculpted body angled toward mine.

      I took a step back. “No. I’m nothing special.”

      “Hmm,” he said as if considering. “We shall see. Will you be at the spectacle later?”

      “The Homecoming game?” I asked.

      He inclined his head to indicate that was what he meant.

      “I’m going, yes.”

      “Then, perhaps, I’ll see you there.” Without another word, he turned and cut a slow, steady path away from me, walking deliberately as if he knew I would watch and admire.

      I couldn’t help myself, I did watch his regal form disappear in the distance, wondering, once again, what in the world I was doing.
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      Homecoming was tonight, and I was going.

      Disha didn’t have to beg, and I even procured my own Halloween costume. I didn’t want to end up wrapped up in a sheet again or worse. Instead, I’d decided to go for totally sexy, but I was doing it my way.

      With all that was going on, I wanted to feel good about myself. Besides, I’d gotten better at hexes and, after getting very lucky and finding the right implements at the thrift store, I was ready. No more holding my head in desperation.

      I checked my costume in the mirror one last time. My makeup was right. Pale powder, bright red lipstick, blue eyeshadow on my left eye and red on my right, and two fake tattoos on my cheek, one heart and, below that, the word “rotten.”

      For my outfit, I wore a pair of tight leather shorts over fishnet stockings, a white T-shirt with three-quarter length, red sleeves, and a pair of combat boots. For a prop, I had a Louisville slugger with the words “Good Night” written in red letters.

      And finally, I had used a small hex to turn my dark hair to blond, which was parted in the middle with a pigtail at each side.

      Voila! I was the perfect Harley Quinn.

      “Damn!” Disha exclaimed when I met her downstairs. “You look hot, girl.”

      A couple of guys walked by, giving appreciative glances.

      I blushed. I wasn’t used to this type of attention. I’d never flaunted my body in any way. When you’re a teen living on the streets, you quickly learned to wear baggy, unflattering clothes. The last thing you want is a creep getting his sights set on you. But I had no reason to feel that way here. Besides, I was nineteen now. There was nothing wrong with exploring my sexuality.

      The fact that Disha was dressed up as a nun, though, that made things a little awkward.

      “I thought you were kidding,” I said, pointing at her outfit.

      “Nope. I told you I’d be a nun and here I am.” She twirled, almost getting tangled in her long black robe. All that was visible was her makeup-free face and her hands. “Drew is going to have to work to get this off.” Her eyes went dreamy as if she was already picturing the slow burn their night would be.

      I shook my head, then glanced around. “Where’s Bridget?” I asked tentatively.

      Disha sighed. “Still mad. Oh, and just to warn you, in case you see her, she’s dressed as a vampire.”

      “Oh.”

      “With a stake through her heart.”

      “Nice,” I said sarcastically. “Well, what about Drew?”

      “He’s outside, putting something away in his rental car. I got him a pass so he could park on campus.” She did a little jig and clapped her hands. “I’m so excited. Let’s go.”

      We walked outside the Junior Dorm into the cool evening and scanned the parking lot. I was slightly swinging my bat to and fro when the definition of tall, dark and handsome came walking in our direction.

      Disha’s face lit up. I’d seen her excited about guys before, but this was different. There was a certain gleam in her eyes that almost looked like devotion, like “I’d rip my heart out of my chest and walk all over it for you” kind of devotion. It surprised me, and that’s when I realized this was really serious.

      “Drew,” she extended a hand toward him as he climbed the steps to where we stood. He took it. “I want you to meet the famous Charlie Rivera.”

      Drew smiled, showing brilliant, perfect teeth. I glanced up at him, feeling dazzled by his good looks. He was over six feet tall with golden skin and intense brown eyes like Disha’s. He had long hair that fell to his shoulders, a perfectly trimmed beard, and eyebrows bestowed to him by some eyebrow god from an unknown galaxy. His chest was broad and partially visible as he wore a half-open long jacket in an Indian style, lovingly embroidered with gold thread at the collar and cuffs.

      Gah, I almost fanned myself. He resembled an Indian prince, and he almost was in magical circles apparently, the son of the High Council’s leader.

      “Nice to meet you, Charmander,” he said, shaking my hand. “I’m Drew Mishra. Disha has told me a lot about you.”

      “Same here,” I said.

      “I like your costume,” he said. “You did a good job and look very pretty.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Drew’s smile was mesmerizing. No wonder Disha was a one-man woman now. Disha beamed up at him as he wrapped an arm around her.

      “Shall we?” He gestured toward the groups of students who were quickly heading toward the football stadium, their costumes, and excitement creating the perfect atmosphere for homecoming night.

      “Yes, let’s go,” she said, and we joined everyone else.

      This year, the football game was supposed to have an underwater theme, and I couldn’t wait to see what they would do with that.

      Ten minutes later, we were on the stands, staring at a football field with a thirty-foot tall block of water sitting on top of it.

      “How did they do that?” I asked, my jaw hanging open.

      The field looked as if someone had built an above-ground pool on top of it, then had removed the walls and, somehow, the cube of water stayed in place.

      “Pretty wild,” Drew said, nodding approvingly. “I’d heard this academy’s homecoming games were legendary. I’m not disappointed.”

      “Where did you go to school?” I asked.

      “Alaukik Mahavidhyalaya in Mumbai,” he said. “My parents wanted me to get a traditional Indian education in the magical arts. Now, I wish I’d gone here, so I would have met Disha earlier.” He glanced down at her with such tenderness that I had to look away as a pang of longing hit my chest.

      Rowan had looked at me that way the night he and his gang had stolen the grimoire. God, if only he was less of a fugitive criminal and all-around traitor.

      Music played over the loudspeakers as we waited for the game to begin. The stadium lights shone brightly almost making me forget it was nighttime.

      Suddenly, a slight fluttering next to one of the stadium lights caught my eye. I blinked, doing a double take and trying to clear the bright spots in my vision. Placing a hand over my eyes, I squinted and peered up again.

      My heart thudded at the dangerous impossibility of it. Someone was standing high at the edge of the stadium wall, a long jacket flapping in the wind behind them. And I immediately knew who it was. I would recognize that stance anywhere.

      Rowan.

      So he was on campus, after all.

      Panicked, I scanned the crowd, but no one else seemed to have noticed him. Everyone was intent on the field or on each other like Disha and Drew.

      “Um, I think I’ll go to the restroom before the game starts,” I said, trying to conceal the tightness in my voice.

      “Sure, Chardonnay,” Disha said, barely taking her attention away from her boyfriend’s handsome face.

      I took the steps down two at a time, then rushed out of the stadium. A couple dressed as bacon strips ran past me, giggling and levitating a giant sunny-side-up egg ahead of them. I didn’t even want to know what was up with that. Other than them, no one else was around.

      Gripping my bat with white-knuckled strength, I began walking around the stadium toward the spot where I’d seen Rowan. When I got there, I glanced toward the top of the wall, but he wasn’t there anymore.

      “Planning to bash my head in?” he asked from behind me, startling me.

      I let my cuffs glow and slowly turned around.

      “I don’t need a bat,” I said, making it obvious that if I decided to hit him, it would be with magic.

      He smiled dashingly, moving closer. He was wearing a black suit, tie and all—not to mention the cloak that fluttered behind him. His face appeared more human this time, unlike the night he’d helped Tempest escape from me.

      “So you were here,” I said. “Your mom is a good liar. She fooled me with that memory she replayed for me.”

      Rowan’s smile deepened, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he let his gaze travel down my body, lingering on my legs.

      “Great costume,” he said. “You look beautiful.”

      “Yours, too.” I tried not to blush. “You seem to be taking this Dracula thing very seriously,” I said mockingly, trying to deny how handsome he looked.

      “It suits me, don’t you think?” he said without a hint of self-consciousness. He smiled again, and it suddenly struck me how different he seemed.

      That other night he had been fierce defending Tempest, and at the moment,  he was being all casual and devil-may-care James Bond. While, when he was with me, he’d done nothing but brood and worry about himself.

      Anger and jealousy fizzed in my chest. Why had I gotten Douchey Surly Rowan, then, the moment he joined a bunch of misfits, he turned into Protective Charming Rowan? What the hell? It wasn’t fair. I’d risked so much for him, and I’d gained nothing in return.

      Oh, get over it, Charlie!

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded.

      I wanted to believe he’d just been paying his mother a friendly visit, but there was a little voice inside my head that told me otherwise. Up to now, I’d thought Bonnie Underwood was someone I could trust, someone who wanted to defend the Academy and non-wizards, but maybe I was wrong.

      “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” He took a step closer, and I lifted the bat, pointing it at his middle. I needed to keep him at a distance. He still had too much power over me.

      He stared down at the bat, then back at me.

      “You should turn yourself in,” I said.

      “Is that what you really think I should do?”

      I held his gaze.

      “They would probably sentence me to death, you know,” he said.

      I shook my head. “No. They would…” I realized I didn’t know what they would do. “That grimoire doesn’t belong to you,” I said instead. “What do you plan to do with it?”

      “If you come with me, I’ll tell you everything. Otherwise, I can’t talk.”

      I huffed. “Really? You would trust me now when you never trusted me before.”

      “I’m different now, Charlie.” He smoothed a hand down his broad chest as if to indicate something had changed inside of him.

      “I am different, too. And I am done with you, with trusting when you never trusted me, with giving and giving and never getting anything in return.” My heart thudded in my chest as the truth finally burst forth. How long had I waited to say that to him? Months. Tears prickled behind my eyes as I watched his face for a reaction.

      He swallowed thickly. “I’m sorry. I’m truly, truly sorry. I know I ruined everything between us, and if I could take it all back, I would. I swear to you I would.”

      “Don’t you think it’s a little too late for that?” My chest was swirling with a million emotions. These were all the things I’d always wanted to hear from him, but he had always been so cagey and now…

      What had those other people done for him that I hadn’t? Why had he changed for them and not me?

      “I hope it isn’t too late,” he said, reaching out a hand in my direction and smiling.

      I stared at his long fingers, recalling their coolness and the way they felt sliding down my skin.

      No. I’d promised myself. Not again.

      I pushed the images away and hardened my heart. Instead, I whispered a spell under my breath. Rowan’s smile froze. In fact, his entire body did. He stared at me, an injured expression on his face.

      “Don’t,” he said.

      “It’s a similar spell to the one your father used the day you kidnapped me and brought me to the Academy, remember?”

      I had paralyzed his body, and I would keep him there until Magical Law Enforcement came to get him.

      “I’ve learned a lot in the past few months, Rowan.”

      I’d expected him to show anger, but there was nothing but sadness in his features.

      “Apparently, not enough,” he said just as I felt a lurching tug inside my chest as he used our bond to steal magic from me.

      He shook free of my spell and straightened.

      “You have no right!” I said between clenched teeth. “You want me to trust you and this is what you do?”

      “I’m sorry, but I won’t let you turn me in. I will do whatever it takes to remain free. There are important things I need to do.”

      “And I’ll do whatever it takes to stop you.”

      I cast another spell, a special one designed for vampires, and braced myself. I knew the exact moment he felt it because I felt it too, though not as intensely as he did since I was also casting a protective spell over my body. His shoulders caved in, and he let out a moan of pain. There was magic burning in his veins, drying out his blood. He wouldn’t die, of course, but a vampire without blood was nothing but an inanimate object.

      He clutched his chest. His face contorted in pain as he threatened to fall to his knees. I took a step forward, intensifying the strength of my cast. I tried to surprise him with a quick spell, hoping he wouldn’t be able to draw any energy from me to block it. But he was strong and, despite my efforts, I felt his pull on my magic as he drew enough energy to push away, using my own powers against me.

      I staggered backward. He did the same. Then, he ran.

      He used his unnatural speed, though he seemed considerably slower thanks to my spell. I was ready for this, though.

      More than once, I had replayed the events of our last meeting in my mind, the way I’d chased Tempest, the way I’d been capable of materializing right behind her. Now, I knew I could catch him.

      In a couple of seconds, he had gotten over fifty yards away from me, cutting across the moonlit lawn, but, in the next instant, I materialized next to him and tried to push him down.

      It seemed he was ready for me, however, because he dodged and swerved to the left in the blink of an eye, then continued running straight towards the lake.

      He had recovered quickly from my spell and, this time, he’d gotten twice as far. I ran at the same time that I crumpled in the air, then reappeared even closer to him and wrapped my arms around his waist.

      We tumbled to the ground, went rolling, then crashed against a large rock. It seemed we made it to the rock garden in seconds. The impact knocked the air out of me. I struggled to breathe and, as I tried to recover, Rowan rolled me over and straddled me.

      He pinned my arms down and settled his heavy weight on me—he was not skipping gym days—his mouth inches from mine.

      “What are you doing, Charlie?” he asked. “It’s me,” he added in a quiet voice.

      His eyes traveled down to my lips, and I suddenly became aware of his solidity on top of me. His scent flooded my nose, making my skin tingle and my heart kick up. All the spells I’d ever learned flew out of my mind as I helplessly focused on his mouth.

      He licked his lips. I knew he was going to kiss me, and I wanted it. But I couldn’t let him. I turned away and tried to think of a spell to throw him off me, but as he pressed his lips to my skin, my mind went blank.

      His mouth slid down the column of my neck to my collarbone, heat trailing downward and sending shivers down the length of my body. He moaned in the back of his throat, then, with one knee, pushed my legs apart and pressed himself tightly against me. My entire body ignited with white, liquid heat.

      As I felt his hardness on me, his mouth traveled up my neck to my jawline.

      My resolve died. I wanted him far too badly. I couldn't resist anymore, and I turned my face back to his. His lips met mine and then we were kissing desperately, deeply, his tongue sliding into my mouth, its velvet-like feel sending shivers down my spine.

      I kissed him back just as hungrily. He pulled apart for an instant, whispered my name into my lips, then bit my lower lip. Heat slid down my body, making me arch into Rowan’s hard body. I felt him everywhere, and I wanted more. I pulled him into me and bit him back.

      His cool hand slid under my T-shirt, caressing my side.

      My want was exactly in the same place where it’d been the last time we’d kissed. It hadn’t diminished one bit—if anything it was worse. I still desired him, despite all the things that had happened, despite all the things I’d told myself.

      God, I wasn’t supposed to be doing this.

      I was betraying my promise, but my mind was overridden by my body, by this passion I’d always felt for Rowan, a jumble of intense emotions that had never been normal. It had been over the top from the very beginning. It had made no sense then, and it made no sense now.

      Why did he affect me this way? Why did he have such power over me? And why was he able to undo my resolve with one touch of his lips?

      My fingernails raked down his back as his hand reached the edge of my bra. Slowly, he let his fingers travel over the soft fabric. Then, he thrust his hips forward as his fingers tugged at the edge of my leather shorts. He wanted them off, and I feared he might just tear them in two.

      “Really?!” someone exclaimed. “You’re making out with him?!”

      The voice startled me out of the blind passion that had taken over me. I did a double take as I found Bridget standing there, her mouth hanging open.

      What the hell? Had she watched my entire fall from grace?

      Her appearance brought me back to my senses. A spell entered my mind as soon as I realized this had gone too far.

      Pushing my hands against Rowan’s chest, I thrust forward and sent him flying backwards.

      In a blur, he got up from the ground, jumped behind Bridget, and placed a dagger to her throat.
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      I put my hands up, my eyes locked on the dagger at Bridget’s throat. He wouldn’t.

      She started to struggle.

      “Magical dagger, Bridget. Don’t make a move!” Rowan warned.

      Had he had that thing the entire time? Why hadn’t he tried it on me? It seemed his new friends had sent him prepared. Why?

      I wiggled my fingers as they itched to release a spell to disarm him, but a magical weapon made things very touchy. The wrong spell could end up killing Bridget instead of saving her.

      “Let her go, Rowan,” I said. “This is between you and me.”

      He chuckled deeply in the back of his throat. “Is it? I think it involves everyone, Charlie.”

      “Look, I’ll—” but I didn’t finish what I was going to say because Bridget started weaving her hands, preparing a spell against Rowan.

      “No, Bridget!” I screamed, one hand reaching out for her.

      Green light streamed out of her fingers, slashing the air and wrapping around the dagger at her neck. The weapon was electrified, sparkling light coursing all around it.

      Rowan cried out and let go of the weapon. For an instant, I thought Bridget had gotten lucky with the right spell, but then the dagger started spinning in midair, going round in circles, its speed increasing with every turn.

      We stared at it like idiots, hypnotized.

      Abruptly, the dagger stopped and hung in the air as if it were trying to decide what to do. It turned once more, clockwise. Its tip pointed at me. My breath caught, then the dagger zoomed in my direction at the speed of oh-shit-I’m-fucked.

      I had no time to think, no time to even blink. The dagger was headed straight for my heart. I was dead.

      My eyes closed of their own accord.

      A massive force crashed into me, driving me backward and smashing me against a tree. Pain exploded in my back as arms wrapped tightly around my waist.

      My eyes sprang open as I bit down a scream.

      Rowan was hugging me, his body pressed to mine.

      “Are you okay?” he asked, pulling away slightly to meet my gaze.

      “It hurts,” I said.

      I felt a tug on my magic, then the pain disappeared.

      “There,” he said. “A blocking charm to fight back our bonding spell.”

      I quickly assessed my body. My back still hurt from the impact against the tree, but the stabbing pain was gone. He’d used our link to draw magic from me and stop my pain, but where had it come from in the first place?

      “Better?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “Good,” he said with a weak smile and an even weaker voice.

      Then he let me go and promptly fell to his knees, a hand reaching aimlessly toward his back.

      “Rowan!” I knelt in front of him, my mind slow to process. What was wrong with him? Bridget took a few steps closer.

      “Take it out, please,” he groaned, his hand still uselessly reaching.

      I grabbed his shoulders and shifted him. The dagger was embedded in his back all the way to the hilt.

      “Oh, my God!” I’d felt his stabbing pain.

      I gripped the weapon and, without thinking, yanked it out. Rowan exhaled, moaned, then collapsed on his side, his shoulder hitting a gnarled tree root.

      I stared at the dagger in my hand. Black blood dripped from it, splattering on the ground. The moss surrounding the tree hissed and smoked. Why would he use such an insane weapon in the first place? This had to be Tempest’s doing. I threw the weapon aside and gently rolled Rowan onto his back.

      “Are you okay? What kind of dagger was that? How do I help you?”

      My hands hovered uselessly over his body. I had felt his pain and knew it was bad. I had to help. Damn the consequences.

      He blinked at all my questions, his brown eyes rolling into the back of his head. Oh god! Was he going to die?

      No.

      He was a vampire and the weapon hadn’t been anywhere near his heart. He would be fine. Right?

      I grabbed his face and patted it. “Rowan! What do I do?!”

      “Let him die,” Bridget said from behind us, her tone so cold and detached that I barely recognized it.

      I glanced back. Her red curls were slicked back and held by a tight ponytail. She had dark makeup around her eyes and wore a black pantsuit. A stake protruded from her chest, blood trailing down her white, button-down shirt. Some sort of hex made her eyes glow red, completing the effect for her vampire costume.

      She looked crazed and merciless.

      “Let him die?” I asked. “You can’t be serious.”

      She shrugged with mock indifference even though I could see her seething with anger and venom. A magical blade, just like what nearly killed her brother, Bobby. She wanted revenge, plain and simple, but it was Tempest who she wanted to hurt, not Rowan.

      “Brid-get,” I said her name in two syllables loaded with incredulity. “Tempest hurt Bobby. Not Rowan. Help me.”

      She sighed, then her body drooped. “Gah, fine. Being a bad guy is exhausting.” She knelt next to me and stared at Rowan, a hint of compassion in her eyes as she pressed a hand to his forehead. This was the Bridget I knew.

      “He saved you,” she said. “That was very brave and very stupid of him. I guess now you can turn him in as you were planning to do.”

      I pressed two fingers to either side of my temples, trying to stave off the headache I felt blossoming there. “You saw all of that, didn’t you?” I asked, feeling humiliated.

      “Yep,” Bridget said.

      Rowan was my biggest weakness. Wolfsbane to my werewolf, kryptonite to my Superman, caramel to my sweet tooth. It was becoming really embarrassing. And nearly deadly.

      I glanced down at him. His lips had turned blue and tiny drops of blood peppered his forehead. His face was twisted in a mask of pain. I needed a healing spell, fast. My sluggish brain ran through them.

      “That’s the key. We have to free her,” Rowan mumbled deliriously.

      Bridget and I exchanged a glance.

      “What’s the key?” Bridget leaned in to ask him.

      His head turned from side to side as if he were refusing to answer, but he didn’t speak.

      “Is he going to be okay?” I asked, worry tightening my insides. Despite what I had told myself, it was clear I still cared very much about his pain.

      “I don’t think he’ll die if that’s what you’re asking, but I don’t think he’ll be okay.” She made air quotes. “I mean… look at him.”

      I took a deep breath, arming myself with resolve. “We should... alert the authorities then. They’ll know how to help him.”

      Bridget shook her head. “He wasn’t lying when he said they would probably sentence him to death. Magical Law Enforcement isn’t lenient with Lessers who commit crimes.”

      “But that’s wrong. They can’t just… execute people.”

      “Maybe in Planet Charlie,” she said mockingly. “But, here, they do it all the time.”

      Rowan mumbled something else, but I couldn’t make out the words.

      My heart clenched as I reached for his hand. “I… can’t turn him in then—not if there is the slightest chance they’ll do that.”

      Bridget raised her hand as if she were in class. “I’ll do it.”

      “No!”

      “I’m kidding.” She rolled her eyes. “Even if he has joined that crazy bitch, Tempest, he wasn’t the one who hurt Bobby. Plus, you’re clearly still in love with him.”

      “What?! No, I’m not… in love with him.” I dropped his hand knowing it wouldn’t help my argument.

      Bridget rolled her eyes. “You keep telling yourself that, sister.”

      I swallowed. The word love usually didn’t occur to me to describe what I felt for Rowan. Obsession was the noun that I used most often. Addicted. Deranged and stupid also featured prominently. But not love.

      Overwhelmed with emotion, I took his hand again. His lips were moving silently, the muscles in his jaw jumping as if he were having a bad dream.

      Tears pricked the back of my eyes, the anger that I’d felt toward myself for the past few months dissolving. How could I be to blame for loving? How could such a selfless feeling be wrong?

      God, that was why I’d done so many stupid things for him without fearing the consequences.

      I loved him.

      My heart was a traitor.

      “What do we do then?” I asked, the words squeezing around the knot in my throat and the urgent need to stop his pain. I couldn’t bear to see him like this.

      “I’m not sure.” Bridget glanced toward the dagger, her eyes narrowing.

      “What are you thinking?” I said.

      She stood, walked to the dagger, and picked it up. She turned it in every direction, examining it, careful not to touch the black blood on the blade.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      Bridget didn’t answer. She just went on inspecting the dagger, her free hand hovering over it while her lips moved silently in some sort of incantation.

      I waited, hoping she might discover the nature of the blade so we could figure out a way to help Rowan.

      After a moment, she blinked. “I got nothing.”

      “Shit!” Disappointment washed over me.

      Why hadn’t I let him leave? If I hadn’t been so determined to capture him, he would be alright.

      The bushes behind us rustled.

      I jumped to my feet and turned in one swift motion. My cuffs flared as I pushed magic into them. Bridget took a step forward, dagger in hand.

      Two naked potatoes rolled out from under the bush, one on top of the other, kissing!

      “Ew!” Bridget exclaimed. “Are you two…?” she couldn’t finish.

      Two gnomes blinked up from the ground, then hopped away from each other. They had the decency to look embarrassed. Who knew? They ran around naked all the time, so I’d figured they didn’t have a gram of decorum in their small bodies.

      “He started it,” one of them said.

      “No, he did,” the other one protested, pointing a fat, little finger at his boyfriend.

      “Don’t lie, Gramop. You said I had the most beautiful eyes you’d ever seen, then you…” He trailed off, his rather beautiful turquoise peepers falling on the dagger. “Where did you get that?” the gnome demanded.

      “What? This?” Bridget held up the weapon.

      Suddenly, it flew from her fingers and traveled straight into the gnomes tiny hand. As he wrapped his fingers around it, it shrank to half its size to fit his hand perfectly.

      “Shit!” Bridget exclaimed. “It’s a gnome blade. No wonder I couldn’t get anything from it.”

      “This doesn’t belong to you,” the gnome said, his face flashing into an evil grimace for a second as if a mask had fallen over the rosy cheeks and bulbous nose.

      “He had it.” Bridget stepped off to the side and pointed at Rowan’s fallen shape.

      “Bridget!” I reproached her, outraged.

      She raised both hands up in the air and shrugged. “I mean… he did.”

      I turned back to the gnomes and opened my mouth to say something, but they were gone. “Where did they go?”

      “Umm…” Bridget pointed toward Rowan.

      The gnome with the dagger was standing on top of Rowan’s chest while the other, Gramop, stood by his head. Wearing a determined expression, Gramop raised his hands and pressed them to Rowan’s temples.

      “What are you doing? Get off of him!” I swept my hand from side to side making shooing sounds as if they were chickens. I didn’t dare get too close for fear of the dagger going into Rowan’s heart. “Please don’t hurt him.”

      Gramop nodded at the other gnome who used the dagger to rip a hole in Rowan’s shirt and pressed its tip directly to naked skin.

      “Please, please don’t hurt him,” I pleaded again. I readied myself to knock them away. No way was I going to watch two gnomes kill Rowan right in front of me.

      “Quiet, girl!” Gramop said. “Rasfix and I don’t hurt Supernaturals. Irmagard would have never brought us here if we did.”

      I bit my tongue and pressed a hand to my mouth, my heart paralyzed with fear. The dagger was already piercing his chest. If I interfered, something terrible might happen. I had to trust that they were telling the truth no matter how little confidence I had in the crazy gnomes.

      I love him. Please don’t hurt him. I love him.

      God, maybe love was more pathetic than a healthy, full-blown obsession.

      Rasfix closed his eyes. The dagger began to glow against Rowan’s skin, the light traveling up and down his body until it completely enveloped him. He glimmered with blue light like a ghostly apparition.

      “Where did you get this dagger?” Gramop asked, his hands pulsing a deeper blue light.

      Rowan answered right away, his voice clear and loud. “Tempest.”

      “Gah, that bitch!” Bridget exclaimed. “It might even be the same dagger she used on Bobby.”

      “Silence!” Rasfix said, waving his free hand in Bridget’s direction and casting a freezing spell.

      Well, that wasn’t nice, though I wasn’t about to say anything. I didn’t want to be put out of commission too. I wanted to hear what Rowan would say next.

      “Where is she?” Gramop went on as if nothing had happened, his little hands pulsing again.

      “1077 Rue Raymond Casgrain,” he said as if possessed.

      What the hell? That was terribly precise.

      After answering, Rowan’s whole body seemed to flinch. His fists clenched as if he were fighting against the magical interrogation.

      “Why did you steal La Sorcière Noire’s grimoire?” Gramop asked next.

      “Because we… we need… need to…” Rowan let out a growl, his body bucking as if he were a wild horse trying to unseat his rider.

      Rasfix stumbled but was able to keep his foothold on top of Rowan’s chest.

      “Why did you steal La Sorcière Noire’s grimoire?” Gramop repeated, the question more insistent, his hands pulsing brighter.

      “Nooo,” Rowan cried out, his voice hoarse.

      “You’re hurting him,” I said. Gramop dug his hands deeper into Rowan’s temples. “Why did you steal La Sorcière—”

      Rowan sprang to his feet as if spring-loaded, sending Rasfix rolling over the moss.

      Neck corded and face disfigured in rage, Rowan roared.

      With Rasfix on the ground, Bridget came to. I stepped back, my hands at the ready. Rowan looked deranged, not at all like someone who knew what had just happened.

      “What the hell happened?!” Bridget demanded. “The little grubber froze me. I should kill him.”

      “Um, nothing. Rowan is just too strong. You should get out of here, Bridget,” I said.

      “Just when things are getting interesting? I don’t think so.” Her hands pulsed with gathering magic.

      Rowan roared again, his fangs flashing. At this rate, he was going to alert the entire campus, homecoming game or not.

      He quaked on the spot as if a lightning bolt of energy was coursing through him. Then, as fast as he had sprung to his feet, he went still, only his chest heaving as he took in large gulps of air.

      His bloodshot eyes darted from Bridget to me. He looked lost as if he’d forgotten where he was.

      For a moment, I thought he would say something, but then he just took off, his vampiric speed making him practically invisible as he disappeared through the trees, oblivious to the cut in his chest.

      “Charlie, go after him. Do your thing. Poof!” Bridget said, gesturing with her hands as if she were crumpling a piece of paper then throwing it away.

      “No,” I said. “Let him go.” If he didn’t end up in the hands of Magical Law Enforcement because of me, at least I wouldn’t be responsible for anyone else’s death. I was done endangering other people for Rowan Underwood, no matter how much I loved him.

      Besides, who was I kidding? We would just end up making out again.
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      It took me nearly a month to figure out what I was going to do about the information I’d received from Rowan the day of the Homecoming game. I’d run an internet search on the address the gnome had dragged out of him almost immediately after leaving the forest that night and, of course, it led to a street in Quebec, Canada. It had to be the address of the subversives’ hideout, the place where we should find both the grimoire and Rowan’s villainous gang.

      Old Charlie would’ve jumped at the chance to teleport to our neighbor’s to the north, track the subversives down and dole out justice. New Charlie, Careful Charlie knew better. Macgregor Underwood had died and the rest of us had nearly followed because of Old Charlie’s rash ways.

      New Charlie couldn’t risk repeating history.

      Still, my indecision weighed on my soul like a lead vest. I knew where the grimoire was. Me. No one else had that information. Bridget thought the gnomes had failed in their interrogation, and I hadn’t corrected her impression. Our relationship was still tentative, and I didn’t want to bring it up for fear she’d run up there to impart revenge.

      I didn’t tell Disha either. She would tell me I was out of my mind for spending any brain cells ruminating over this, and I didn’t want to hear it. She was convinced that I needed to bang Sinasre to knock Rowan right out of my head, but I wasn’t interested in that.

      I also couldn’t risk revealing the information to someone in the know, like Counselor McIntosh, for fear she’d turn Magical Law Enforcement on Rowan. I may have wanted to see his gang brought to justice by the right people, but there was no way I wanted him executed for his crimes.

      It was times like these I really missed Dean McIntosh. Was anyone still searching for her now that Professor Fedorov was after the subversives? There had been no word on her whereabouts. None. Every time I asked her sister for updates, Irmagard seemed too busy “running” the school. I’d seen enough true crime stories to know that when a case went cold for this long, it did not bode well for the missing person.

      Still, I needed someone to bounce ideas off of. I couldn’t do nothing when I alone had this information.

      That’s when I thought of Bonnie.

      Rowan’s mother had already had contact with Rowan and had lied about it. She might be the only one who wouldn’t alert the authorities. If she was the type to narc on her son, she would have done it the night of the Homecoming Game. I should have thought of it right away, but maybe I didn’t because I was pretty sure Bonnie hated me and blamed me for her husband’s death.

      I played with the idea of talking to her for a while, and it had taken me until now—the day before Thanksgiving break—to drum up the courage to face her. Since the other students would be heading home for a few days, it seemed like the right time.

      After my last class, I headed to the Administration Building with my jacket tugged tight around my body. Summer had died away this week and the temps were plunging into the fifties in the evenings. I shivered, thinking about how cold it must be in Canada.

      Was I thinking of going there? No. That was ridiculous. I couldn’t run off to Canada to attack known criminals.

      But then, I had dragged out my warmest clothes, piling them on my bed with the pretext of reorganizing my closet. Maybe, subconsciously, my heart knew something my brain did not.

      The Administration Building was quiet when I got there, the time nearing the dinner hour. I knew that teachers and students alike were getting early jumps on heading home for the break, and I only hoped Bonnie hadn’t done the same.

      Luckily, her door was open and her light was on when I got to the office. For a beat, I stared at the “Dean Underwood” lettering on the opaque glass door. It had been half a year since Macgregor had died and still a pang of guilt washed over me every time I stood at this door. I wondered how Bonnie did it every day.

      Rapping my knuckles on the glass, I spied her sitting at her desk, the light of an open laptop reflecting off her perfectly made-up face.

      “Come in,” she said, glancing up. When she saw me, her expression twitched, a clear flicker of disappointment that she quickly replaced with a bright smile.

      “Charlie, what can I do for you?” She closed her laptop and clasped her hands on top of it. She was wearing a mint green sweater over a simple black dress, but her neck glittered with a stunning diamond necklace I was sure cost more than my old house.

      “Dean Underwood, I… have something I need to discuss with you. In private.” I glanced behind me at the open door.

      Her smile faded. With a flick of two fingers, the door behind me slid shut and a chair scooted back in my direction. She nodded to it, inviting me to sit. When I had tucked myself into the leather upholstery, she eyed me carefully.

      “What is it, Charlie? Trouble with the gnomes again?”

      I shook my head. “Counselor McIntosh has taken me off gnome duty. I guess she felt someone else should take over after the kitchen incident.”

      In actuality, I’d complained so much about their unclean ways and tormenting behavior that Irmagard had finally let me off the hook. Now, some poor Freshman was having to supervise them. I saw her last week across the quad. She’d been covered in what looked like honey, running away from a swarm of bees. Probably a mean spell from the likes of Gramop or Rasfix.

      “Not the gnomes. Then what?” Bonnie cocked her head to the side, pursing her red lips.

      How should I say this? Several times, I’d run over how to bring up such a touchy subject, but now that I was here, all the words seemed to float out of my head. I cleared my throat and decided to go for it.

      “I know where Rowan is. Where he’s staying. And I know he has the grimoire.”

      The color drained from Bonnie’s face. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Her eyes flicked from my face to the door and back as if she were contemplating blasting me into the hall and locking the door.

      I held up my hands. “I’m not going to turn him in. I learned the information a month ago. If that was my plan, I would’ve done it already.”

      Bonnie’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t blast me. I took it for a sign she was listening. I continued.

      “He’s in—”

      She held up a hand to stop me, then placed both palms together and worked through several elaborate gestures before casting a cloaking spell around us.

      “There. You can speak freely.” She gestured to the barely visible bubble around us.

      I frowned, wondering who she worried might overhear, but continued. “He’s in Canada. Quebec. 1077 Rue Raymond Casgrain.”

      Her expression didn’t change.

      “But… you knew that already, didn’t you?” I asked.

      Slowly, she nodded. “My son and I chat from time to time.”

      “I know. I also know he was here the night you lied and said he wasn’t.”

      Her mouth twitched. “Can you blame me?”

      I shook my head. “I might have done the same thing.” I sighed and ran through everything in my head one more time before asking the question I came here to have answered. “Should I go after him?”

      She tilted her head as if considering. “To do what?”

      “I don’t know,” I blew out a breath. “Talk to him. Try to convince him to stop or at least not do any more damage or commit any more crimes. We can figure out how to exonerate him, a good Supernatural lawyer could help with. Or if anything, I could get him to return the grimoire. Maybe they would drop the charges if he plays nicely.”

      Words tumbled out as all the plans that swirled around my head fell out of my mouth. It felt so good to tell someone, to spill all the secret thoughts that had been haunting me for a month.

      Yet, the look on Bonnie’s face washed away all that good feeling in one fell swoop. She stood up abruptly, gripping the desk with hard fingers.

      “No, you shouldn’t go after him. In fact, you should forget everything you think you know about Rowan. There are things in play here, Charlie, things that you don’t understand, just as there were things in play when you and your foolish friend rushed off with Rowan and attacked Mink.”

      “I was trying to help.”

      She cut me off with a wave of her hand. All nicety was gone now. Her white teeth flashed and her eyes blazed as she said this last part.

      “Leave the grimoire alone. Don’t go after it. It needs to stay where it is.”

      “What are you saying?”

      I stood up, but before I could ask more questions, Bonnie wove her hands in a spell. I expected her to take down the cloaking bubble, but instead, the back of my skull tingled, and suddenly, a headache burned through my brain. I gripped my head, too shocked to push out a defensive spell in time.

      I fell to my knees, the pain lancing through my head as Bonnie wove her fingers and muttered a new spell through her perfect white teeth.

      “Why?” I managed before falling onto the office floor.

      Then my brain went blank.
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      I awoke in the dark.

      Groggily, I glanced around, spying my bedroom. My alarm clock glowed with red numbers that told me it was past two AM.

      God, how had I gotten here? The last thing I remembered was Potions class. Then walking across campus. Then…

      What?

      Nothing.

      I stretched in bed, sighing. Classes had been really hard. I must’ve come back to the dorm already half asleep and passed out in bed. Though, why didn’t I remember doing that?

      Weird.

      I rolled over, glancing at my curtained window. Had I drunk anything funky at lunch? Coffee from the cafeteria had always been safe and Disha had had some, too.

      Suddenly, a pulse from my cuffs lit up the room. They throbbed against my skin and then a wave of nausea rolled through me. Pain shot through my head like a bolt of lightning.

      And then the memories were back.

      Rowan in his vampire costume on Homecoming night. Rowan on the forest floor giving an address to the gnomes. Bonnie twisting spells like black magic, standing over me as I cried out in pain.

      She’d wiped my memory of our conversation and everything I knew about Rowan.

      She’d used an illegal spell and tried to steal my memory, but it seemed my cuffs had protected me.

      Anger built up like storm clouds in my vision. How dare she?

      Then I knew for certain she was on the wrong side, and if she told me to leave the grimoire alone, that was the last thing I should do. Whatever they were going to do with that book couldn’t be good for the Academy, and I couldn’t allow that.

      Besides, who was I kidding? I wasn’t the kind of person to leave well-enough alone. I’d been trying, but the need to act and do the right thing was too intense. I had to do something. I just had to be more careful than Old Charlie.

      I stood up, pulling out a warm sweater and fleece-lined leggings. I needed to brush up on my French, too, because tomorrow I was going to get that damn book back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FALL SEMESTER

        LATE NOVEMBER

      

      

      “Quebec? Do you know how cold it is there?” Disha batted her big brown eyes incredulously.

      “Yeah, I do. We can dress warm and I worked on a strong heating spell because I knew you would bitch.” I pushed a small amount of energy through my cuffs as I formed a glowing ball in my palm. Heat immediately began to emanate from it.

      Disha rolled her eyes, unimpressed.

      Bridget, however, leaned in closer, her lime green eyes locking into me as anger invaded her features. “You mean, you’ve known where they are this whole time?”

      I cringed at her tone. “I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you’d insist on running off to kick some ass or whatever.” I’d already explained about Homecoming night and how, when Bridget was incapacitated, Rowan had spilled the goods.

      Bridget didn’t seem too pleased that I’d kept it a secret. She stared me down for a while before seeming to let it go. “Glad you’ve come to your senses. And good news is I already know a translation spell. Here.”

      She waved her fingers, muttering in what sounded like ancient Greek and blasted us with magic. My ears tingled, then felt as if they were stretching. When my hands drifted up, they found ears as large and flappy as Dopey’s from the Seven Dwarfs.

      “Bridget!” I tugged at my gigantic ears. “No!”

      Disha did the same, shrieking. “What did you do? Fix it right now!”

      Bridget’s eyes grew nearly as large as our ears as she stared at what she had done. “Sorry! I thought I’d worked that kink out. Let me see…” She lifted her hands to enchant us again.

      “No!” Disha and I said at the same time. We didn’t want our heads blowing up next.

      After a few minutes, Disha managed to shrink our ears down to normal size. With that out of the way, we went over the plan. Using my cuffs, we would access the Never Owl Atlanta portal and teleport to one I’d found in Quebec. It was less powerful than the one at the Academy, but still capable of getting us where we needed to go. Once we were safely through, we would sneak over to the subversives’ hideout and do some reconnaissance.

      When we saw what we were up against, we would make a plan to steal back the grimoire.

      “But, no vigilante attacks,” I said, staring right at Bridget. “This is a simple mission—get in, get out. No fighting if we can help it. We don’t want a repeat of last year.”

      Disha held up her hands. “You have no complaints from me. One tangle with a time demon is plenty. Are you sure Rowan won’t remember he told that gnome his address?”

      “No, Rasfix said he wouldn’t remember anything he spoke while under that spell.”

      “What about Rowan?” Bridget asked pointedly. She might not remember hearing Rowan’s address, but, judging from the smirk on her face, she remembered my make-out session with him all too well.

      I shook my head. “Bringing back the grimoire is the goal. I can keep my head and stay away from Rowan.”

      Bridget arched an orange eyebrow as if to say, Yeah, right.

      I ignored her. “The driver will be here at seven PM. We’ll tell anyone who asks that we’re going to meet Disha’s parents in Atlanta for an early Thanksgiving dinner.”

      Disha frowned. “Good thing no one here knows Mama and Baba well. They’d never believe that my parents would leave New York to come to Atlanta for dinner.” She said Atlanta like it was the last place her parents would be caught dead.

      I’d never met Disha’s parents, but, from what she told me, they sounded like major snobs. No wonder she sometimes came off as a spoiled rich girl.

      It didn’t matter. We had important tasks to focus on. For example, putting on the matching parkas and hats that Bridget had waiting for just an occasion. They happened to be lime green because… well, Bridget, so we magicked them black as she protested. Luckily, the weather had turned a bit cold, so we didn’t look completely out of place waiting on the curb for our ride.

      The driver arrived on time and drove us for half an hour to the rougher end of Atlanta. Nerves bundled in my stomach like sailor’s knots as we pulled up to the crumbling building that used to be my home.

      The driver stared out the window at the impoverished neighborhood and graffitied walls. Nothing had changed since last year. Trash still clung to the gutters and spray-painted gang tags still adorned the old, rotting warehouses. There was a sense of foreboding in the air and the possibility of danger around every corner. Unsavory characters that were nearly as dangerous as werewolves called these dark alleys home.

      The driver glanced over his shoulder. “Are you girls sure this is the right address?”

      “Yes, it’s fine,” I said, quickly, passing him a five-dollar tip as I shoved the girls out of the car door.

      The concerned driver watched after us as we piled onto the sidewalk, his eyes bugging as if he thought we were crazy. I gave him a happy wave to show we were fine, then grabbed the girls and tugged them along the busted sidewalk.

      As soon as we were out of the driver’s line of sight, I threw the cloaking spell around us.

      Disha sniffed the garbage-laden air with a wrinkled nose. “Still smells like a dumpster.”

      I shrugged, glancing around for my Never Owl painting. “It’s nice to know some things don’t change, right?”

      Disha harrumphed but didn’t say another word as we turned the corner and the giant colorful owl appeared. It’s trippy, psychedelic wings spread out across the bricks of what was left of my building. Its owl eyes seemed to take us in, appraising, finding us wanting.

      In a swift motion, I placed my palm on the warm brick beside the owl and the girls did the same. I glanced between them, making sure they were ready. Then, I triggered my cuffs.

      The strange sensation of dissolving into particles would never feel normal no matter how often I did it.

      We lurched into being in the middle of a snowstorm.

      My legs, arms, and other assorted body parts fizzled into solid matter as snow pelted my face. Squinting and shrinking away from the cold, I bumped into Disha who shrieked, “Snow! I told you it’d be freezing.”

      “Don’t be a baby,” I said, pulling up my parka hood. “You should be used to this, being from New York and all. I’m a nice Southern girl, and you don’t hear me complaining.”

      Once I glanced around to make sure no one was looking, I created the heating spell and held it between us.

      Canada was white. Snow blanketed the land blurring everything into one homogeneous sea of wintery blandness. We had materialized at the far end of a park. Off in the distance, past the snow-capped pines, was the exit I’d seen in the photos. However, there was a large stretch of white wetness between us and civilization. Good thing we’d worn boots.

      “How far?” Disha mumbled into her parka’s faux fur lining.

      I patted her on the shoulder. “You’ve survived a lich, a time demon, and a crazy elemental. You can survive a day in a wintry climate.”

      I was going to say more, but Bridget was already charging ahead, arms pumping as her parka made a swish, swish sound. The determination on her face made me worry about her presence here. She’d promised not to rush into anything on her own but maybe I’ve made a mistake.

      “Come on,” I said to Disha. “We need to stop Captain Over-excitable before she gets herself in trouble.” I gestured to Bridget.

      Disha trudged beside me as we caught up to Bridget.

      With my breath puffing in front of me, I took in the sights. I had to admit that though snow was friggin’ freezing, seeing it blanket everything was truly magical. The powder sparkled as street lights reflected on it. The tree boughs hung low, heavy-laden with their snowy covering. Our boots crunched into the ice, leaving footprints wherever we went.

      The street was just as magical, though in a different way. It grew darker here much earlier in the day, so full night was already upon us, but the Quebecers knew how to handle it. Christmas lights dripped from overhangs and clung to balconies along the tree-lined street. Apartment windows glowed with warm light as cars streaked past. The twinkle lights reminded me of the fairy parties back at the Academy. Though I knew they were only replicating magic, it made me feel at home.

      “Lovely,” Bridget said. The white lights reflected in her green irises as she surprised me by taking a moment to enjoy our surroundings.

      Disha grabbed both our arms. “May I remind you that we are here to see known killers? You know, vampires and werewolves who will rip out our throats as fast as look at us. We can sightsee later. Buy a moose mug or something.”

      “Buzzkill,” Bridget mumbled. “And, yes, I’d like a moose mug.”

      We walked along the street, blending in with the few residents who walked from their cars to the strings of three-story apartments that lined the road. Across from us, a seven-story building rose up higher than the rest. The sign read “Hospital Saint-Sacrement.”

      “They’re living here?” Disha said with a raised eyebrow, glancing around the quaint suburban town.

      My eyes took in the setting once again. I had to admit this did not look like a place an evil group of subversives would pick to hide out.

      “Hide in the place people will be least likely to look?” I offered. “I mean, I never would have guessed they’d pick this place. Spooky castle maybe or bat-filled cave.”

      “It’s up ahead,” Bridget said, pointing with her mittened hand.

      Looking over my shoulder to confirm no one was in sight, I projected the cloaking spell over the three of us. Once invisible, we walked with more intention to the address we’d all memorized.

      1077 Rue Raymond Casgrain happened to be another one of the more modern apartment buildings, four stories tall with glass balcony railings and trees growing tall in front of it. It was posh and well-taken-care-of with red brick exteriors and decorative lights illuminating the entranceway where the numbers were clearly displayed.

      This was it.

      It didn’t look like anything magical could happen here. At all.

      “This has to be wrong,” Disha whispered beside me. I didn’t need to see her face to know it was scrunched up in disbelief.

      Just as we were about to duck around the corner and regroup, two figures appeared, heading in our direction from down the street. They walked side by side, breath puffing as they spoke. My heart pounded as I took in the shape of the man coming our way.

      Rowan.

      The three of us took a step back, slipping between some trees as they approached.

      The other figure was Tempest. She held a sack of groceries as did Rowan. They walked in unison, looking very much like a couple. A knife blade seemed to twist in my heart as I took in the sight of them together. Was he with her? Was she the reason he had changed so much? Jealousy consumed me and I had the fleeting notion that blasting her right now would be in my best interests.

      But this was New Charlie. I clenched my fists and did nothing, waiting as they approached the entryway only a few steps from where we hid.

      Disha put an invisible hand on my shoulder for support.

      Their voices reached our ears as they strode up the sidewalk.

      “...call from my mother. People are starting to suspect. Maybe we need to move again.” Rowan glanced at Tempest, deferring to her like she was the boss and I didn’t doubt it.

      She sniffed, narrowing her almond eyes. “Your mother probably just wants you closer to home so she can keep an eye on you. I can’t believe you told her where we are, anyway. I thought we had an agreement.” Tempest cut her eyes to the side like she was greatly displeased at Rowan.

      I enjoyed their argument way too much.

      “We can trust her. I told you. If she had wanted to turn us in, she would’ve done it already. Plus, she knows how important it is to deal with our phoenix problem. Nothing in the world is more important than that.”

      Phoenix problem. What did that mean?

      Tempest stopped, whirling on Rowan. “You think I don’t know that? You think I haven’t considered this over and over? What is at stake? I’ve betrayed people, Rowan. Basically everyone I know. And I’m stuck here with you.” She gestured at him cruelly and he flinched.

      Anger clouded his features. “And you think I haven’t given things up to come with you?”

      She didn’t take his bait and, swinging her long black hair as she tossed her head back, she said, “Yeah, but look at what you’ve gained. We all remember tortured Rowan. The Rowan who was willing to kill himself just to stop being what he was. I gave you your life back. Never forget.” She jabbed a finger into his chest.

      They looked as if they were about to square off right here on the street, but then an explosion rocked the night.

      The ground shook. Car alarms went off. My heart skipped a beat.

      Startled, my eyes took in the fiery ball rising into the sky. Flames burst from the windows of the third apartment on the top floor. Smoke curled into the night while fire raged, devouring things too quickly.

      Magic. It had to be.

      Tempest and Rowan darted glances at each other, then dropped their grocery bags and ran to the entrance door just as people poured out in nightgowns and pajama pants.

      I stood frozen, not sure what to do. Should we help these people? Should we go after the grimoire? Was it already a pile of ash?

      Then, Bridget burst out of a side door and tore in our direction. She was sooty and smoking and… carrying the grimoire in her hands. When the hell had she left our side? I’d been so focused on Rowan that I hadn’t noticed her absence.

      With one hand, she waved us forward as she sprinted away from the blaze.

      “Run! They’re coming.”
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      I stared at Bridget in disbelief as she ran down the dark alley where Disha and I were hiding under the cover of trees and my cloaking spell. My heart sank as three others burst out of the side door, hot on her tail.

      “Run,” Bridget yelled again, announcing her presence to all who cared. Oblivious, she was headed straight for us. She’d not only blown her cover, but she also seemed determined to blow ours, too. We were still cloaked, but Bridget was not. A small crowd of residents had gathered and they all turned to stare at her.

      “Shit!” Disha said in a whisper as her fingers twitched. “What now?”

      We were still trying to decide what to do when a powerful wind lifted Bridget up in the air. Her legs dangled several feet off the ground, pumping as if she were still running. After a few beats, she stopped and glanced down. Her mouth made an “o” of surprise. She hugged the grimoire tightly to her chest with one arm while she waved the other one, trying to form a spell.

      I readied my cuffs. I had to get her down.

      More people ran out of the burning building, some carrying barking dogs and terrified cats. Smoke poured out of the windows as the fire moved to the lower floors. Panic and confusion reigned. I couldn’t release a spell without possibly hitting one of the people streaming out of the building. Disha seemed similarly concerned.

      On the sidewalk, Tempest strode toward Bridget with her hands raised above her head, her elemental magic holding Bridget in place. Tempest seemed to care little about the people around us as her wind lashed the trees and buffeted the crowd. Her black hair flowed back and her face was set in awful determination.

      She was going to kill Bridget.

      We had to do something.

      The three others who had burst through the side door slowed to a stop on the other side of our friend. Two women and a man with a blurry face.

      “Fucking little witch,” the man barked in a nasal voice I would never forget.

      Anger flared through my veins, and it took every ounce of my will power not to lunge at him. It was Smudge Face—one of Trey’s killers.

      “She blew up the apartment,” he added. “Nearly killed us.”

      Fury and hatred enveloped my heart. I was shaking from head to toe, magic charging my body as if I were a battery. The need to kill Smudge Face nearly drown out all other thought.

      “What do we do, Charlie?” Disha whispered.

      My thoughts raced, but I couldn’t think of anything that wouldn’t result in a huge magical battle, putting all these people in danger, not to mention us, which was precisely what I’d been trying to avoid. We were outnumbered and Bridget was trapped. It seemed New Charlie was a bigger failure than Old Charlie.

      “Bridget,” Rowan said, glancing up at her and stepping next to Tempest. “What the hell are you doing here?” He looked all around the building, his dark gaze passing right over Disha and me. He wisely suspected she hadn’t come alone.

      “You know her?!” Smudge Face asked Rowan. His eyes narrowed to slits.

      Rowan nodded.

      “And Tempest knows me, too. Or should I say Ava Marie!” Bridget exclaimed. “This is for my brother.” Her hand thrust forward, red magic sparkling between her fingers.

      People screamed and ducked for cover. Tempest took the blow, staggering, but not losing her hold on Bridget.

      Shit! She was going to cause World War III if we didn’t do something.

      I was about to jump in with a blocking spell when one of the women who stood next to Smudge Face flickered into a shadow and jumped up into the air toward Bridget. The shadow plastered itself to our friend’s back then quickly seeped into her.

      Bridget went utterly still, her spell-ready hand falling limp to the side, the sparks fizzling to nothing.

      The Shadow Puppet! I knew well what it felt like being controlled by such a creature. I would recognize the symptoms anywhere.

      Slowly, Tempest lowered her hands. Bridget came down to the ground and was deposited back on her feet. She hung there like a marionette without a master, lifeless.

      “We need to do something now,” Disha hissed, taking a step forward.

      I wrapped a hand around her wrist. “No. Let’s give it a moment,” I said, going against all my instincts to act.

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded, my gaze locked on Bridget. She was standing still, her eyes wide and practically screaming for help. The expression on her face felt terribly familiar. I knew I had worn a similar one over two years ago when a shadowy figure jumped inside of my body and took over. I remembered how it felt to be possessed by a Shadow Puppet, the way my body hadn’t been mine anymore, the impotence of not being able to act, all while my mind was aware of everything that was happening around me. Could this be the same one who had taken me away from Trey that fateful night? It seemed likely.

      The onlookers’ attention was split between the raging fire and our little spectacle as they tried to decide which was more interesting. Didn’t Tempest fear bringing attention onto themselves?

      “How did you find us?” she asked, her face a mask of anger as she stepped right in front of a paralyzed Bridget.

      “And is this book the reason you took such a huge risk?” Tempest put her hands out, and Bridget willingly and promptly returned the grimoire to the elemental, even as her eyes screamed “no.”

      “Well, you wasted your time, little witch.” Tempest mocked, getting her face so close to Bridget’s that their noses almost touched. “This means nothing to us anymore. We already got the spell we needed out of it, and it’s only a matter of time before we’re able to use it.”

      Tempest threw the grimoire to the side. It landed a mere couple of yards away from my feet.

      I stared at it, itching to pick it up. There was a spell in that book that the subversives wanted to use. But on what? Whatever they intended to do couldn’t be good.

      Tempest grabbed the lower half of Bridget’s face with one hand and squeezed it so hard Bridget’s lips popped open.

      “Ana, don’t hurt her,” Rowan said, stepping up and placing a hand on Tempest’s arm.

      Ana. I remembered Bash Mink calling her by the same name in the abandoned warehouse in Hilton Head Island. The way Rowan said it felt far too intimate for my already bruised heart.

      She gave Rowan a sideways glance, then let go of Bridget’s face. “We’ll take her with us.”

      What?! No, they couldn’t do that. Disha and I looked at each other, both wearing expressions that said, No way in hell we’re letting that happen.

      “We can’t do that,” Rowan said. “That would be kidnapping.”

      Tempest ignored him. “We should get out of here before the police show up.”

      Just as she said this, sirens sounded in the distance.

      “Let’s go.” She turned and started down the street. Bridget followed, controlled by the Shadow Puppet.

      Rowan hung back as the others took off down a dark alley. He stared at the ground, a conflicted expression on his face. I wanted to know what was going through his head. Did he regret joining these criminals? Would he do something to stop them from taking Bridget?

      “I’m ready,” Disha whispered.

      “When I say go, grab the grimoire,” I said.

      “But—” she started to protest.

      “Just do it. I have an idea.”

      Disha nodded.

      I let my cuffs fill with power until they were glowing so brightly that even our cloaking spell couldn’t conceal the light. Rowan’s head snapped in our direction. He squinted, peering intently at the trees. Head cocked to one side, he took a step closer.

      “NOW!” I said.

      Disha leaned forward and snatched the grimoire from the ground. As soon as she had a hold of it, I wrapped my arms around her waist and cast the materialization spell, focusing my attention on the spot right behind Bridget.

      We crumpled, zoomed through space, and reappeared between Smudge Face and our friend.

      “What the...?!” Smudge Face exclaimed. The woman next to him—probably another non-wizard like the rest—jumped back and screamed in equal surprise.

      I saw the exact moment when recognition registered in Smudge Face’s expression. Without thinking, I threw a punch. There was a crunch as my fist connected with his nose. He moaned and grabbed his face at the same time that pain exploded through my hand. I shook my fist, relishing the agony and satisfaction I felt. I’d dreamed of hitting his ugly mug enough times that I’d acted purely on instinct.

      Damn, it felt good.

      Coming back to my senses, I got a hold of Bridget just as the Shadow Puppet began to turn her body in our direction.

      “There’s more of them!” Tempest shouted.

      I cast the materialization spell again, this time focusing on the corner at the end of the block.

      One second Disha, Bridget, and I were between Tempest and the other women as they lunged toward us, the next we were beside a lamppost by the corner I’d targeted.

      Stumbling forward, we got our bearings while Bridget struggled, trying to get away.

      Disha touched the back of Bridget’s head. There was a zap and a crackle of electricity, then Bridget went limp, and a shadow slipped out and slid to the sidewalk, settling into what looked like an oil stain.

      I glanced at Disha, a bit surprised by the shock spell. Bridget would have an awful headache for a few days… if we got out of this alive.

      “What? She deserved it for doing something so stupid.” Disha’s parka was askew, her hair a mess. I didn’t even want to know what I looked like.

      As we had no time for subtleties, I had no choice but to approve.

      I set my focus on the next corner just as footsteps pounded in our direction. In the moonlight, Rowan’s eyes locked on mine as he came running with his super vampiric speed.

      I stared into his dark eyes for a beat. Every inch of me wanted to stay, to beg him to stop this and come back with us, but I couldn’t. I was done risking my friends for Rowan Underwood.

      As he ran, our eyes stayed locked. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but I knew I couldn’t stay to hear.

      I dematerialized again.

      I jumped in the same fashion nine or ten more times, carrying my friends and randomly changing direction until I was sure we’d lost Rowan.

      At last, we materialized inside an alley where I collapsed, exhausted. Bridget was unconscious on my lap while Disha got to work on several cloaking spells that must have made us triple invisible.

      My head fell back against the wall. The roiling smell of garbage drifted from a dumpster straight into my nose, but I didn’t care.

      I fought with all my might to stay awake, but the spells had drained me dry. My eyes closed and I knew no more.
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      “You humans are very bad at glamours,” Sinasre said, shaking his head, his long, reddish hair swaying from side to side. “It looks like a slug.” He laughed, displaying sharp canines as he did so.

      “A slug?” I protested. At the moment, I was trying to glamour a pencil to resemble a snake, and I was failing miserably. “It looks… better than a slug.”

      Disha, Bridget, Sinasre, and I were in the library, tucked in a corner table behind a tall bookshelf as we practiced for our Spells final.

      It was the middle of December, one week from our Christmas break. I had two finals left and my Spells class promised to be the hardest… what with a sucky teaching assistant, Ramona, who could barely glamour anything herself. Still, our exams would test us on every subject as if a proper professor had taught us. So unfair.

      I had to admit my pencil did kind of look like a slug. God, this was pointless.

      “Are you actually trying to help us?” Disha asked Sinasre. “Or are you just going to keep laughing at us?”

      She had tried the same glamour just a moment ago, and Sinasre had said hers resembled runny snot. So, him calling mine a slug was actually an improvement.

      Bridget was sitting at the end of the table, quietly waving her fingers over her pencil. She’d been a little different since the Shadow Puppet had invaded her body a month ago. It really had affected her. She’d told us she’d felt so thoroughly occupied, controlled, and violated that the next time she ran into that entity—as she kept calling the Shadow Puppet—she would kill it.

      And I didn’t think she meant in the figurative sense. Poor Bridget. She’d been through a lot. We never should have taken her to Canada.

      Sinasre scowled, his cat eyes narrowing. With a toss of his braids, he gestured at my botched spell. Today, he was wearing tight pants that left nothing to the imagination and a hand-stitched shirt that appeared to be made of forest floor leaves.

      “You have to be very specific as you imagine your target subject,” he said, a twinkle of amusement still in his yellow-tinted eyes.

      “I’m doing my best,” I whined.

      “Have you even seen a live snake?” he asked, frowning.

      I searched my mind. “Once. At the Atlanta Zoo. I think I was four at the time.”

      Disha shivered. “I’ve never seen one I.R.L. We don’t have a lot of wildlife in New York. They look creepy enough on TV.”

      “And, next, you’ll tell me you prefer a city to an open prairie,” Sinasre said, shaking his head with incredulity.

      “Duh, of course.” Disha rolled her eyes. “Clearly, you’ve never been to New York City.”

      “Nor want to,” he shot back.

      Bridget got up, her chair scraping the floor. A small snake sat where her pencil had been. It was brown with a black pattern running along its sides. It wiggled for a moment then went back to being a pencil.

      “I’m going to bed.” She picked up her backpack and walked away.

      It was one AM, so I didn’t blame her for leaving us behind now that she’d succeeded. During finals week, the library was open 24/7, and the last two days we’d been here studying well past three AM. We were simply exhausted. I wanted to go to bed too, but I couldn’t until I mastered this stupid skill.

      Like usual, I was having trouble with a small hex. Finesse was not my forte. If you needed someone to blast a pencil into next week, I was your girl. This was more Disha’s style, and it made no sense that she was having such trouble. Maybe the lack of sleep was really getting to us.

      We were lucky to have enlisted Sinasre to help us. Fae were the best at glamours. This type of spell was their specialty. I was still sort of angry at my woodland friend for using Rowan’s name to get a rise out of me, and I wasn’t sure if I could trust him and his friends one hundred percent, but I was desperate. They’d started acting a smidge more friendly than in the beginning, though. Plus I needed to pass this exam.

      I hadn’t been doing my best at paying attention in class or even bothering to attend much since our supposed teacher was so incompetent.

      Moreover, against our better judgment, we hadn’t returned the grimoire to the library.

      So much for Follow-the-Rules Charlie.

      We’d hidden the book under my bed as we tried to figure out what spell Tempest had gotten out of it. So far, we’d tried everything we could think of and still nothing. It had been a huge waste of time, so we should probably have been practicing how to glamour the heck out of our school supplies instead.

      “Never thought Bridget would be the first one to get it,” Sinasre said, watching her go.

      He glanced from me to Disha and back again. I scratched my head. Disha let out a huge yawn, folded her arms over the table, and put her head down.

      Determined to get the hang of this, I tried to clear my mind of all other thoughts and focused on picturing a snake. Holding the brunt of my magic back, I released a measured amount and pointed it at the pencil. It rolled away, giving a couple of turns, then sprouted scales, a tail, and a head. A tiny forked tongue tasted the air as it coiled tightly in a defensive position.

      “I got it!” I exclaimed.

      Someone on the other side of the bookshelf shushed me.

      “Sorry,” I said, though I was still smiling. I’d managed the glamour, which meant I could finally go to bed. I almost cried.

      Disha lifted her head for a moment and examined my creation. She frowned, gave me an annoyed look and a head shake, then lay back down. It seemed she was mad I’d figured it out before she had.

      Sinasre rubbed the back of his head. “You suck at this, Char-lie.”

      “What? But I got it.” I pointed at my cute, little snake.

      “Not from where I’m sitting,” he said. “Your glamour will have to be perfect from all angles if you want a passing grade.”

      I stared at him, confused. He sighed and pulled on my arm, forcing me to see my snake from his perspective.

      My excitement deflated.

      From Sinasre’s side, the snake had a pink eraser for a head and its slitted eyes floated in the air like two independent orbs while the forked tongue hung limply to one side. The thing looked like some sort of freakish cartoon.

      “Shizznit on a stick,” I said, sliding down in my chair. I wanted the floor to open up and eat me. “I give up.”

      “You can’t give up.” Sinasre glanced over his shoulder, a pensive expression on his face. Then he stood and walked away. “I’ll be right back.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked.

      He didn’t answer, just disappeared through the bookshelf corridors. I lay my head down like Disha, exhaustion weighing my entire body down.

      Sinasre startled us awake by dropping a heavy book on the table. Disha and I jerked to a sitting position, glancing around as if expecting subversives to rain down from the ceiling tiles.

      “You scared the crap out of me,” Disha complained.

      He ignored the comment and leafed through the book. Its elaborately decorated spine read Advanced Revealing Spells for Animals and Objects.

      “Where did you get that book?” I narrowed my eyes at the tome, which looked too fancy for general consumption.

      “The advanced section,” he answered as he roughly flipped through page after page with his clawed fingers. “Where is it? I just saw it,” he mumbled to himself.

      “Sinasre, you’re not supposed to take books from that area.” I squirmed in my chair, growing nervous. We could get in trouble for having this book on our table.

      “No one saw me,” he said dismissively, like worrying about a silly rule like that was ridiculous. “Ah, here it is.” He turned the book in my direction, pointing at a very realistic illustration of a snake. “You two should stare at this little fellow for about an hour before trying your glamour again. The next page shows other angles. That should help.”

      “For an hour?” Disha huffed. “Are you serious? I doubt we’d do more than slobber all over the pages.”

      “Char-lie doesn’t slobber,” Sinasre said with conviction.

      Disha rolled her eyes. “Sure, and she doesn’t sweat, either.”

      “That’s right,” I said. “I glisten.” I pulled the book closer and stared at the snake for a bit, then turned the page to look at the other illustrations. I read the title on the page out loud. “Prying Secrets From a Witness Snake. What the hell does that even mean?” I asked.

      “People used to utilize certain animals as spies,” Disha explained. “It’s an old practice.”

      “Old practice?” Sinasre said. “We still do it. A witness snake can be quite useful out in nature. You can even get secrets out of regular snakes that happened to be just where you needed them.”

      “Interesting,” I said, flipping through the pages with curiosity. There was something we wanted to pry secrets out of… La Sorcière Noire grimoire. Maybe this book could come in handy.

      “Charlie!” Disha exclaimed, her eyes growing wide as she stared pointedly at the book, suddenly realizing that same thing I had.

      I gave her a slight nod, trying not to appear suspicious, but Sinasre didn’t seem to miss our exchange.

      “You know,” he said. “Maybe it would be best if I put this book back.” He reached for it.

      I pulled it back. “Um, I’m not done memorizing the snake. We can keep it for a bit.”

      He gave me a sidelong glance. I shrugged and went back to memorizing the snake.

      After a long and quiet half an hour, Sinasre yawned and stretched. “I’ll be right back. I need to use the restroom.”

      Disha waved two fingers at him and made as if to cast another glamour over her pencil. As soon as he disappeared, she leaned forward.

      “Hurry,” she urged. “Find the index.”

      I noted the page with the snake, then jumped to the front of the book. I flipped a few empty pages until I found the index. The first heading was Animals.

      “Keep going,” Disha said.

      I flipped through several pages listing all kinds of different animals until we got to the next heading: Objects.

      I ran my finger down the page. “Here… books! Page twelve hundred and thirty-three.”

      Quickly, I opened the book to its middle and leafed ahead until I found the right page. Disha was fast with her phone and, under a minute, took pictures of all the pages that described revealing spells that could be used on books.

      After Sinasre returned from the restroom, Disha and I tried our glamour spells a few more times and ended up mastering them fairly quickly. It seemed we had gotten just the right amount of adrenaline in our systems to override our tired stupor and make us focus. Talk about finding the right motivation.

      Sometime later, as we speed-walked across the dark campus back to the Junior Dorm, Disha and I debated whether to wake Bridget and tell her what we’d discovered, but in the end, we decided against it. We didn’t even know if what we’d found would help in any way, so there was no point in making her miss more sleep than she already had.

      Once in the privacy of my room, we went over all the pictures Disha had taken, reading every spell carefully.

      There were a few spells to help you find out an unknown author, the place where the book had been printed, the type of tree used for the cover and pages, the number of words in the entire text, the relevance and truthfulness of a particular sentence or page and more.

      All of it just completely, utterly, obnoxiously useless crap.

      “Well, that was a royal waste of time,” I said, stomping around the room to release the anxious energy that coursed through my body.

      Disha threw herself on the bed and stared at the ceiling, looking as frustrated as I felt. “At least we learned to glamour the pencil. That’s something.”

      “I guess.”

      I couldn't even find solace in that. We’d gotten back the grimoire, had tried every revealing spell possible, and we still had no idea what Rowan and Tempest were planning.

      “I’m starting to regret not acting when we had a chance," I said. “We could have stopped them back in Quebec. Now, they’re out there, planning who knows what. Maybe I should rename myself from New Charlie to Useless Charlie.” I dropped heavily onto my desk chair.

      “Charmander,” Disha started hesitantly, “do you think Tempest and Rowan have… a thing together?

      God, I didn’t know Disha had gotten the same vibe I had. I pushed my jealousy and her comment away.

      “That’s ridiculous and irrelevant,” I said, acting as if I didn’t care.

      Hmm, irrelevant. An idea tickled the back of my mind.

      “Can I see your phone again?” I said.

      Disha handed it over. “I know that look. What do you have in mind?”

      I held up a finger while I thumbed through the pictures and found the spell that allowed you to figure out how relevant or truthful a page was.

      “This spell about relevancy,” I said. “It doesn’t say relevant to what. You can pretty much define that yourself.”

      Disha sat straight, her eyes lighting up. “So we can just ask how a particular page is relevant to the Academy.”

      “That might be too broad,” I said. “We’d probably need to be more specific than that.”

      Disha groaned in frustration. “I don’t know, Charlie. That might turn out to be a huge waste of time just like everything else we’ve tried. We would have to go through every page of the grimoire—all three thousand of them. And if we’re not specific enough, we could get the wrong answer or no answer at all.”

      I peered at the phone and read the spell again. “Cut that in half. I think the spell would work for both opened pages.”

      “Still, who has that kind of time?” She collapsed back on the bed. “This spy business is exhausting. I just want to go home and see Drew.” She sighed and closed her eyes as if imagining him shirtless or something.

      She was right. This might turn out to be useless, too, but what other choice did we have? We had to do something. The Academy and its portal were in danger, Dean McIntosh was missing, and Dean Bonnie Underwood was pretty much in bed with the bad guys.

      Someone had to act. Even if it was New, Useless Charlie.

      Determined to uncover anything that could help me stop the subversives, I grabbed a notepad and pen from my desk and wrote the word “Academy” as a starting point.

      “Besides the Academy, what else could the spell be relevant to?” I asked.

      “The non-wizards,” Disha said.

      I wrote that down.

      “The portal?” Disha said, sounding less sure.

      I nodded at the three items on my list, then scratched out Academy. “The last two are good, but you’re right, if we don’t choose right it would be a huge waste of time—not to mention that Tempest and Rowan will get what they’re after.” I paused. “Anything else?”

      “Vampires? Elementals? Dean McIntosh?”

      A guilty pang hit my chest at the mention of the dean. Where was she? Was she safe? Regent Nyquist was trying to set things right after the mess Irmagard had made, but it wasn’t the same without Dean McIntosh. Even he agreed.

      I jotted down Lynssa McIntosh in my list.

      Thinking about Regent Nyquist got the back of my mind tickling with another idea.

      “Do you remember what Tempest and Rowan were talking about when we overheard them in Quebec?” I asked.

      Disha sat up straighter and tapped a finger against her lips. “Rowan wanted to ‘move again’.” She made air quotes. “And Tempest couldn’t believe he’d told Bonnie they were in Quebec.”

      I nodded as Disha’s words helped bring the memories forward. “And then Rowan said something like… ‘my mom knows we have to deal with our phoenix problem’.”

      “Phoenix problem,” Disha repeated with a frown. “Regent Nyquist wears this giant bird pin on his lapel, like, all the time. Does that mean anything?”

      “I’ve seen him, too,” I said, trying to picture the pin in my mind, then it hit me. “I think it’s not just a bird. It’s a phoenix, a city symbol for Atlanta if I remember correctly.”

      I grabbed my friend’s arm in realization. “Holy shit, Dish! The subversives already got rid of Dean McIntosh and now I bet they want to finish off Regent Nyquist!”
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      We warned Nyquist about our discovery, but he didn’t listen.

      “Now girls,” he’d said, blinking at us from under bushy eyebrows after we tracked him down on his way to the Administration Building the next morning, “I appreciate your concern, but I assure you, there’s nothing to worry about. I’m perfectly safe, as is the Academy. Additional wards have been applied all over campus. No one is getting in.”

      “But what if the subversives try something over Christmas break?” I’d asked, staring at the pin on his lapel for the third time to make sure it was a phoenix and not an overgrown chicken or something.

      “I will be safe then, too. I promise.” He smiled fondly, clearly appreciative of our concern for him. “This old dog knows some very good tricks.” His smile deepened, revealing a set of well-worn teeth. How old was this man? One hundred? Was he the best choice to oversee the Academy’s wellbeing? I had to question the Board of Regents’ decision. He looked like a hard-boiled egg could take him down. And why wasn’t he taking us seriously?

      “But—” Disha began. However, Nyquist didn’t let her finish.

      “But nothing,” he said. “You should forget about this and focus on planning your upcoming break. Aren’t you glad finals are almost over?”

      That conversation had been over a week ago and nothing had happened—not that this meant our “phoenix” guess was wrong, and he wasn’t the target. The subversives had been quiet, after all. They could be biding their time, waiting for the best time to attack him.

      Still, finals were over, and I was certainly glad about that, though not so much about the requisite end-of-year party Disha was dragging me to this time.

      Now, as we stood outside the Junior Dorm shivering, she warmed up her hands. My best friend was normally a confident spell caster, self-assured in nearly everything she did, for that matter, but tonight was different.

      She began muttering to herself as her slender fingers twitched uncomfortably.

      “We can take a car, Dish,” I said. “Really. It’s not a problem.”

      Bridget nodded vigorously beside me, her elf hat jingling. When she’d heard we were going to a winter solstice party, she’d gone a little over the top, and now she looked like something a holiday store threw up. Striped tights, green tunic, and holly earrings were only some of the features included in her outfit. She’d told us her jumper lit up like a Christmas tree, but I'd convinced her to wait until the party to activate it.

      “I agree with Charlie,” Bridget added. “Plus I don’t really want to end up turned inside out or something. I like my insides to stay there if you know what I mean.”

      Disha’s distracted gaze darted in our direction. “Guys, come on. I can do this.” She went back to twisting her fingers into pretzels and muttering as her face took on that faraway look.

      Bridget and I exchanged glances. How far would we let this go? I also liked my insides to stay where they were.

      The girl wasn’t at her best. Ever since she couldn’t glamour her pencil into a snake a few days ago, Disha had been a little off. She didn’t think that near-to-death exhaustion from lack of sleep or the cold she’d just gotten over were good-enough excuses for not performing at top level. She was so hard on herself.

      When she’d decided she would use a complicated transporting spell to get the three of us to the party, Bridget and I were skeptical. Transporting spells were one of the most difficult to pull off and required a crazy amount of magic. They allowed you to travel relatively long distances without the use of a portal. My crumple spell had nothing on long-distance teleportation.

      I’d refused at first, suggesting we should skip the party and focus on collecting more intel about the subversives and their plan to take out the regent, but then she’d burst into tears, something I hadn’t seen her do since coming to the Academy, not even after her doomed relationship with Henderson during our freshman year. I felt so bad for her that I immediately agreed to attend the party. My best friend was tired, stressed out, convalescent and homesick for her boyfriend, and if going to a fae party was going to fix all of that, I’d go to a thousand.

      All of that brought us to standing outside, waiting to see if all our parts made it to Atlanta.

      The party was supposed to be epic. Every junior had delayed Christmas plans, making sure they didn’t fly home to Mommy and Daddy until the day after the shindig.

      There will be a lot of hungover college students on planes tomorrow, I thought wryly.

      The one problem with the best party of the year? The festivities were being organized by the fae.

      I hadn’t forgotten the gathering in the woods and how one of the folk had ensnared Disha with his fairy magic. It would be so easy to be led astray again.

      “Does everyone have their iron bracelet?” I asked. It was a typical ward against folk magic that I’d acquired when we’d finally decided to go.

      Bridget held up her wrist to show me. Disha was too busy running through her spell.

      “What about the blackberries, ivy and…”

      “Rowan?” Bridget asked with an arched eyebrow. She held up a cluster of small orangey-red berries.

      Of course, one of the items a witch could use to protect herself from fae magic had to be called rowan. Of course, it did.

      Damn it.

      “Yes,” I repeated, feeling inside my jacket pocket for my own cluster of berries. I slipped my fingers over the smooth skin of each fruit, feeling a chill pass over me.

      Disha turned to us, clapping her hands. “Well, it’s now or never.”

      “How about never?” Bridget asked, starting to peel away. Her curled elf shoes jingled as I grabbed her coat sleeve.

      “Disha can do this. Right, Dish?”

      “Right,” she said with less confidence than I would’ve liked. I wondered if I was being totally stupid for letting her attempt this, but the bottom line was if she could learn to transport us places, we could really use that to our advantage.

      If we survived.

      Which of course we would, I reassured myself. Disha was a very talented witch.

      She began her elaborate motions, speaking in Latin, her ruby-red lips forming words we couldn’t hear. I held onto Bridget’s coat, partly to keep her from bolting—I was not going through this alone—and partly to have someone with me in case Disha sent us to Siberia or something.

      A blue light began emanating from Disha’s fingertips. It shot out and wrapped around our bodies like thin, cerulean rope. Tendrils wound around my body and then my face, sending out small electric shocks that burned.

      “Ow,” Bridget said. “Is it supposed to hurt?”

      An electric surge zapped through me, bringing sharp pain along with it. I cried out, but my voice died away as my body began to disappear.

      Just as quickly, I was tumbling forward. My hands appeared in time to catch my fall as I spilled into a pile of garbage. My wrist hit the pavement, sending a shockwave of pain up my arm. Then the rest of me crumpled into a heap on the ground.

      Wincing through the ache in my wrist, I glanced around only to find walls of black trash bags and fluttering newspapers on either side. A putrid smell infiltrated my nose as I sat up.

      “Disha?”

      A groan answered.

      “That did not go as planned.” It was Bridget. She was close, though I couldn’t see her.

      Holding my injured wrist, I tried to crawl out of the trash heap.

      A dark, abandoned street greeted me as I dragged my way out of the pile of garbage. Beyond the huge, rusty dumpster behind me, large empty warehouses stretched on either side of a pitted two-lane street. The half-moon illuminated boarded-up windows and graffiti, marking this as dangerous territory.

      There was no sign of a party, nor any human life for that matter. In fact, it looked far too much like where I’d lived as a homeless teen.

      I shivered. Was this where we were supposed to go?

      “It’s okay, Disha,” I said through clenched teeth. My wrist was really beginning to throb. “We can get a cab I’m sure. I think we’re still in Georgia.”

      My eyes searched for street signs, but they seemed to either have been stolen or whoever was in charge figured no one in this rundown part of town cared to know where they were, anyway.

      “No, this is right,” Disha said, brushing off dirt that clung to her red dress. “But, God, did I mess up the landing.”

      “This is right?” I asked incredulously.

      “It’s a warehouse party,” Bridget said, picking a coffee straw out of her red hair. “It’s that way.”

      I glanced to where she was pointing. The three-story warehouse appeared dark and desolate. It didn’t seem like anyone had been inside in years, let alone decked it out to have a massive shindig.

      Then again, they wouldn’t want Regulars stumbling into a fae celebration now, would they?

      Disha shrugged, flexing her fingers as if they ached as much as my wrist. I held my injured appendage to my side, telling myself that I would heal it once I was out of Disha’s view. I didn’t want her to know she’d hurt me. She already looked down-trodden and distraught even though her spell had worked.

      She needed to stick the landings, though.

      “You did it, Dee,” I said, patting her on the back. “No more Ubering to the owl.”

      She gave me an uncertain smile. “I did it. Mostly.”

      We walked to the warehouse, finding a little side door and opening it with a creak. As soon as we were inside, the music let me know we were in the right place.

      The warehouse walls, floor, and ceiling were still rusty and marked with graffiti, but the decor all around screamed fae folk. Someone had sprouted white vines that crawled over every available surface and up into the ceiling beams. They dripped with white flowers that dimly flickered like candlelight. Moss carpeted one half of the floor and, on top, white chairs curled up like flowers. The other half of the space was dominated by a full-to-the-brim dance floor that lit up with bluish bioluminescence wherever partygoers stepped.

      There was a bar cluttered with witches and warlocks in various costumes. Some had gone for fancy Christmas party attire like Disha and wore elegant dresses and ties. Others had taken a page from Bridget’s crazy Christmas book.

      Still, others were dressed in hobo chic, looking gaunt and dirty in fashionably ripped jeans and dark makeup to match their urban surroundings. Homelessness as a costume? Seeing them mock the life I’d been forced to lead only a few years ago drove a stake through my heart.

      Homelessness wasn’t a joke. Poverty wasn’t something you tried on for fun. No wonder Bridget and Disha hadn’t told me much about the party.

      Angry, I whirled around to see the fae clustered together off to one side. They’d apparently coordinated outfits since all of them were dressed in white. Gowns were made completely out of snowflakes and tunics were woven out of a white webby substance. One cape was billowy like raw cotton while another appeared to be made of birch bark.

      Anama twirled by in a dress, if you could call it that, which clung to her perfect body like delicate crystals. Her fawn horns, green hair, and skin paired perfectly with the revealing dress, a mix of sexy and exotic, and I swear every warlock watched her spin across the dance floor.

      “Geez, will you get a load of her?” Bridget said in my ear. “Leave nothing to the imagination, am I right? But, she doesn’t have a rack like me.” She puffed up her chest, gave it a shimmy, and glanced down at it like I should admire her chest too.

      I nodded awkwardly and darted my eyes away. Bridget was right about Anama, but before I could answer, Sinasre stepped out of the crowd.

      He was shirtless, revealing his perfectly muscled chest, which sparkled as if tiny snowflakes had fallen on every inch of his skin. His pants were white and his feet were bare. Reddish golden hair tumbled free around his shoulders and down his back, like a sparkling mane. Leather bracelets dangled from his wrists and an elvish charm hung from his neck. He looked like a rock star, like a golden god.

      He moved with the grace of a dancer as he cut through a crowd that couldn’t tear their gazes off him.

      But his eyes were locked on me.

      Beautiful and catlike, they held me motionless as I watched his approach.

      My breath stuttered in my chest. How could one person be so beautiful and graceful at the same time?

      I shoved my hand into my pocket, clutching the rowan berries. I was not here to ogle boys. I was here to make an appearance and keep the girls out of trouble.

      Speaking of girls, I turned to scan the crowd for them. Disha was slumped in a petal chair, still murmuring to herself as she practiced the transportation spell. She was worse off than I’d feared if this was how she was going to spend a raging party.

      I found Bridget at the bar, chatting it up with someone who was dressed exactly like Buddy, from the Elf movie. Fitting.

      I was about to go over to Disha but felt someone step up behind me.

      “Char-lie.”

      When I turned, he was standing there with two crystal goblets in his hands. He offered me one, a corner of his bewitching mouth curling up.

      “Oh, no thanks,” I said, heat blazing up my neck. “I was just going to see if my friends needed anything.”

      Sinasre cocked his head and offered the goblet again. “This is not fae wine if you’re worried. It’s French and very expensive. You should at least taste it. It came all the way from Paris. We can travel halfway across the globe but never home. Ironic.” He held the goblet, waiting.

      Carefully, I took it with my good hand and glanced down at the red liquid. I’d never tasted wine from Paris. I’d never really tasted anything from Paris before. I took a sip and flavor burst into my mouth and slid over my tongue. Oaky and sweet, it was unlike anything I’d ever tasted and I instantly wanted more.

      Sinasre’s yellow eyes watched me intently. “I told you it was good.”

      I licked my lips self-consciously and gripped the goblet with both hands. “The party is… great.” There I went again, the cunning linguist.

      “It’s okay,” he said, seeming genuinely unimpressed. “I wish I could show you a real party. The parties of my people back home are… transcendent.”

      “And dangerous to humans,” I muttered.

      His eyes narrowed slightly. “Isn’t the danger what makes it so intriguing?”

      I had half a mind to think he was talking about more than parties and was about to make an awkward joke when a slow song came on. Sinasre took my goblet and his and set them on a nearby table. Then he held his hand out.

      “You want to dance?”

      He moved his hand closer, his self-assured pose so alluring I was having trouble keeping my heart from pattering out of my chest. Why did he have to be so damn sexy?

      “One dance couldn’t hurt,” I said, slipping my hand into his. My injured wrist rested delicately on his shoulder.

      Pulling me to him, he transported me to the floor in a few sure steps. Then, we were dancing.

      The lights dazzled me and the music swelled around us like an embrace. Sinasre’s expert hands guided me until I felt like a skilled dancer. And now, not only did the crowd’s attention focus on Sinasre, but it also seemed to focus on me as well.

      I blushed, not liking public scrutiny. The first two years of my time at the Academy had been bad, but Junior year I’d managed to avoid unwanted attention. Now, too many people were looking at me again, some with envy, some with disdain. It made my skin itch.

      Anama, in particular, looked as if she might bite my head off with her sharp, hooked teeth.

      And yet, I couldn’t care less. For the first time in a long time, I was enjoying myself. Sinasre’s skin against mine felt thrilling. His body smelled of spice and oak, of hopes and a bit of fairy magic. Was it the wine going to my head or the feel of Sinasre’s strong, hard body moving against mine?

      He wasn’t my true love. He wasn’t even close, but he made my pulse beat into my throat as he pulled me close enough that my shirt brushed his naked chest.

      “They’re watching you,” he said, his lips brushing my ear. “I can’t say I blame them.”

      I glanced out once again to see if it was true and my eyes fell on a man standing alongside the dance floor.

      He had blond hair, cropped short, a strong jaw and dark hazel eyes. A savage jealousy tainted his expression as if he wanted to hurt Sinasre just as much as Anama wanted to hurt me.

      What the hell? Why would this stranger be jealous? Unless he was some sort of psychopath.

      Still, there was something very familiar about his face, though I was sure I’d never seen him before.

      His eyes. I knew those eyes.

      The stranger met my gaze and nodded once as if confirming my suspicions.

      Now, my heart stuttered for an entirely different reason.

      Though he looked nothing like himself, I knew deep in my bones exactly who the stranger was.

      The question was, why was Rowan Underwood at this party, wearing someone else’s face?
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      Rowan was here.

      My pulse thudding against my rib cage, I let my feet stutter to a stop. Our dance grinded to a halt as bodies continued to twirl around us. Blue lights throbbed on Sinasre’s face as he regarded me with concern.

      “Char-lie, is everything okay?”

      “I just… need air.”

      Before he could respond, I removed myself from his grasp, darting off the dance floor and through the crowd. I didn’t stop to see who might follow me, but I knew at least one person would.

      Was there any chance Rowan was here for me? Could it be my pride or my barely hidden desire that made me believe he’d traveled all this way to see me?

      No, it couldn’t be that. He’d known where I’d been all semester. There was no reason to track me down now. Unless he wanted something.

      Bursting outside, I found an extended fire escape ladder and began to climb, my injured wrist and my heart pounding in unison.

      Up and up I went, climbing up three stories, then I hauled myself over the concrete lip and stood on the warehouse’s roof. The stranger who wore Rowan’s eyes waited for me an arm’s length away. Damn his vampire speed and agility.

      I wanted to run to him but knew better. What if this stranger wasn’t Rowan? What if he was, but he was here to hurt me? The grimoire was safely hidden at home, but maybe he thought I kept it on me, as crazy as that sounded.

      Charging my cuffs, I readied my defensive spells. A magical golden glow lit up the dingy roof and the stranger’s eyes.

      “You don’t have to do that,” he said, holding out a peaceful hand. “Here. Look.”

      He waved a hand over his face, transforming it into Rowan’s.

      “How do I know it’s really you?” I said, not lowering my guard. I remembered Henderson’s transformation spell from freshman year. I would not be so easily fooled. “Rowan can’t do magic.”

      The Rowan across from me pulled out a thin, silver letter opener. “It’s a magical item. I’m drawing power from it just like Answorth did.”

      I shook my head. “Not good enough.”

      He gazed up at the half moon for a moment, pondering. “The first time I saw you, you were being controlled by the Shadow Puppet. And even though you didn’t know you had magic, you were still able to free yourself. It was the first time you impressed me, but not the last.”

      I froze as his entrancing words and deep voice loosened my joints. God, I wanted the person in front of me to be Rowan so badly it frightened me. But New Charlie was smart. I didn’t take the bait.

      “Anyone could know that,” I said, swallowing hard. Why did he have to look so sexy in simple jeans and a long-sleeve, white T-shirt?

      He tried again, taking a step closer. “Okay, tough guy,” he said playfully, smiling slightly to reveal white fangs. “How about this? The first time we kissed was in my bedroom. I had waited so long to hold you, Charlie. To feel your skin.” Eyes half-lidding at the memory, he took another step forward until he was close enough for his scent to curl around me. The air between us tingled with tension.

      I bit my lip but didn’t stop the flow of defensive magic from my cuffs. My eyes darted to his face and then away. Was this all a trap?

      “No?” he asked, his tone far too charming.

      Taking another step, he reached out, cupping my injured wrist gently in his hand. “How about this? I felt your pain about an hour and a half ago. Right here. You fell and sprained your wrist. It hurts you even now,” he said, his cool fingers examining it.

      Magic flooded from his fingertips into my hand, snaking around my wrist and healing it in a flash of heat and light.

      I drew it back. “How did you kn…”

      But I didn’t need to finish the sentence. It was our blood pact. Rowan felt my pain just like I could feel his, though... I hadn’t felt his, not since the gnome dagger went in his back. Why? Had he figured out how to do a blocking spell so I couldn’t track his whereabouts?

      And yet… he could still feel my pain. Why would he keep that connection?

      My eyes searched his face for answers and his expression told me all I needed to know.

      He could still feel me loud and clear. He’d never stopped. He didn’t want to.

      “I was close by,” he said, taking my wrist back and tracing a thumb delicately over my healed injury, each stroke sending a thrill up my arm. “I can only really feel you when I’m nearby.”

      The brush of his fingers on my skin felt far too nice. I pulled my hand away again. “So, you keep tabs on me?”

      He sighed and shoved his hands in his pockets. “From time to time.”

      “Well, stop,” I snapped.

      He shrugged. “It’s difficult.” His eyes found the moon. “Who was that fae you were dancing with?”

      “Sinasre? I thought you two met at some party,” I said.

      “I meet a lot of people. I don’t remember him.” I could tell by his expression that he was lying.

      I lifted my chin. “Well, he’s a good friend of mine.”

      “A friend?” he said sharply. “He didn’t look like a friend on the dance floor.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “You have no right to be jealous. You left. You left… me.”

      His dark eyes snapped to my face. “I had to, Charlie. I had no choice. After what I’d done…”

      After Sebastian Mink had killed his father, Rowan had destroyed Bash. Cut him and sliced him until there was barely anything left. The pain of it was still on his face. At least, he felt remorse. But, God, what he’d done...

      I pinched my eyes shut against the image in my head. Suddenly, I wanted to change the subject very badly.

      “Where did you learn that parlor trick?” I said, gesturing to his face.

      “Oh, that? Ana taught me.”

      “Ana, huh?” Now, who’s turn was it to sound jealous?

      He threw my words back at me. “She’s a friend.”

      I glowered at him. “You shouldn’t have come here, Rowan. If they catch you, you know what they’ll do.”

      The softness returned to his features again. “I didn’t mean to bother you, but when I felt you get hurt, I had to make sure you were okay.”

      He stepped toward me, and this time, he drew me into an embrace. His strong arms wound around me, holding me in a way that was at once familiar and so arresting. His shape was broader than Sinasre’s, and though a similar thrill had passed through me when the fae had drawn me close, nothing compared to the feeling I got when I was in Rowan’s arms. My body needed him like it needed air to breathe. It fitted into him like we had been molded together.

      I still loved him.

      My arms circled around his back as if they had a mind of their own. The solidity of his back muscles gave me something to hold onto as I spiraled deeper into my desire.

      Rowan drew me in, dipping his nose into the sensitive skin on my neck, and inhaling deeply.

      His voice was heady and full of emotion when he finally spoke. “I won’t hurt you, Charlie. They sent me after you that night in Canada, but I did it for show. I swear I’d never lay a hand on you. I wish you could understand what we’re trying to do.”

      “Don’t,” I said, digging my nails into his back. “No need for you to try to explain what Ana already has.”

      The night Rowan’s father died, she’d told me what she and her cronies were after. “We simply want what any group of have-nots wants: a piece of the proverbial pie” Those had been her exact words. I remembered them well. I also remembered he’d tried to recruit me because of the power in my cuffs. As if I would ever help a bunch of criminals destroy the Academy.

      Rowan nodded, his lips brushing against my skin, hot like the lick of a candle flame. “I’ll do anything you ask me to right now.”

      I thought about this offer. Could I tell him to leave the subversives and come home? That would mean his death. Could I shout at him, tell him to fling himself off this building for all he’d made me go through? What good would that do? I’d only be torturing myself.

      I stared hard at him, searching myself for what I wanted from Rowan Underwood at that moment.

      “Kiss me,” I said. “And mean it.”

      He smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”

      He slipped a cold hand under my jaw while the other held me to him. Rowan ran a thumb along my jawline, his eyes ravenous as they stared down at my mouth. Then his lips were colliding against mine as wild and hungry as they had been the night of our first kiss.

      Just his scent was enough to drive me into mad fits of desire, but then his lips parted and his tongue swept into my mouth, flooding my senses until Rowan blotted out everything else.

      My body reacted, curving up until every inch was pressed against him. Curling my fingers, I held onto him like a lifeline as his urgent lips left my mouth and skimmed down my neck.

      I remembered the night he’d bitten me, the pleasure and pain mingling together until I felt I might spontaneously combust. Would he bite me now?

      Well, let him. I wanted it all, every piece of him. He wasn’t Ana’s. He wasn’t mine, either, but at this moment, I could drive him wild enough to never forget the way our bodies felt when we were together.

      Rowan kissed me again, nearly devouring me. It was as if he’d been storing up kisses all year, building up to this. He growled against my mouth, his breath hot and insistent. I dug my nails into his flesh, relishing the elation flowing through my body like liquid magic in my veins.

      God, how could it be this good when he was oh so bad?

      His fingers tugged at my hair and mine roamed under his shirt, finding his granite-like back muscles. I loved the solidity of him, like he was the rocky foundation I could build a life upon.

      But he wasn’t. There was no building a life with Rowan Underwood.

      And that was not what this kiss was about. It was about taking my power back, about giving to him what he had given me: a wanton need for me.

      I would no longer be under his spell. Let him be under mine.

      I pushed him back, wiping a hand along my swollen lips. “That’s enough.”

      “Not nearly,” he said, breathing heavily and looking wild with desire.

      I held a hand up. “Stand back or I’ll blast you.”

      He cocked his head, surprised and confused. “Charlie…”

      The wind cut across the rooftop and tugged at my hair. Only the sound of leaves skittering along the blacktop punctuated the silence. There were no sounds from the party downstairs because of the dampening spell. It felt as if Rowan and I were the only people in the world.

      It was here I needed to make my stand. That kiss wasn’t because I needed Rowan. Right now, right here, I was done needing him. And I was done trying to protect him. I had spent two years doing that and look where it got me. There were other people who needed my help now.

      “I want you to know I plan on protecting the Academy and the regent no matter what.”

      “Charlie…”

      “No matter what, Rowan. Do you understand?”

      His eyes dipped down forlornly. “I wish you’d just let me explain. There’s so much you don’t understand.”

      “No. That’s done now. And I need to make it clear. You will not entangle me in your deranged schemes anymore. I’ve let you do that for far too long. The next time I see you take action against the people I care about, I won’t hold back. I can’t. Not anymore. And one last thing, don’t ever draw magic from me again.”

      I couldn’t deny I loved him, but I had to let him go.
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      I finished the revealing spell with a frustrated sigh. This was the 113th time I’d performed it, and I was royally and utterly sick of it.

      The glow of my cuffs died to nothing as my magic quieted down and my shoulders slumped forward. Sweat trickled down the side of my face, and I wiped it away with my sleeve. I was tired, to the bone.

      La Sorcière Noire grimoire lay in front of me, opened to pages eight-hundred and three and eight-hundred and four, the former containing a spell on how to make a person come to you and the latter a spell on how to make someone leave you alone. I wanted this damn book to leave me alone.

      After working with the grimoire for a couple of weeks, I’d noticed this juxtaposition of spells was the book’s pattern. One page showed an incantation of how to do something and the next page taught you how to undo it or do the opposite.

      So far, I had gone over two-hundred and twenty-six pages out of the three thousand in the thick tome, and the results had been zilch… a big, fat nada. Not even a little sour-smelling puff of smoke to let me know the revealing spell had failed.

      I’d knelt in front of this stupid grimoire more than a hundred times, uttering the same French words until my mouth ran dry, then making it worse by cursing Rowan and his subversives a hundred times more.

      What did they intend to do to Regent Nyquist? Did they want to kill him? That would be counterproductive and illogical. The man was a non-wizards supporter. And weren’t the subversives trying to help less fortunate Supernaturals? But who knew? Maybe they just wanted to destroy the Academy for all the wrongs of the past, rather than work to fix it and make it better for everyone. Couldn’t they see how many people they would hurt?

      Taking a deep, calming breath, I picked up my pen and notebook and scratched the two pages I’d just examined off my list. Before I began this thankless job, I quickly went through the grimoire and crafted a list of the most likely spells the subversives might want to use against Regent Nyquist. Quite a number of them didn’t apply to people, so I’d excluded them in the interest of time and had skipped around the book, hoping for some luck. Though, at this rate, I would probably have to add them back in.

      Exhaustion hit me like a sledgehammer just at the thought of having to do that.

      I glanced at the clock. It was past dinnertime, and my stomach had just rumbled to remind me. I stood from my kneeling position in front of the grimoire, and I stretched. My back cracked, complaining about the many hours I’d spent in the same position.

      Grabbing a light sweater, I slipped on my shoes and left my room, wondering what might be on the cafeteria menu. It had been all sack lunches during the break, but since the new semester started tomorrow and students had been arriving all day, the cafeteria was back in full force.

      I walked down the hall and toward the common room, feeling glad that both Disha and Bridget would be back tonight. I had missed them and was looking forward to their help with the grimoire. They had both invited me to spend Christmas with them, but someone had to do the dirty work. There were too many spells in the grimoire and we needed to find the one that related to Regent Nyquist before it was too late. No more staff members were going to die on my watch.

      Once I reached the common area, it struck me as odd to see so many students hanging out and chatting excitedly while others came in pulling suitcases behind them and hauling boxes full of new Christmas presents to fill their rooms. I’d been here by myself for too long, it seemed.

      When I caught a glimpse of red hair and pointed ears coming in through the glass door, I surreptitiously took a step back and hid behind a tall planter. Sinasre and his fae friends were back, and I wasn’t prepared to see them again. And by them, I meant him.

      I hadn’t seen him since I’d abandoned him on the dance floor during the winter break party at that warehouse. That last kiss with Rowan had undone me, and I had wanted nothing to do with anyone after that.

      Even Disha and Bridget had gotten on my nerves when we left the party—drunk as they were. Then, the very next day, I’d locked myself in my room and started working on the grimoire like a slave. Whoever had said “work will set you free” was wrong, though. It had just changed one type of subjugation for another.

      Sinasre and his friends passed by just a few feet away from me. I held my breath until they were out of sight, then hurried to the exit. Just as I pulled the door open, a short guy with coke-bottle glasses burst in.

      “Holy shit, everyone,” he yelled, stopping just a few paces past the door. All the students lounging in the common area turned to look at him. “The Enlightenment Fountain is literally weeping tar.”

      “No way!” a tall girl said, springing to her feet, her eyes bugging out.

      “Yes way,” Coke Glasses said, running back outside.

      Everyone exchanged incredulous glances. I blinked.

      Weeping tar? What the hell did that mean?

      As if released from an immobilizing spell, all the juniors rushed out the door at once while I stood there, holding it open like an idiot.

      “What does that mean?” I asked as they passed. Most of them ignored me as they tripped over each other, and the only one who bothered to respond said she didn’t have a clue.

      When everyone was out, I followed after them, hurrying and trying to catch what they were saying.

      “Oh, man, this can’t be good.”

      “I had a feeling something weird was going to happen.”

      “This is awful,” a tall girl said, sniffling.

      That’s when I lost it and used my crumpling spell to transport to the Enlightenment Fountain.

      When I materialized about thirty yards away, I stopped, trying to look over all the students’ heads. From where I stood, I could see the one-armed woman. She was facing me, but her normally white marble face was streaked with viscous black lines that ran down as if she were, indeed, weeping tar.

      My heart pounded against my chest as I weaved between my classmates, pushing some out of the way so I could see better. A couple of them started to protest but held their tongues when they recognized me. Most, however, were too shocked to do anything but stare at the fountain, open-mouthed.

      “What do you think it means?” a girl asked her friend as they clung to each other, looking scared.

      It was the same question booming inside my head and probably everyone else here. No one seemed to know what was happening. But whatever it was, it wasn’t good. I felt it in my bones like something rotten was afoot. Like I might start weeping tar at any moment, too.

      “Excuse me. Please move out of the way,” a voice I recognized was saying as the crowd began to part.

      Irmagard pushed through first, followed by Regent Nyquist and Bonnie Underwood. As soon as they caught their first glimpse of the fountain, they froze, their eyes unblinking, their mouths agape.

      Then Irmagard fell to her knees, hiding her face behind her hands as she began to wail out of control.

      The crowd was struck silent. I wanted to run to Irmagard and do something. I didn’t know what, but I couldn’t stand the sound of her desperate cries.

      What in the world could be so wrong that she would weep like that?

      This woman had welcomed me into her home—an old beet farm in the middle of nowhere, Idaho, but her home. She’d taught me magic, fed me, and more than once had eased my broken heart with her misguided but well-meaning happiness spells. She was one of the closest mother figures I’d had in a long time. She and… and…

      Heart quivering, I pressed a hand to my mouth and glanced back at the one-armed statue covered in what looked like the darkest tears anyone had ever shed.

      No. It couldn’t be.

      I shook my head remembering the way the Spells Cave had looked last year after Mink had murdered Macgregor Underwood. The kelpies had been gone from the pool and the floating lights that always danced by the skylight had been clustered in a clump, their brightness dimmed so low it’d been hard to tell they were there at all.

      “Where are the kelpies?” I had asked Bridget.

      “In mourning,” she had said.

      Tears pooled at the base of my eyes, making the tableau before me waver. Bonnie took a knee next to Irmagard and wrapped an arm around her shoulders while Regent Nyquist rubbed the bald patch above his head, appearing totally lost.

      A small voice whispered inside my head, telling me why Irmagard was crying like a lost child and why the fountain creatures were darkly weeping.

      I refused to believe it.

      Whatever traitorous side of me had deduced the only logical explanation for what was happening, I was determined to ignore it, to call it a liar, to mute it with the nastiest silencing spell I could find.

      And maybe, if the Enlightenment Fountain hadn’t begun to bubble and glow as its portal activated, I would have succeeded.

      But as Professor Yuri Fedorov materialized in the middle of the water, his three-piece suit torn and stained with blood, the inevitable truth hit me square in the chest, breaking my heart into a million pieces.

      Dean Lynssa McIntosh was dead.
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      Numbly, I approached Irmagard.

      I had no words, no spells, nothing I could offer to make her feel better about the death of her sister, but I found myself standing next to her, laying a hand on her shoulder.

      She glanced up and, through a haze of tears, her eyes met mine.

      “Charlieee!” she exclaimed, then stood and wrapped her arms around my neck. “Please, take me away.” Her plea was desperate and spoken between sobs.

      I was confused for a moment, unsure of exactly what she meant. Did she mean away from her pain? From the Academy? From this crowd?

      Deciding she meant the latter, I walked her toward the Administration Building, most of her weight resting on me as one of her arms wrapped around my back and her head rested on one of my shoulders.

      Steps followed, but I didn’t look back to see who they belonged to. Miraculously, we made it Dean McIntosh’s office where I deposited Irmagard on one of the armchairs by the window. The Dean’s office had been repaired after the destruction left behind the day she’d been forcibly taken. But, even though everything was exactly as it had been, there was a feeling of wrongness that seemed to hang in the air like a thick fog.

      I stood there awkwardly, wondering what to do to comfort the woman who normally did the comforting. Through her sobs, she glanced up at me with red-rimmed eyes. “Charlie, I’m so sorry you have to go through this too. I—”

      She stopped as Bonnie, Regent Nyquist, and a soaked Fedorov came into the office, closing the door behind them.

      The regent gave me a pointed, but regretful look as if to say I should leave the room. These were private Academy matters and a student had no business overhearing any details she might later spread among the other students.

      “Um…” I took a step away from Irmagard, “I’ll be outside if you need me.”

      “No!” Irmagard seized my hand and clutched it so tightly it hurt. “My sister… cared about you, Charlie.” She peered up at me with intense blue eyes that made me want to weep. It was like looking into the Dean’s eyes, something I would never do again. My chin quivered.

      Lynssa McIntosh is dead, the thought echoed in my mind like a hollow lie.

      “I am so sorry for your loss,” Bonnie said in a heartfelt voice that made me realize she was thinking of her own recent loss. It hadn’t even been a year since Macgregor had died.

      “Me, as well,” the regent said. “Whatever the Academy or the Board of Regents can do to help, all you have to do is say the word. Lynssa was the best Head Dean the Supernatural Academy has ever had.”

      Irmagard was now staring at the floor, and it didn’t seem as if she’d heard what Bonnie and the regent had said.

      A click followed by a whoosh sent my heart pattering and my cuffs glowing with barely-contained magic. Everyone’s heads snapped in the direction of the sound. A small wooden panel had slid out of the way at the foot of one of the bookshelves, and Rasfix, the gnome, walked through it, carrying a tray with a steaming cup of tea.

      He said nothing and looked at no one as he solemnly walked in Irmagard’s direction. For once, he was dressed, wearing a black suit and polished shoes that could fit a toddler. His beard was braided carefully, not a hair out of place, and his expression was stern and pained at the same time.

      He set the tray on a table next to Irmagard’s chair, patted her knee with his chubby little hand, turned on his heel, and disappeared the way he’d come without uttering a word.

      With a shaking hand, Irmagard picked up the cup, examined its flowery pattern for a short moment, then downed the tea in one gulp. She made a face and pressed a hand to her neck. For a second, I thought she was choking, then realized she had actually burned her throat. She made a croaking sound as her fingers weaved a quick healing enchantment. After a moment, she cleared her throat and glanced up.

      A placid blankness had fallen over her features. My eyes flicked toward the teacup. I was very familiar with Irmagard’s emotion-dampening teas and spells. It seemed she had self-medicated. Was that a good idea? The grief could come back two-fold. But I couldn’t blame her. I would have probably done the same in her shoes.

      “What happened?” she asked, her red-rimmed eyes fixed on Fedorov.

      “I failed,” Fedorov said, head bowed in shame. His fists were clenched and trembling. He had the look of someone who was reliving a horrible moment over and over. His black hair, which he normally slicked back, was flat against his forehead. His three-piece suit was crumbled, wet, and soiled. He looked nothing like the impeccably dressed professor I was used to seeing around campus.

      Everyone waited quietly as Fedorov made an effort to compose himself. At last, he went on. “I was too late,” he said, his Slavic accent particularly heavy. “Priscilla and I follow weak trail for long time. We almost renounced hope.”

      I pressed a hand to my chest. Priscilla Fordyce had been with Fedorov searching for the Dean, but she had not come back with him. She was Dean McIntosh’s assistant and had taught me remedial classes during my freshman year. She’d helped me so much.

      Was she also dead? Oh god!

      “But yesterday,” Fedorov went on, “we caught glimpse of subversive. One from group of Tempest.”

      Even with the dropped words and thick accent, I read his meaning loud and clear. My breath caught. Oh no, oh no, oh no.

      Rowan.

      I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear the rest. I glanced toward the door, wondering if I could run and escape. Or maybe I could plug my ears with Disha’s Ewok spell.

      “Priscilla’s scrying spells worked, at last,” Fedorov said. “She never gave up. She fought until end, died trying to save Dean McIntosh, but Tempest… she… killed Lynssa before we could save her.”

      Bonnie hugged herself, distraught, while Regent Nyquist paced up and down at the edge of a Persian rug, shaking and rubbing his balding head.

      “I killed one of subversives.” Fedorov gestured toward the blood on his suit.

      My spine turned to wet clay as my thoughts went back to Rowan. I had worried he might be responsible for the Dean’s death, but could he be dead?

      Across from me, Bonnie froze, her eyes widening and her face turning ashen.

      “Your son was there,” Fedorov said, turning to Bonnie with an accusative expression on his face. “He got away.”

      Bonnie let out a pent-up breath. My legs wobbled as relief washed over me. I hated myself for the way I still cared.

      Why?! Why was I so weak? And why did I worry about his safety and wellbeing? Why did I have to love him of all people? Dean McIntosh had been killed in his presence. Had he done anything to protect her? Or had he helped Tempest kill her? Just the thought of it made my chest tight.

      “My poor sister,” Irmagard said, taking hold of my hand as if for support.

      “This is such a tragedy,” Regent Nyquist said. “This changes many things. We should hold a memorial. Tomorrow,” he added hastily. “I will call for the cancelation of classes. All the faculty and students should attend.”

      My head spun as he spoke in hurried tones. Yes, I agreed we needed a memorial, but I would have never had the presence of mind to come up with the idea in a moment like this. I was way too busy trying to keep from crumbling to the floor. Still, I was glad someone else could think clearly.

      “Maybe we should wait,” Bonnie said. “Give everyone time to process.” She glanced at Irmagard who was staring up at me in a weird way.

      Regent Nyquist didn’t seem to hear her, though. His eyes were lost on a faraway spot on the wall as he seemed to already be making plans for the memorial.

      “You’re a great witch, Charlie,” Irmagard said, still staring at me. “Lynssa always trusted you and said you would do great things.”

      I blinked, unsure of what to feel. All I’d done during my time at the Academy was cause trouble for the Dean. I’d even lost count of how many times she’d reprimanded me for always being in trouble.

      Irmagard squeezed my hand. “‘She needs to trust her instincts’ that’s what Lynssa told me more than once. She thought you have the makings of one of the greats and all you have to do it trust yourself. That’s why Aradia’s Cuffs chose you.”

      There was a moment of awkward silence, which was interrupted by Regent Nyquist.

      “I’ll make the necessary arrangements for the memorial,” he mumbled more to himself than anyone else. “Dean McIntosh deserves the best of recognitions and exultations. We will never have a Dean like her again.”

      Without pausing to look at anyone, he rushed out the door, his posture firm and determined. He probably felt better being busy, rather than standing here doing nothing. Some people were like that, while I just wanted to curl up and cry.

      After everyone left, I walked with Irmagard back to her office where Rasfix appeared with another cup of tea, then quickly disappeared behind a tall stack of books.

      Irmagard pushed the cup in my direction. “Drink it. You need it, too.”

      “No, you need it more.”

      “I’ve already had one,” she said. “It’s enough.” Her eyes were full of compassion for me as if my pain could be worse than hers.

      But I understood, so I took the cup and drank some of the concoction. It took the edge off my pain, but I stopped sipping before it made me numb.

      Irmagard lay down on an old sofa surrounded by more piles of junk. Gerald, her ferret, crawled from behind a pile of moth-eaten afghans and, as if sensing his owner’s despair, lay on her chest and sat very still, allowing Irmagard to pet him.

      I stayed with her until she drifted to sleep, then went back to my room where I locked the door and cried quietly, mourning for the Dean.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SPRING SEMESTER

        EARLY JANUARY

      

      

      No more death. I couldn’t take it.

      I sat on my bed with my head in my hands, trying to compartmentalize my grief, but was finding it impossible. Every time someone around me died, it was as if I was experiencing the deaths of everyone I loved all over again.

      Mom.

      Trey.

      Dean Underwood.

      Dean McIntosh.

      Why her? She’d been one of the best people I’d ever met. Had she once raised her voice to me, or given me the talking-to I deserved? I knew the answer was no. How could one woman embody such patience, such understanding, and such raw magical power?

      Why did she have to be dead?

      Anger flitted around the edges of my grief, making brief appearances here and there. Tempest needed to be stopped, that was clear. But how, if Professor Fedorov and Priscilla Fordyce couldn’t even stop her?

      And Rowan. How could he have anything to do with a group that murdered Dean McIntosh? It made me sick to think of him standing there watching as Tempest blasted her.

      Or worse, participating.

      My chest felt as if someone was taking a rusty can opener and prying open my heart. Dean McIntosh had been the closest thing to a mother figure I’d had since my own had died. When my mother had gone, I’d told myself I didn’t need anyone to fill that void, that I was fine on my own, but Lynssa made me realize how much I missed having someone to talk to, bounce ideas off of and tell me everything was going to be okay.

      Who would fill that void now?

      How could things ever be okay again?

      A knock sounded at my dorm room door just before it was thrown open. I smeared tears across my face in time to see Disha barreling toward my bed. She fell onto me, curling her long, brown arms around my body.

      We lay like that for a long time, pressed together in sadness, holding each other. Finally, she dug in her messenger bag, pulled out a little package and pressed it into my hands.

      Slowly, I unwrapped the crinkly brown paper to reveal a giant chocolate muffin from the place in town I liked so much.

      I stared into my best friend’s eyes. “Is this from Tom’s? How did you even have time to get this?”

      Disha shrugged her slim shoulders. Her eyes were puffy and her hair was disheveled, something she would never have allowed on a normal day. “I wanted to give you something, but couldn’t think of what to do so I went with baked goods.”

      “Baked goods are great,” I said, setting the muffin on the night table. Right now, I didn’t feel like eating anything, even a delicious pastry from Tom’s.

      “Charlie, I’m so sorry,” she said, holding my hand. “I know how much she meant to you.”

      I nodded, sniffling. “She meant a lot to a lot of people.”

      “Students are crying everywhere. I saw two people lying on the lawn outside just sobbing. It’s awful.”

      Glancing out my window, I couldn’t see any of the student mourners Disha was talking about, but then again, that was probably for the best. I was barely handling my own grief. I couldn’t help others with theirs.

      “And, normally, people turn to Irmagard in times like this, but they can’t for obvious reasons.” Disha pushed a strand of hair over her ear and watched me with worried eyes. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “What does that even mean anymore?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “I wish I knew.”

      Footsteps in the hallway turned our attention to the door. Bridget stepped into my room and hovered there. I expected sadness, but her expression was full of rage.

      “When are we leaving?” she asked, a frenzy in her voice that scared me. Her normally wide eyes were popped open so far I was afraid they might drop out and skitter across the floor.

      “What are you talking about? Leave for what? The memorial?” I asked gently.

      Disha frowned. “Bridget, why don’t you come in and sit down?”

      “Sit down?” she asked. “Sit down?! How can you sit in a time like this? We need to go. We need to find Tempest and kill her.”

      She held out her hands and magic zapped from them like tiny lightning rods. It was like looking at a crazy person waving around a loaded gun.

      Disha and I both sat up, careful to make no sudden moves. “Bridget, turn your magic off,” I said. “Let’s talk.”

      “I’m sick of talking, so sick of it. If we had finished her in Canada, the Dean would still be alive.” Angry tears burned in her feral eyes.

      “Bridget, I don’t know if that’s tru—”

      She cut me off with a wave of her electrified hand. Sparks shot through the air around her head, nearly catching the red storm cloud she called a hairdo on fire.

      “I hear she’s the one who killed the dean. And, besides, it doesn’t matter. She stabbed Bobby. He’s not here because of her. How many other people are you going to let get hurt before you do something?”

      Her angry eyes were pointed right at me.

      But New Charlie couldn’t do vigilante justice. No matter how much or how harshly Bridget asked. It would be the last thing Dean McIntosh would have wanted. I couldn’t sully her memory hours after learning about her death.

      Standing up, even though it put me closer to Bridget’s lightning fingers, I held out my hand to her, a gesture of love and solidarity. She was my friend. She might zap me a little, but I was pretty sure she wouldn’t intentionally hurt me.

      “Bridget, I know what you’re going through. I’ve been there. I’ve lost people, too, remember?”

      Her eyes were cold as she glared at my outstretched hand.

      “It’s the grief talking. You’re not thinking straight,” I said.

      “Aren’t I? Or, maybe, I’m the only one who is.” Then she turned and stomped down the hall.

      Disha and I exchanged a look. We would definitely have to deal with Bridget, but not now. The memorial was starting in an hour. Nyquist had taken but a day to put it together.

      I dressed quickly while Disha checked social media to see what everyone was saying. Many students were posting about being in mourning while others were blaming the school and, worse, mentioning Rowan by name. Apparently, word had gotten out that he’d been there. Some were pinning the blame on him and calling for his head.

      But I couldn’t care about that. Today was not about Rowan.

      By the time we were dressed and headed downstairs, a large crowd had gathered. We’d gotten word that we were all to meet on the sidewalk outside the dorms at seven and await further instructions.

      Every student from freshman all the way to senior year waited in small clumps on the lawn. All were dressed in black. A few of the showier students had magicked themselves with mourning doves flying around their heads or enchanted rain clouds hovering around them. Some sported temporary magic tattoos with the dean’s face on their arms. One had even transformed her face into a likeness of the dean’s.

      I turned away. Did these people have no sense of decorum when it came to death? No, they probably didn’t. This was likely their first loss, their first time standing face to face with death.

      I didn’t have that luxury.

      While it was nice that so many students had gathered to mourn her, I wondered how many had known her. How many felt a gut-wrenching hole in their heart like I did?

      Disha held my hand, peering at me from behind her hat’s black veil.

      The night grew colder, darker. Nearly half an hour went by with no word on where the memorial was to take place. Rubbing my hands down my goosebumps-laden arms, I glanced around like everyone else, wondering when we would hear anything.

      Had something gone wrong?

      Just when I was about to grab Disha and head to the Administration Building to ask what was up, a poof of smoke appeared at the front of the crowd.

      Irmagard stepped out of it wearing vintage, black bell bottoms and a snug black sweater. Gerald, her ferret, peeked out of a large fanny pack slung around her waist. Her hair was loose and wild and her eyes held such exhaustion in their depths I wondered if someone should stand behind her in case she fainted.

      “Students, students,” she said clapping her hands for our attention. “We are ready to begin. If you would come this way.” She gestured wildly and a shimmering light began to glow a few paces down the sidewalk.

      It looked like a reflective lake floating in midair. As I watched, the braver of the students, most likely seniors, walked through the quivering air and disappeared.

      Irmagard nodded, gesturing for more to filter through. “Come along. Through the glowing door.”

      Disha and I shuffled along, still holding hands. I wondered where they were taking us and why we couldn’t have the memorial right on campus, but it was almost our turn to approach Irmagard’s spell.

      “What is this?” I whispered to Disha.

      “I’m not sure,” she said, frowning.

      I examined the wavering spell, curious about its nature. Three more witches walked through, their bodies shimmering for a second before completely disappearing. No one screamed bloody murder or ran in the opposite direction so I assumed the glimmering gate was safe.

      I squeezed Disha’s hand and together we walked through.

      We popped out on the other side and into another world.

      Everyone had gathered atop a tall hill. Ancient pines and firs served as a backdrop to a clearing the size of a large gymnasium. Simple witch lights hovered in the air, while a large bonfire burned at the far end of the field. Near the bonfire, all the teachers had gathered, standing in a line, looking somber and serious in their black dresses, suit coats, and capes.

      But the miraculous thing about the place was the view.

      Because the peak was the highest around, we could see everything. Trees stretched off in every direction, marching like green soldiers in a line toward the horizon. In the valley below, I could see our school, small and insignificant from so high up. And in the darkening distance, Atlanta’s skyscrapers stood out black against the pink and purple sky.

      I sucked in a breath at the magnificent beauty of the moment.

      Lynssa would have loved this. Simple. Elegant. Perfect.

      Was it real or an illusion? I couldn’t tell. I knew there were hills in the distance around the school so it seemed to be an actual place doctored up by magic. I wondered why they hadn’t held the ceremony in the school’s stadium, but then decided if they had done that, we would always associate it with the dean’s death. How could we celebrate homecoming games, drink Witch’s Brew, and cheer if all we were thinking about was our dead dean? They’d made the right choice to hold the memorial here.

      Irmagard cut through the crowd waving her hands as if admiring the beauty was not part of the ceremony. “This way. Gather round. Please hurry, it’s getting late.”

      She was all business-like now. Or, rather, as business-like as Irmagard could get. It seemed rather odd how pulled-together she was after the display of emotions back in the office, but then, there was no one right way to grieve. I wouldn’t judge. Also, she might still be high on her happiness spell.

      “Over here. Over here.” She waved her arms, jostling the fanny pack and Gerald, who seemed perturbed to be out this late. He burrowed into the folds of fabric and disappeared.

      The crowd was dense and I was having a hard time seeing, but Disha knew what to do. She took my hand and began weaving her way through the students, ignoring their groans and snide comments while tossing back some of her own.

      “Make way. Let us through. Don’t you know who this is?” she told them, nodding to me.

      I blushed. God, she was embarrassing. My classmates already hated me enough. I spotted Bridget in the crowd, but the minute she saw me she dropped her eyes and slipped between two classmates until I couldn’t see her any longer. Still mad, I supposed.

      My attention was drawn back to the scene ahead as Disha got us to the front of the crowd.

      Everyone waited silently, wondering what our counselor was up to now. Glancing around, Irmagard realized the students in the back wouldn’t be able to see, so, with a wave of her hands, she commanded the ground beneath her feet to rise.

      As the earth trembled, we held onto each other and watched as dirt and grass spewed into the air. When it was done, she and the staff presided above us from a hill about eight-feet high.

      The staff appeared as shaken as we were and very uncertain about her state of mind, but Irmagard nodded as if creating a weird hill on another hill was exactly the thing to do. Regent Nyquist didn’t seem so sure. His rheumy eyes watched her with growing concern.

      Pressing two fingers to her throat, she activated the megaphone spell teachers were so fond of using.

      “Hello. Thanks for coming. Tonight we are going to honor my sister. She was a wonderful witch. I will miss her. That is all. Good night.” Irmagard turned and started to climb awkwardly down the sloped ground.

      The crowd muttered and looked at each other. I caught the staff giving each other similar side-eye.

      “What is she doing?” Disha asked me.

      “She’s drunk on happiness?” I offered. “I don’t blame her.”

      “I don’t either,” Disha said, “but this is hardly a memorial.”

      Some of the staff seemed to agree because, as Irmagard moved away, a few of them stepped up. I recognized Professor Middleton, Nurse Taishi, and Professor Hitchcock-Watson. They stepped to the edge of the hill Irmagard had erected and raised their hands.

      Everyone stopped talking and stared as the professors sent magic into the heavens.

      For a moment, it seemed as if nothing was happening, but then I detected movement up in the night sky. Soon, the small pinpricks of light shifted positions. Someone thought to douse the witch lights and the bonfire so we could see better.

      The teachers were moving the stars!

      I didn’t know if it was a trick of the light or if they were actually able to move celestial bodies trillions of miles away, but it didn’t matter. Watching the lights cluster together felt akin to watching a baby being born or a mountain being formed, or like it must have felt when God or gods created the universe.

      The stars finally aligned into an L and an M. Lynssa McIntosh.

      The professors were silently weeping as they lowered their hands. Students began crying, as well. I stood, holding Disha’s hand, and feeling incredible sorrow and incredible gratitude that Lynssa had been in my life.

      The moment fell on us and held, lingering like those special moments do.

      Until an explosion broke everything apart.

      We whirled, shaken violently out of that peaceful moment and into a terrifying one.

      Behind us, fire curled fifty feet into the air, lighting up our quiet gathering. The ground shook and the earth cracked along tiny fissures. A group of people strode out of the darkness, the fire at their backs while magic burned on their hands. In their center stood Tempest.

      The subversives were here and they were ready for a fight.
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      The world shifted around us.

      Suddenly, trees and the lake lay in front of us, a wavering, blurry shadow, while the Administration Building sat behind us crisp and clear. There was no hilltop overlooking the school. We were still right on campus, not in some ethereal land by the clouds.

      That is when I realized our surroundings had been a beautiful illusion that Irmagard had created. It’d been meant to give her sister a memorial worth remembering, and now the subversives had destroyed it.

      They would pay.

      My cuffs flashed with light as I went into a crouch, ready to attack. Beside me Disha got ready, too, her fingers weaving as she formed a protection spell. Behind us, there was rustling as others got ready to join the fray, but I could only concentrate on my enemies as they advanced.

      Tempest came closer. Her long black hair hung silk-like down her shoulders. At her side, I recognized Smudge Face and the woman who I now knew to be a Shadow Puppet. Rowan was also there, dressed in leather like his precious Ana, his eyes hooded and his lips moving fast as if he were muttering an elaborate spell. Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. Half his arm was covered in blue flames.

      Bastard! How could he interrupt the dean’s memorial? After all she had done for him?

      Trying to control my anger, I glanced around searching for Irmagard, intent on protecting her, but I couldn’t find her anywhere. The rest of the teachers were preparing spells, some for protection, others for blasting the subversives off the planet. But where was Irmagard? She was not a fighter.

      “Where’s Counselor McIntosh?” I asked Disha in a panic.

      “I don’t know,” she answered, without taking her eyes off the approaching subversives.

      Seniors and teachers pulled to the front, waving to the younger students to stay back. Disha and I moved forward with them. Each side stared, waiting for the other to make the first move, it seemed.

      How had they gotten past all the protective wards around the Academy? Had Bonnie helped them? It was the first possibility that came to mind.

      This couldn’t be happening. They couldn’t be here at the Academy, much less at a moment like this, when all the students and faculty were gathered in one place.

      But that was the point, wasn’t it?

      I spotted Regent Nyquist. It took me a moment to find him hiding behind Professor Middleton and peering over her shoulder as he surreptitiously sneaked out.

      Seriously? I didn’t take him for a coward, but if the subversives were here for him—as I had warned him—maybe it was just the smart thing to do.

      Backlit by the fiery gateway through which they’d broken through, the subversives assessed the crowd. Six against hundreds. What in the hell were they thinking?

      Tempest was front and center, wearing a black jumpsuit with knee-high boots. Suddenly she raised her hands to the sky. White lightning jumped between her outstretched fingers. Her hair swirled around her, making her look villainous and formidable.

      Her eyes surveyed the crowd. Finding her target, she pointed a finger at Regent Nyquist’s scurrying figure. “You! Don’t run, coward.”

      She flicked a hand in his direction, a bolt of lightning gathering in the sky to smite him.

      A cloud of red curls shot forward in a flash, the person under them readying a spell.

      “You’ll pay for what you did to my brother and the dean,” Bridget shouted, releasing a defensive shield that swallowed Tempest’s elemental magic with a shuddering thunderclap.

      Damn! Bridget was fast, getting her spell ahead of Professor Middleton’s, who had stayed in the front while the other teachers herded the bulk of the students to safety.

      It was Rowan’s turn to step forward, the fire on his hand fading as he finished muttering his spell. He held up a fist. It was encased in a golden gauntlet. He splayed his fingers, sending out a wave of energy that swept over the crowd like fog.

      As I inhaled, frigid air seeped into my lungs, freezing me in place. I tried to move, but my limbs were locked in place. My eyes darted around. A hush fell over all the students and faculty. No one else could move either. We were all petrified.

      That was how they could take on hundreds with a group of six. Goddammit!

      My gaze flicked to Rowan. He was watching me, an unreadable expression on his chiseled features. After a moment, he turned away, unable to withstand my scrutiny. Of course, he would turn away. He knew this was wrong and yet he was still doing it! Rage roiled in my gut as I fought against the spell keeping me pinned.

      Tempest took a step forward.

      “Get him!” she ordered the Shadow Puppet, pointing a finger at the trembling regent.

      The Shadow Puppet flattened into a black sheet, then leaped into the air the way a crow might. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her fly forward and chase Regent Nyquist. Since he’d been hobbling away, he’d escaped the reach of Rowan’s freezing gauntlet and was frantically weaving his arthritic hands, though he seemed too flustered to manage any spells.

      I struggled to move, but the gauntlet’s hold was too strong. I couldn’t even twitch my pinky. Damn freezing spells! Mink had immobilized me twice, just the reason why I’d studied counter spells during my summer break in Turkey. There was no way I would allow these subversives to show up on my campus and hurt anyone. I set to work, trying to figure out how to get free.

      Rifling through what I’d learned, I watched helplessly as the Shadow Puppet caught up to Regent Nyquist, then jumped inside of him. The old man froze on the spot, his curved back going ramrod straight. Next, he turned on his heel and began marching back like a good little soldier. When he was a few paces away from Tempest, he stopped and dropped to his knees.

      Sweat trickled down his bald head and the wispy, white hair above his ears stuck out like misaligned duck feathers. His body moved with certainty, but his eyes betrayed his fear. He knew they were here to kill him.

      I growled inwardly, anger boiling in my gut. I’d mentally cast a few of the spells I’d learned in Turkey, but they hadn’t worked.

      C’mon! I tried another one, reciting the incantation in my head while willing my cuffs to jump in and help, but they seemed particularly disinterested in the situation.

      Damn it! Couldn’t one of the faculty do something? Fedorov? Middleton? Hitchcock-Watson? Anyone!

      “Finally,” Tempest said, stepping closer to the regent and grabbing his face. Her long, red fingernails dug into his wrinkled skin as she forced him to look up at her. “I’ve waited for this moment for a long time. You will pay for what you’ve done and once everyone hears everything,” she gestured toward the immobile crowd, “I will end this.”

      No. Nyquist was an old, dithering man, didn’t they have any compassion? Was no one safe from their blood-stained claws? I didn’t know what they had against the regent but going around murdering people wasn’t the answer. I pushed at the freezing spell with all my might.

      Tempest glanced back at one of her cronies and jerked her head in a “come here” motion. An old hag I hadn’t noticed before stepped forward. She was dressed in flowing black robes that hung around her like rags. She had a hunched back and walked with a limp. Gray, stringy hair framed her haggard face like a cartoon version of a witch. All she needed was green skin and a few warts on her nose. Where did they find these people?!

      Wasting no time, she extended knobby hands toward Regent Nyquist’s face. A blue light spilled from her fingers, tendrils latching onto the man’s wrinkled skin like hungry leeches. As soon as they made contact, the Shadow Puppet leaped out of the old man’s body and took her human shape again, quickly retreating toward the fiery opening that still burned behind the other subversives.

      If I didn’t do something, I would be too late. These criminals would kill the regent right in front of our petrified faces, and no one would have the choice to avert their gaze from the horror.

      I tried one last spell, pouring all my will into it. Power rose from my gut, surging like a tidal wave, washing over me, and destroying the magic that held me in place.

      Free, I staggered forward, my arms windmilling for balance.

      Noticing me, Tempest stepped in front of the regent and the witch, blocking them from view. “How did you…?”

      For an instant, I was just as frozen as before, but this time by my own uncertainty, not from any spell. What should I do? If only I’d figured out what spell Tempest had pulled from the grimoire, maybe I could have acted.

      Rowan stepped forward, holding the gauntlet in my direction. “No, Charlie. Stay out of this.” Then he unleashed its power right at me.

      Lightning fast, I erected a shield I’d learned from Fedorov, blocking the attack just as the gauntlet’s magic rolled through the air toward me. The fog dissolved against my invisible barrier as I rolled to the side and shot Tempest with a quick, blunt spell to the knees. She cried out and fell to the side as I continued rolling in the regent’s direction.

      The old witch’s magic still flowed from her fingers, the blue tendrils pulsing and gripping the regent’s face ravenously. Dark smoke seemed to flow through them as if she were trying to push something into the old man.

      My cuffs buzzed with magic as I gathered enough energy to blast her. I aimed and released the attack. A blaze of light flew at the old hag.

      Almost nonchalantly, she lifted her free hand and blocked my spell. It fizzled into nothing while her other hand continued her incantation on the regent.

      She looked at me in a strange way that made me hesitate. There was power in her gaze. I’d underestimated her.

      From the corner of my eye, I perceived something dark. Movement. Coming fast.

      Acting on instinct, I jumped to the side just in time to elude the Shadow Puppet’s attempt to ensnare me. A slip of blackness sailed past me and cut through the trees until I couldn’t see her any longer. No doubt she’d be back. The subversives were not playing fair. It was only me against a bunch of them.

      Maybe there was something I could do about that.

      Weaving my hands and speaking the same incantation that had freed me from Rowan’s freezing spell, I unleashed my magic onto the few closest to me.

      Three of them came to life, blinking and staggering as they fought to regain their balance: Bridget, Disha, and Professor Fedorov.

      Now… that was more like it.

      Bridget went straight into an attack, releasing a sizzling, red-hot wind that blasted Smudge Face on his ass. Disha was slower to react but successfully cast a spell over the newly-reconstructed Shadow Puppet, a sort of intense spotlight that pierced right through its shadowy shape, freezing it in place like a deer caught in the headlights.

      Fedorov, for all his seniority, just stood there, his gaze darting right and left as if he’d never been in a magical battle and didn’t have a clue what to do. What the hell? We needed help!

      Good thing I didn’t have that problem.

      I went for the old witch again, sending another pulse of magic straight at her face. She blocked it, dodging to the side, granting me a split second to jump forward and tackle the regent out of the way.

      My arms wrapped around him. An electric buzz sounded as I hit him. Crackling magic enveloped me, sending searing pain through my nerves. A strangled cry echoed inside my mind, a wretched sound straight from a nightmare. It was the voice of pain, of suffering.

      As I tumbled to the side and fell atop the regent, my hands flew to my ears, trying to keep the wailing sobs out. But, they were inside my head, and I couldn’t stop them from filling my mind with pain. I rolled to the ground, my own cries renting the air.

      “Get it out!” I screamed. “Get it out!”

      The cries died down. I gripped my head, never so grateful in all my life to be free of a sound.

      I blinked at the dark sky, the sounds of battle seemingly far away as my ears rang and my vision blurred. Holding my tender skull, I got to my knees and glanced up at the fight.

      Disha, Bridget, and, finally, Professor Fedorov were doling out magic in shafts of light and balls of fire while the subversives quickly retreated.

      Rowan was weaving his hands with vampiric speed, blocking all the spells and urging his accomplices to “get the hell out.”

      They obeyed him, disappearing one by one the way they’d come. I couldn’t see the old witch anywhere. She must have flown out before anyone else.

      The regent lay unconscious on the ground, dark lines streaking his face as if a toddler had written on him with a Sharpie marker. Was he alive?

      I tried to stand and help, but, as soon as I got to my feet, I fell to my knees again. My head felt as though it had been tumbled in a cement mixer.

      Just as Rowan took a last step into the fiery gate and it began to close, his gaze met mine. He looked angry, and his expression seemed to say “you ruined everything, Charlie.”

      I’d warned him I would stand against him every step of the way, so why was he so surprised? If I’d had the energy to flip him the bird, I would have. That or kick him in the balls for all he’d done. But I was too weak and proceeded to face-plant on the grass, the echoes of that pain-filled voice still ringing in the back of my mind.
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      It had been weeks, and I was still recovering from the events of Lynnsa McIntosh’s memorial. After I’d tried to free Regent Nyquist and experienced the awful screams and the electrical pulses that rang through my skull, my brain just didn’t seem right. After the attack, I laid in the infirmary for several days, unable to do much more than moan as the headaches wracked through my skull.

      Through it all, Nurse Taishi was as kind and patient as ever, trying all the appropriate healing spells. He was baffled when none of them worked, and at last, decided there was little more he could do for me, so he sent me home with extra strength headache medicine and told me to rest.

      Aspirin? We had magic and he was curing me with drugstore remedies? I was screwed.

      But, my headache did improve. What didn’t get better was the horrible nightmares. I would wake up screaming at the awful nightly visions. Those howls that had flooded my brain when I’d touched the regent had filled me with dread that haunted my days and twisted my nights into hellish dreamscapes of spells and torment.

      For a while, my classes suffered even though the teachers were extremely sympathetic. They waived assignments, reduced homework and gave me warm pats on the back when I explained my predicament. It was too nice. I was starting to get used to it.

      In fact, everyone was being overly nice. As it turned out, when you take one for the team, attacking an entire group of subversives hell-bent on destroying your school and one of its leaders, people respect you. I was getting more smiles and “yeah, bro” comments from my peers than in my freshman and sophomore years combined.

      Regent Nyquist had taken notice of my efforts to save his life and was throwing me an award ceremony to “honor my heroism.” A gilded envelope had flown through my open window one afternoon, unwrapped itself, and floated in front of my face until I snatched it out of the air and read it.

      

      
        
        Ms. Charlotte Rivera is cordially invited to attend

        an award ceremony in her honor

        Saturday, January 28th, at 7:00 in the evening

        in the Morgan La Fay Hall

        Dinner will be served promptly at 8:00

        Dress is semi-formal

        Please RSVP

      

      

      

      I’d never had an award ceremony thrown in my honor. Hell, I’d never even been invited to one.

      And, crap, I had nothing to wear unless you counted Chuck Taylors and an Academy sweatshirt.

      That was where Disha came in. As my plus-one and personal stylist, she’d already gone into town and bought us both dresses that she insisted we try on as soon as her afternoon class was over.

      At four PM, she bounded into my room, holding two garment bags in one hand and a to-go coffee in the other. A matching cup hovered behind her right shoulder and zoomed over to my nightstand as she flicked her fingers.

      “Coffee and a new outfit? What did I ever do to deserve this star treatment?” Just as I leaned over to grab my cup, a lancing headache cut across my brain. I winced and grabbed my skull until it passed.

      “Charlie, you deserve more than a cup of joe. Is your head still bothering you?” Disha stared into my face in a motherly way.

      I shooed her away. “It’s fine. Really. Nothing Nurse Taishi’s Miracle Cure can’t fix.” I pointed to the bottle of aspirin on my nightstand.

      Disha huffed, setting her coffee down on my desk and draping the garment bags over my chair. “I cannot believe that’s all he gave you. Do you want me to try another healing spell? I looked up a few more last night.”

      “No, really, it’s not that bad.” I took a sip of my coffee, wanting desperately to talk about something other than my stupid headaches. “What’s in the bags? And please tell me you didn’t spend too much money. I can pay you back later.”

      Disha ignored my money comment as she always did and went straight for the clothing with gusto. Nothing made her happier than a new outfit unless it was dressing someone else, mainly me.

      “So, I hemmed and hawed, but I finally think I picked out the perfect dress for you. Close your eyes.”

      I stared at her over my steaming cup. “If I close my eyes, how can I drink my mocha?”

      “Just do it.” She waved an impatient hand at me.

      “Fine.” I set my cup back down and closed my eyes.

      There was a rustle of plastic and then she said, “Okay, open.”

      It was breathtaking—a beautiful blush pink, the gown was both feminine and sexy. With off-the-shoulder styling, sweetheart neckline and scooped back, it would display all my assets without being too showy. Ruffles at the hem would fall just above my knees and likely billow when I walked.

      “Dee, it’s amazing. I love it.” I touched the dress with careful fingers.

      She beamed. “I knew you would. Check out mine.”

      I cringed a little, half expecting a matching dress, but hers was gold and glittery with a plunging neckline and a long slit up the thigh. She’d look stunning in it.

      “You’re going to knock everyone dead,” I said, marveling at the tiny gems stitched into her gown.

      “It should be fun. Our first important Academy party.” She set the dresses down, growing serious again. “Are you sure you’re up for it?”

      I nodded, careful not to disturb my brain. “It’s not every day you get honored by one of the regents, though it’s kind of embarrassing. I don’t really like being the center of attention.”

      Disha snorted. “You should’ve thought of that before you single-handedly took on the subversives.”

      “I didn’t.”

      She gave me an eye-roll.

      “Really. I wish people would stop making such a big deal about it.”

      “Charlie, you’re a hero, and besides, it gives everyone something to focus on other than our impending doom.” Her expression grew as dark as the sky before a storm.

      I sat up, my attention suddenly piqued. “Did your dad know anything when you called him today?”

      She bit her lip. “Only that they haven’t caught a single one of them. And that the regent’s life is still in danger.”

      “Then what is he doing throwing parties? He should be gone, in hiding or whatever it is warlocks do when a whole group of maniacs tries to kill them.”

      She played with the rim of her coffee mug. “Baba says it’s safer here than almost anywhere in the world. So many wards and protections.”

      “Then how in the hell did they all bust in on us during the dean’s memorial?” I asked, frustrated.

      “They’re still investigating that, too. They think someone let them in.” Disha’s eyes flicked to me.

      I shook my head in disgust. “I don’t need three guesses on who that might be. What about Bonnie? Anything?”

      After the memorial, Bonnie Underwood went missing, surprising no one. Of course, she was the one who let the subversives in. I’d been kicking myself this whole time for not seeing the danger of her presence here sooner.

      “No one has seen her,” Disha answered. “Baba thinks she’s fully in league with them now.”

      I stared out my window. The only thought that rang in my head was that at least Rowan and his mother were finally together. Yet, they were both on the run. Fugitives. Criminals. They deserved to be hunted like dogs for what they did.

      In the last few weeks, I’d suffered from more than headaches. The guilt at not acting sooner, at doing nothing, was eating at me. New Charlie had thought that letting others act was the way to handle things and yet, look where it had gotten us. The regent had nearly died and the Academy was worse off than before.

      Had I done it to save Rowan from himself, to continue to protect him even though I’d sworn not to?

      I was literally still the worst.

      “Let’s get ready,” I said. “At least it’ll take my mind off things.”

      “If you put this dress on, it’ll take other people’s minds off things, too. I hear Sinasre’s going to be at the party.” She said the last bit with a sing-song lilt, winking at me.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She smirked. “Nothing,” she said in a way that seemed like she meant far more than nothing.

      Casually, she reached for the invitation still sitting on my desk. She glanced at it. “Dinner at eight. I might need a snack between now and then.”

      Her words droned on, but I stopped listening. My eyes locked on the tiny scrawl of handwriting on the back, something I’d not noticed until this minute.

      “What’s that?” I asked, reaching for the invitation.

      She handed it over and we both gazed at the words penciled into the invitation’s bottom corner.

      As I read the words, my skin prickled. The regent’s message made me both nervous and anxious for this ceremony to begin.

      “Charlie,”  it read, “please make sure to attend. I wish to give you a reward of priceless value. Something I’m sure you’ll want very much. Regent Nyquist.”
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      By seven, we were across campus at Morgan La Fay Hall. Disha used her transporting spell so we wouldn’t get sweaty walking there. However, since she nearly dumped us into a shrub and I got grass stuck in my open-toed shoe on landing, walking might have been a better choice.

      We went up the cobblestone pathway toward the hall as the streetlamps began to glow. Morgan La Fay Hall was one of the oldest buildings on campus as I recalled from my welcome packet and things I’d learned since. Apparently, it had been a founding member’s home, built over a century ago in an architectural style they called Tudor.

      To me, the brick chimneys, flowering gardens, and ornate windows made it look like a home out of a storybook. Enchanting, albeit very large. The quaint decor helped calm my nerves a little.

      A few other witches and warlocks were heading up the stairs and through the large mahogany doors. I hesitated at the entrance, but Disha put a hand on my back. Apparently, she was worried I would bolt and she wasn’t entirely wrong.

      Inside, everything was just as magical—ancient parquet floors, tufted furniture, and high ceilings supported by giant beams. Marble statues lined the hall, appearing as if they might spring to life as we walked past. Thank God they didn’t or I might’ve broken my hand punching one out of sheer shock.

      Down the long corridor, we could hear the din of voices. Though I’d tried to stall even longer by fidgeting with my dress, we were only ten minutes late, and the ballroom was already crowded and the ceremony in full swing.

      The ballroom was massive—a huge rectangular room, coated in ancient wood gleaming from a fresh wax job. The high ceiling had big oak beams festooned with garlands of sweet-smelling flowers. Round tables draped with gold tablecloths filled the floor. On top of them, magical centerpieces switched from illusions of tiny fireworks to bobbing balloons to dancing daisies. In the corner, a string quartet played classical music while uniformed waiters milled around taking drink orders and seating guests.

      I wondered briefly if this was what magical weddings looked like or if they were quiet ceremonies in the trees with wood sprites flitting in and out.

      From a side door, one of the waiters in a pressed white jacket and black slacks appeared, holding a tray of hors d'oeuvres. His yellow-green cat eyes flicked to me and swept down, taking in my dress as a little shiver passed over him.

      Sinasre. He was working here? When Disha had said he would be here, this was not what I’d imagined.

      We stared at each other while I pondered how someone who moved like royalty could end up carrying drinks for the stuffy, elite witches and warlocks. It seemed all kinds of wrong.

      When she spotted him, Disha elbowed me. I shot her an awful glance, but when I turned back, Sinasre had disappeared back through the side door.

      Was he embarrassed? I hoped not. There was no judgment from me, a girl who once ate half a Whopper out of the trash. I belonged in the kitchens, not in a fancy dress being honored by the regents, but then, I didn’t really have a say in the matter.

      But as I glanced around, I saw that all of the waiters and waitresses were fae. Is this how they paid their tuition, by working in menial tasks around the Academy? There was nothing wrong with that, but something inside me cringed at the thought of my non-wizard friends slaving away while witches and warlocks sipped champagne.

      A uniformed maître d’ spotted us. He frowned, looking displeased.

      “You’re here. The regent is waiting. This way.” He held out his hand to direct us, then quickly strode into the room.

      I followed, stepping into an uproar of sound.

      Glancing around, I stared in shock as the clapping crescendoed. Every staff member and all manner of important people, including the entire Board of Regents, was on their feet, applauding as I hurried into the room.

      My cheeks burned red. Disha squeezed my hand, and it was a good thing she had a good grip on me because I might’ve turned around and high-tailed it if she hadn’t.

      Regent Nyquist was on his feet, clapping and smiling, along with everyone else. He gestured at me to sit next to him.

      “Our guest of honor is here. Let’s give another round of applause for Charlie.”

      Everyone continued clapping and staring at me while I turned into a fiery red tomato.

      Among the crowd, I spotted Bridget at a table with people who had to be her parents, judging by their curly red hair and large eyes. She nodded but didn’t come over. Maybe she was still sore at me. Maybe she was jealous I was being honored and not her.

      It didn’t seem fair. Disha and Bridget had been just as responsible as I was in stopping the subversives, but they weren’t being lauded. I wanted to let her know I didn’t want the accolades, that she could have them, but maybe it was too late for that.

      The applause died down. Everyone sat except Regent Nyquist who pressed his fingers to his throat and cast a voice-projection spell.

      “Thank you all for coming. I knew you would if I provided free food and liquor. Am I right, Regent Knightley?” He winked at someone down the table and polite laughter followed. “We’ll get to the libations in a moment, but I wanted to take this time to celebrate the reason for this occasion—Charlie Rivera.”

      He turned his smile on me. “Ms. Rivera, I simply cannot thank you enough. I’m here today because of your heroism in the face of great danger. I had heard of your exploits before. Some of them a bit naughty,” he wagged a finger at me and people laughed, “but I had no idea what a brave young woman you truly are. Not until I saw it for myself.”

      The crowd nodded. I balled my dress in my fists under the table and continued smiling stiffly as all eyes pinned me to my chair.

      My nervous gaze flitted around the room until it fell on the figure at the back. It didn’t matter what kind of outfit you put him in, Sinasre stood out like a diamond in the rough.

      His cat eyes seemed to wink with joy as he watched me squirm under all this attention. A corner of his mouth curled up as our gazes locked.

      My body prickled and I dropped my eyes to the table. Was it suddenly far too hot in here?

      Regent Nyquist continued. “Charlie, I cannot repay you for my life, but I can do this. Martin?” He gestured to a man waiting off to the side. A man strode forward, holding a long slender box, which he placed on the table in front of me.

      Regent Nyquist nodded to the box as if I was to open it here in front of everyone.

      With sweating palms, I undid the silken strand that held the lid on. Carefully, I pried the two halves apart. Light spilled out, growing brighter as the gap widened.

      At first, the illumination coming from the item prevented me from figuring out its nature, but once my eyes adjusted, I saw it: a tiny flower. Or, rather, a dandelion gone to seed, gold and radiant as if imbued with power.

      I stared, stunned, while the regent explained his gift to the crowd.

      “If you’re wondering what is in the box, I have presented Charlie with a Dandelion Wish.”

      There was a gasp from the crowd. A few put their hands to their mouths in shock.

      Blinking, I looked from the glowing weed to the crowd, to Regent Nyquist. He smiled, nodding at me.

      “It seems Charlie is unfamiliar with the item. Let me explain for those who do not know. A Dandelion Wish is thought of as one of the most special gifts a witch or warlock can bestow. It allows the receiver to ask one wish of the giver and the giver is bound to make it happen—nothing illegal or immoral, mind you.” He winked at the crowd, pointing a finger jokingly at a few faces.

      A wish? Any wish?

      The crowd broke into applause. Disha patted me on the back. I sat frozen, too stunned to do anything.

      “Thank you. Thank you,” Regent Nyquist said. “It’s the least I can do for the girl who saved my life. Who saved the Academy.”

      At last, the attention shifted off of me. Waiters brought dishes to the tables, and everyone began to eat. The din of silverware and chatting voices filled the hall.

      I needed to think of a wish. But what?

      Regent Nyquist turned off his voice projection spell and sat down beside me, staring into the box as if he too were unable to take his eyes off the radiant dandelion.

      “So, what do you think it’ll be?” His rheumy eyes glowed with anticipation as they flicked from the box to my face.

      “Well, I don’t know. Could I maybe… think about it?”

      He cocked his head. “I wish I could give you that time, Charlie, but the spell on this is very ancient and only lasts about an hour. It’s done to protect the individual who receives it, so no one tries to steal it, potentially hurting you in the process. That would be unfortunate and very dangerous for both of us, as you can imagine.”

      “So, I have an hour to decide?”

      My mind swam with thoughts. I could wish for some great magical power, but which one? I could ask to pass all of my classes, but the teachers were already being so nice. Passing would be easy. I could ask for money, but I hadn’t needed it in the two and a half years I’d been here, so why would I now?

      The regent took a sip from his wine goblet. “Yes, it’s a very big decision. While you’re contemplating, can I ask you something?”

      I nodded, preoccupied with my thoughts. Hmm, a mirror that could tell the future? An unlimited wardrobe for Disha? She practically already had one of those.

      The regent leaned forward to get my attention. “Charlie, can you tell me something that’s been weighing on my mind? How were you, a junior student—a very talented one, but still, an unpracticed witch compared to the staff that was in attendance—how were you able to break out of the rigor mortis spell that kept everyone else pinned that night?” His humor was gone, the smiles and finger guns holstered. Instead, his gaze was calculating as he studied my face.

      Why did this suddenly feel like an interrogation?

      I cleared my throat, experiencing way too many emotions to properly process them. “I’ve been pinned before, sir. Too many times for my liking. I hate it, not being able to move. I spent all summer studying how to break free.” I laughed nervously.

      Regent Nyquist gave me a strange look. “I see. How fortunate for us all.”

      He seemed to want to press the matter further, but he didn’t. For my part, I couldn’t take my mind off the wish I was supposed to make. One question was hounding me, though, and I had to ask.

      “Sir, could I... bring my friend, Trey, back from… the dead?” I whispered.

      He shook his head. “That, my dear, is sadly beyond my powers. And against International Magical Law Two-Twenty-Three.”

      “Oh. Right. Then…” I wracked my brain. I wished I could go back to my room and really think things through, but time was ticking and the regent kept staring at me expectantly.

      Glancing up, my eyes found Sinasre cleaning dirty dishes off a table while a wealthy witch looked on in disgust. How confined he seemed in that waiter’s coat, how suffocated. I knew he and his people suffered here, trapped away from their home as they were. My mother was dead, but what would it feel like if she were alive and I could never see her? Horrible.

      The portal between worlds was shut to them and it was all these stuffy, stuck up warlocks’ fault.

      Anger burned in my veins. As if sensing it, Sinasre’s gaze found mine. Curiosity played on his cat-like features.

      “I think I know my wish,” I said before I changed my mind.

      The regent’s expression brightened. He clapped his hands together and rubbed them excitedly. “Very well. What will it be? Untold wealth? A nudge for a certain boy?” He smiled like a naughty grandpa.

      “No,” I said sharply. “I wish that you let the fae use our portal to travel between their world and ours. I wish you would let them all go home if they want to.”

      “What?” Shock exploded onto his face as he took in my words. “But, I… I can’t.”

      “Can’t you?” I asked, all my nervous energy falling away. “Because I thought you said the giver is bound to make it happen as long as it isn’t illegal or immoral.”

      His eyes narrowed. “The portal between our realms is closed for a reason. Those people are savage and violent. The ones who are trapped here broke the rules to begin with. They are suffering the consequences of their own actions. We can’t just allow them to come and go.”

      He looked as if he was about to protest further, but suddenly the dandelion’s light grew brighter and brighter. It began to hover above the box, illuminating our table and then the hall. The conversation died as all eyes turned toward us.

      The dandelion began to spin. As it did, small bits of golden seed fluff separated from the head and floated up to the ceiling. A hum filled the air.

      Regent Nyquist went stiff beside me. As the dandelion spun faster, a trail of golden light seeped out of his open mouth. It trailed up until it joined the cloud of dandelion fluff near the ceiling.

      A magical shockwave pulsed out across the room.

      Momentarily blinded, I covered my eyes. When I opened them, the dandelion was gone. Regent Nyquist was stiff, blinking and wiping his chin as he seemed to compose himself.

      Across the room, Sinasre was staring at me. I gave him a half smile and mouthed, You’re going home.

      He seemed to understand and his expression filled with shock. As I watched, he dropped his tray of dirty dishes onto a table and headed out a back door, ripping off his waiter’s coat as he did so.

      I stood. Disha stared up at me in surprise. “Where are you going?”

      “There’s someone I need to talk to.”

      Before she could ask any more questions, I rushed away from the table and after Sinasre.

      I pushed through the door and into the courtyard. The night had grown cold and dark. A sharp wind hit me as soon as I stepped away from the building. My thin dress did nothing to keep out the chill. The wrap I’d worn was back on the chair.

      I searched for him as the wind tugged at my hair. The courtyard was full of shadows. Pebbles crunched under my shoes as I took a few steps forward. As I proceeded further in, tall trees stood above me like solemn guardians.

      “Sinasre?”

      “Char-lie.”

      He stepped out of the dark. He was shirtless, the waiter’s jacket and shirt gone, leaving his spectacular chest bare. He’d taken down his hair, too, letting it fall wild and free around his sculpted shoulders. Moonlight glistened in his yellow eyes as he watched me with a sort of feral alertness.

      Suddenly, my nerves were back, but for a completely different reason.

      I tugged at my hair with trembling fingers. “So, it looks like you won’t be around for finals, but that’s okay. You get to see your mom again. I—”

      My words fell away as he pulled me into his arms and pressed his lips to mine.
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      Sinasre was kissing me, but the real shocker was…

      I was kissing him back.

      My fingers tangled in his long, wild hair and pulled him closer. He responded by leading me backward and pressing me against the west side of the building, away from the door and prying eyes. His body was solid and delicious against mine.

      He deepened his kiss, his soft lips parting mine, and my head swam. He tasted of berries and freshly cut grass, like a spring morning after a short shower. Of their own accord, my hands slid down his naked torso, searching for the taut, sexy muscles that more than once had made me take a second glance. His skin was smooth and warm. I shivered at how good he felt.

      Sinasre was beautiful and savage, an otherworldly creature that intoxicated my senses. I wasn’t sure everything I sensed was all on the up-and-up—fae were masters of deceit, after all—but, at the moment, it didn’t matter. He simply felt wonderful. My heart pounded wildly against my chest as tingles skipped down my skin.

      His luscious lips left mine and trailed kisses down my neck. Heat burst in my veins, igniting my desire. I groaned and gripped him, dragging his body closer to mine. If we weren’t so close to the building I might pull him on top of me.

      He tasted me, running his tongue across my collarbone, then nibbled on me with sharp canine teeth. The sensation sent thrills up and down my spine, turning my resolve into mush. His teeth trailing along my neck brought forth an image of Rowan laying on top of me as he prepared to bite me, and, before I could do anything to stop them, the impassioned events of that night last year flooded me as if they’d happened just yesterday: Rowan hurt and bleeding from Mink’s slash to his shoulder, Disha and I feeding him blood from his mini fridge, Rowan attacking me and sucking my blood in the most exquisite way to create the most arousing night of my life.

      I stiffened my hands against Sinasre’s chest and held him back. He looked up, his pupils big and round, leaving only a small sliver of yellow around them.

      “You want me to stop?” he asked.

      I nodded. “It’s very nice…” I paused, not wanting to hurt his feelings.

      “But,” he said, reading well into my thoughts, “I’m not Rowan.”

      “But… it’s not fair on you,” I said, feeling guilty.

      “Fair?” He frowned as if this concept made no sense to him. “I’ve been wanting to kiss you since that night in the forest, at our party. So I would say it’s more than fair. It’s… glorious.” His gaze fell to my lips.

      I smiled and rolled my eyes at his exaggeration.

      “You don’t smile enough, Char-lie.” He brushed his thumb over my lower lip, sending a thrill down my body. “Did you like it?” he asked.

      “Like it?”

      “Kissing me?” He cocked his head to one side, sending a cascade of red hair tumbling over one bare shoulder.

      I smiled again. “I did.”

      He was a fine male specimen. And he knew how to turn me on. What was there not to like?

      Except, as good as it had felt, it was far from the best kiss I’d ever had. That honor belonged to Rowan Underwood and no one else. Whether or not I liked it, he had stolen my heart. There was no rhyme or reason to what I felt for him, and no amount of denial had helped break that connection. Love had a mind of its own, at least mine did, and no amount of logic had been able to chip away at its stubbornness. I doubted more kisses with this hot guy could manage either, no matter how heated.

      “So, if you liked it,” Sinasre continued, “what is wrong with enjoying it? You bask in the sun for the pleasure of it, don’t you? Then, why not bask in my admiration for you? I promise you it will be pleasurable.” He flashed a wicked smile, then lowered his mouth within an inch of mine.

      I took the invitation and leaned forward. We kissed again, and I learned a thing or two about clandestine slips of the tongue.
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      “There you are,” Disha tiptoed on the lawn, hiking up her dress.

      Sinasre and I sat on a cast iron bench, our hands intertwined and resting on my thigh. Disha’s brown eyes widened and her perfect eyebrows went up and stayed there as she took in the sight.

      “I’ve been looking for you all over,” she said, “but I guess I shouldn’t have worried.” She winked at me, then tossed me my wrap, which I was thankful for. Sinasre had kept me warm for a bit, but sitting here while we waited, I had started to get cold and using a warming spell in front of Sinasre had felt wrong for some reason.

      Disha sat next to Sinasre, took a deep breath, and glanced out toward the barrier of trees that separated the courtyard from the lake.

      “It is nights like this I miss Drew the most,” she said in a wistful tone.

      We were silent for a moment, enjoying the quiet night. It was too cold for bugs, so not even crickets could be heard.

      “So… what did you wish for?” Disha asked after a moment. “Everyone inside is talking about it.”

      Sinasre answered before I could. “Your generous, selfless friend used her wish to help us, the fae folk.”

      “What?!” Disha exclaimed. “You mean you didn’t wish for my hair to never get frizzy again. What kind of friend are you?”

      I chuckled. “I did consider getting you an unlimited wardrobe, but I figured you already have one of those.”

      She pursed her lips and nodded, admitting it was true. “So instead you wished for this miscreant and his ilk to be able to go home?”

      I nodded.

      She beamed. “Good for you.” She held up a hand in front of Sinasre. I high-fived her.

      “Yep,” she said, “my BFF has the biggest heart out of anyone in the whole world. That’s why that day—when I spotted her walking down a hall, looking like a lost puppy—I said to myself… Disha, that puppy is gonna be your BFF, and that was that.” She sighed placidly and smiled up at the star-speckled sky.

      Up ahead, two dark figures emerged from the trees, just who we’d been waiting for: Anama and Lancer. Sinasre had sent a friend to share the news.

      They walked lithely without making a sound. When the light of a lamppost revealed their features, I was surprised. They both appeared flushed and excited. None of their typical indifference marred their expressions.

      Sinasre stood and embraced his sister, resting his cheek on the top of her head, careful to avoid her fawn horns.

      “Is it true?” she asked, her light green skin appearing flushed.

      “It is,” Sinasre said.

      Anama sniffled as if she were about to start crying. “We’ll see Mother again!”

      Lancer stepped up. “We can really go home?” His white hair shone under the lamplight, and his slender, angular face was so changed by emotion that I almost didn’t recognize him.

      “Yes.” Sinasre nodded. “We can go home.”

      Lancer smiled revealing pearly white teeth, and he was lovely. I’ve only ever seen him looking serious and too cool to care. Chin held high, he extended his right arm out toward Sinasre, who took hold of it and wrapped a large hand around Lancer’s forearm.

      They were all smiling, their eyes full of something that hadn’t been there before, a certain kind of brightness.

      I realized that it was happiness, and I had caused it.

      A strange sensation fluttered in my chest as if my heart had sprouted wings and was trying to fly out of its confines. Sinasre and the others had been away from their families for a long time, and because of me, they would soon be with them again. I’d done the right thing. My wish would never feel wasted.

      “Well, what are we waiting for?” Lancer demanded. “Let’s get out of here.”

      “Yes,” echoed Anama.

      Sinasre turned to me, a question shaping his features as if he needed my permission.

      “Go,” I said. “Be with your family.”

      “We have Char-lie to thank for this,” Sinasre said.

      Anama and Lancer’s eyes widened with incredulity.

      “She received a Dandelion Wish from one of the regents, and this is what she asked for.”

      Anama took a step closer, her eyes wavering with tears. She seized my hands in hers and peered deep into my eyes. “My brother wasn’t wrong about you, then,” she said. “You’re one of the good ones.”

      She smiled beautifully, then wrapped me in a tight embrace. “I will never be able to repay you, but I promise I shall endeavor to do so. Call on me if you ever need me.”

      “And me,” said Lancer.

      “And me.” Sinasre gently caressed my cheek as his sister let me go, then turned and began walking in the direction of the Enlightenment Fountain.

      “I’ve sent word to Father and the others,” Anama told Sinasre as they went. “I was with Lancer when you called. The rest on campus are coming later. We want to make sure everyone gets the news. Father will be so happy.”

      Sinasre wrapped around his sister’s back. “He might go crazy,” he said, a smile in his voice.

      Their father had been stuck on this side of things, too. I couldn’t imagine how he would feel once he found out he would be able to see his wife again.

      Disha kicked off her high-heeled shoes, picked them up, then looped her arm through mine. “Let’s go witness the fruits of your selflessness, Charmander.”

      I inhaled, feeling lighter than I had in a long time. “Yeah, let’s do that.”

      We walked after the excited fae who were talking about all the things they would do when they got home.

      “You do realize you screwed up your chances of tapping that.” She pointed toward Sinasre, whose back muscles rippled with every step.

      I sighed dramatically. “I do.”

      “And of finally losing your virginity.” She added with a huff.

      Making out with Sinasre had been nice, but the thought of having sex with him made me feel all kinds of wrong.

      Something told me it would be a long time before I’d be able to imagine being with someone else in that way. A while back, I had decided Rowan would be my first, and though I’d been trying to convince my brain that this wasn’t a possibility anymore, the idea wasn’t sticking.

      When the fae got to the Enlightenment Fountain, they stopped at its edge and glanced up at the five statues almost reverently. Water jetted out of them in arches, making small splashing sounds as it reached the artificially illuminated surface. The smell of treated water drifted into the air.

      Disha and I lingered a distance away. We exchanged a glance and a smile. The moment felt heavy as if loaded with the grief the fae must have felt during the separation from their families.

      I tried to imagine what it would be like to be reunited with my mother and father. With Trey. I missed the family we had been before Mom died. I missed Trey and the brotherly love he’d given me when I needed it most. Seeing them again would likely undo me just to put me back together again.

      Lancer was the first one to jump into the fountain. He ran awkwardly to its center, eager to be on his way. Only a few seconds separated him from his home, and he couldn’t even wait that long. With a backward glance at the others, he waved goodbye, then placed his hand at the statues’ base.

      The huge smile he wore remained even as he disintegrated into a million particles, the portal whisking him away back to the fae realm.

      Looking just as excited, Anama grabbed her brother’s hand and tried to pull him along, but he didn’t budge.

      “You go,” he said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

      Reluctantly, she got into the fountain and walked toward the statues, water sloshing around her. When she got there, she didn’t touch the base and opted for waiting for her brother.

      Sinasre extended a hand for me. I took it, and he pulled me closer, glancing down at me with gratitude in his eyes.

      “Thank you, Char-lie,” he said. “How could I ever repay you?”

      “Seeing you happy is my payment,” I said, a blush burning up my neck.

      He placed a hand on my cheek and softly caressed it with his thumb. “I’ll come back to see you if that’s okay. Now that the portal is open to us, it should be no problem, I hope.”

      “Of course, I would love that.”

      “Take care of yourself and… don’t ever change. For anyone.”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      He took a step back and let go of my hand. “I’ll miss you,” he said, then turned, jumped into the fountain, and waded toward his sister.

      Once there, he took her hand. They nodded to each other as if they were counting silently, then touched the base at the exact same time.

      There was a loud pop and a flash of light that made me jump in surprise, then Sinasre and Anama were gone and everything was as it had been.

      “What was that?” Disha asked.

      “I… I don’t know.”

      That wasn’t normal, was it? Of course, I’d always been the one dissolving on one end and appearing on the other—this was my first time seeing things from this perspective.

      “It didn’t do that with Lancer,” Disha said.

      He’d just dematerialized one particle at a time, no pop, no flash. The way it had been for us, I thought. An uneasy feeling unfurled in my stomach.

      What if something had gone wrong?

      As if reading my thoughts, Disha stepped next to me and said, “I’m sure they’re okay, Charlie. Portals can be funny like that.”

      I nodded, trying to let her words ease my worry and telling myself that Sinasre and Anama were home embracing their mom while I uselessly worried about them.

      They were fine. Just fine, and I would soon see Sinasre again.

      Tired, Disha and I walked back to the Junior Dorm. Disha cast a warming spell around us so we could hold our shoes in our hands and enjoy the dew on the grass as we crossed through several lawns.

      My room was on the first floor this year and Disha’s on the second, so we said goodbye in the common area and went our separate ways.

      After undressing and slipping into a pair of warm pajamas, I crashed on the bed, face down. I felt another headache coming on and groaned. Too much excitement tonight. Maybe I would skip class tomorrow. The thought made me relax, and I started to drift off to sleep.

      A loud rap on glass sent my heart into my throat. I jumped to my feet, twisting to face the window, my cuffs glowing in an instant.

      A haggard face was pressed to the glass, and it took me a moment to recognize him.

      Sinasre!

      I frantically slid the window open, and he tumbled inside, hitting his head on the floor.

      “Oh, my God!” I knelt by his side and helped him sit with his back to my bed. “What happened? Are you okay?”

      He winced, baring his sharp teeth. His reddish hair was in disarray as if he’d been in a windstorm, and his entire body was limp, voided of strength. His face was pale and slack. I examined him for injuries but found none.

      “Sinasre, please!” I took his face in my hands and forced him to look me in the eye.

      He struggled to focus but finally blinked and seemed to get a hold of his senses.

      “Anama,” he said in a low keen of pain. His eyes became unfocused again and just before passing out he managed to say, “My sister. She’s gone.”
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      Disha, Bridget, and I stood over Sinasre as Nurse Taishi examined him.

      We were at the infirmary after we had levitated the unconscious fae all the way from the Junior Dorm. I bit on my thumbnail, waiting for Nurse Taishi to say something, anything, but he just kept waving his hands over his patient’s body, muttering spells under his breath.

      After Sinasre passed out in my room, I’d almost done the same. Panic and a headache from hell had assaulted me all at once, but, somehow, I’d managed to stagger to the second floor and fetch Disha. The racket had awakened Bridget, so she’d tagged along, too.

      “What’s wrong with him?” I asked, unable to contain myself any longer.

      Nurse Taishi went on with his magical CAT scan and didn’t answer until he was done. “He’s been hit by some powerful magic,” he said. “But I can’t put my finger on what it is. It’s nothing I have seen before.”

      “Is he going to be okay?” I slipped my fingers into Sinasre’s inert hand and regarded his distressed features with worry. Even unconscious, he seemed to be in terrible anguish.

      Nurse Taishi ignored my question, but the expression on his face told me what I needed to know. He had no idea if Sinasre would make it.

      “I will perform some basic healing spells, then I’ll call for assistance. Also his family contacts,” he said. “You should leave now and let me work.” He gestured toward the door.

      I left reluctantly with Disha pulling on my arm as I dragged my feet. Outside the exam room, the three of us sat on a row of chairs that lined the wall. I stared at the floor, my thoughts reeling as a thousand questions fired in different directions.

      Was Anama dead? Was that what Sinasre had meant by saying she was gone? And what about Lancer? Where was he?

      How had this happened?!

      I tried to sift through the mess in my head while Disha caught Bridget up on the events of the night. Their voices were an annoying din that I wanted gone so I could think.

      Without a word, I stood and walked to the end of the hall where a window looked out onto the lawn. I stared at the manicured bushes and the quad beyond. The night had turned windy, judging by the way the trees swayed from side to side.

      Earlier today, I’d heard a few students in the cafeteria talking about a tornado warning. When I was homeless, I used to pay attention to the weather, and it had been my job to drag Trey to the tornado shelter when things got hairy. But here, the buildings were protected by wards, so I’d learned to sleep through even the worst storms.

      As I focused on the weather and not the buzzing questions inside my head, my thoughts began to clear.

      This had all started with that stupid ceremony to honor me. Sinasre had been unhappy serving the witches and warlocks who kept him from accessing the portals, but he’d at least been healthy and now…

      God, this is all my fault.

      If I hadn’t made that stupid wish, none of this would have happened.

      My fists clenched as anger built in my chest. Why did everything I touched turn to shit? I’d tried to help Rowan and he’d ended up a vampire. I’d tried to help him again and his father died. And now this!

      “It’s all my fault,” I murmured between clenched teeth.

      A hand fell on my shoulder. I jumped, startled.

      “It’s not your fault, Charlie,” Disha said, standing behind me.

      “Then whose?” I said.

      Bridget appeared behind Disha. “It sounds to me like something was wrong with the portal.”

      “What could be wrong with the portal?” I asked, raising my voice as if this were Bridget’s fault instead. “That’s crazy. We’ve used it before and nothing like this ever happened.”

      “Well,” Bridget explained, keeping calm despite my outburst, “they were trying to travel to another realm.” She shrugged to indicate she wasn’t sure if that would make a difference.

      I looked to Disha, wondering if she had a better explanation.

      She shrugged too, then added, “I don’t think that should matter, but the portal had been locked to them for a while, so maybe they weren’t supposed to cross. Maybe—”

      “Maybe Nyquist didn’t really unblock it,” I said, feeling relief as I shifted the blame in his direction. “Maybe he wanted them to get hurt.”

      Disha blinked. “That’s a bit extreme, don’t you think?”

      “Is it?” I shook my head. “The subversives want the regents to release the portals so everyone has access to them, but they keep them locked.”

      “And for good reason,” Bridget said, sounding scandalized at my comment. “Can you imagine what those criminals might do if they had access to that kind of power? There’s more to the Academy portals than just traveling from A to B. You know that. That’s why responsible people are in charge of them. You don’t see Regulars allowing just anyone to go into power plants or reservoirs—not when a psycho might decide to poison the water or something.”

      “But Nyquist must have known it would be dangerous for them to try to cross to their realm and, yet, he never said anything. He had to know they would cross at the earliest time possible. Why wouldn’t he tell us it might be dangerous?” I said the words out loud, not sure I meant any of them, but trying them on for size. Unfortunately, they seemed to fit.

      “You’re implying he hurt them on purpose, Charlie,” Disha said, grimacing.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying.” A righteous feeling built in my chest.

      If Nyquist had done this, if he’d hurt my friends after what I did for him, he would regret it.

      Pushing past Disha and Bridget, I barreled down the hall.

      “Where are you going?” Disha asked.

      “To get the truth out of him.”
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      Several hours later, I blinked at my alarm clock from my desk chair. I hadn’t slept all night as I waited for eight AM to arrive. It was seven thirty now, and time was dragging.

      Last night, I’d rushed to the Administration Building, hoping to find Nyquist, but that had been a stupid idea. It’d been late. The building was locked. Of course, I hadn’t been thinking straight because I’d also gone back to Morgan La Fay Hall where I found nothing, not a hint that there had been a celebration just moments before. It had all been magicked away.

      All that was left was the non-wizard servants cleaning up the dishes in the kitchen. Seeing them scrubbing long into the night turned my stomach. If Nyquist didn’t hate non-wizards, he certainly didn’t hold warm feelings for them.

      Now, as I sat in my room waiting, my certainty about Nyquist’s wrongdoing kept growing. What if Rowan had been right all along? What if I was on the wrong side of this fight?

      Well, as soon as the regent’s office hours began, I would find out.

      A knock came at my door. I jumped in my chair and blinked at the sound, bleary-eyed.

      Disha and Bridget didn’t like waking up early. They normally rolled out of bed with barely enough time to grab a muffin from the cafeteria and arrive to class on time, and today our first class wasn’t until nine AM.

      I opened the door to find my Resident Advisor blinking up at me. She appeared freshly showered with her blond hair up in a high ponytail and her makeup fresh and perfect.

      “Um, hi,” I said.

      I tried to think if I’d done something wrong. This RA seemed to only talk to the residents when there were complaints. In fact, I couldn’t remember more than one conversation with her since the start of the year.

      “Good morning,” she said with a huge smile. “I have a message for you.”

      My heart stuttered. Was Sinasre okay? Had things taken a turn for the worst? When I had gone to the infirmary, after my fruitless search of Regent Nyquist, Nurse Taishi told us Sinasre was stable, but that an advanced healer was coming in from Atlanta in an hour and that his father was on the way, too. We’d wanted to wait for their arrival, but Nurse Taishi refused to let us stay. A few of the other fae had arrived, crowding the waiting room. He had told us all there was nothing we could do to help Sinasre and insisted we needed rest, especially me unless I wanted my headaches to begin again. As if they’d ever stopped.

      “Well, what’s the message?” I asked the RA when she just stood there smiling.

      “Oh, Regent Nyquist wants you to meet him in the Dean’s office,” she said.

      What? I wasn’t expecting that.

      “When?” I demanded.

      “Now, of course.”

      Gearing up for a fight, I walked down the long hall headed for Dean McIntosh’s office. As I passed in front of Bonnie’s door, I wondered if she was with Rowan, if she knew things about Regent Nyquist that she could have shared with me, if she had let me trust the old man, knowing that he was capable of killing innocent students. Though maybe I wouldn’t have believed her. Rowan had been trying to get me to listen to him, and I’d shut him down every time.

      When I reached the end of the hall, I frowned at the empty rectangular name placard in the middle of the door. Dean McIntosh’s name had been removed.

      The reminder of her absence felt like a blow to my stomach. My emotions stirred inside of me as if they were inside one of Tempest’s tornados. The headache that started last night pounded a little harder at my temples.

      Cracking my neck and rolling my shoulders back, I knocked.

      “Come in,” Regent Nyquist’s voice came from inside.

      I walked in and froze at the threshold. The office was unrecognizable. All the items that had belonged to Dean McIntosh were gone. The bookshelves, the rugs, anything that hadn’t been damaged during her abduction had been removed and replaced with stuffy furniture that looked as if it had belonged to someone’s great-great-grandfather. Even the air, which had always been fresh and floral, now seemed charged with dust and the smell of old farts. It appeared the regent had made himself right at home.

      Before I could recover from the shock, Regent Nyquist got up from behind the large, carved mahogany desk and came to meet me.

      “Ms. Rivera, I’m so relieved I was able to reach you this early. I got an alarming message from the Board of Regents this morning.” He put a liver-spotted hand on his chest and exhaled as if his heart were giving him trouble. “I wanted to reach you before your fae friends tried to use the portal to go back home. It is crucial that they don’t attempt to do so until we know it’s safe.”

      What? Confusion clouded my thoughts as I tried to process what he’d just said.

      “Sit, please.” The regent went around his desk, gesturing to a chair across from him.

      My feet moved of their own accord, and I sat, staring at Nyquist with unblinking eyes.

      “From what I was told, there have been some irregularities with the portals in several of our sister academies. Things like people arriving at different destinations than they intended, even someone who… went missing.” The last two words came out in a low murmur as if he were pronouncing a terrible curse.

      Hands shaking, I hugged myself.

      “We fear,” he paused, “that, somehow, the subversives have tampered with the source of energy that feeds the portals. We are…” Whatever he was about to say, he seemed to think better of it, then cleared his throat and continued, “But don’t you worry, we’ll take care of this, and your wish will be fulfilled. The subversives won’t get their way. Evil never wins, Ms. Rivera. For now, at least we managed to keep your friends safe.”

      “But that’s the problem, Regent Nyquist,” I said, doing my best to keep my voice steady. “We didn’t. They tried to return home last night and now two of them are missing and Sinasre is terribly hurt.”

      The regent pressed a hand to his mouth. “Oh, no.”

      “He’s in the infirmary, and Nurse Taishi doesn’t know what’s wrong with him. You didn’t hear?”

      “No one told me.” Nyquist jumped to his feet and shuffled toward the exit. “I must make sure he’s alright.” He opened the door and stopped with his hand on the knob. “Let’s go, Ms. Rivera.”

      I followed him out of the Administration Building. The leather soles of his shoes slapped against the walkway as he moved with ancient determination.

      “We’ll do everything in our power to heal him,” he said more to himself than to me. “Whatever ails him may help us figure out what the subversives have done to our portals.”

      I walked next to him, matching his step. All that he’d said combined with last night’s events and whirled inside my head like water spiraling down a drain. As I quickly organized the jumble of thoughts, I realized that, logically, it all added up. We didn’t ask the regent before we used the portal. The fae had been so excited to go home that we’d rushed into things too soon. And yet, my heart was telling me otherwise. I didn’t believe a word the regent had said.

      In fact, I was sure he was lying.
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      Two weeks passed without improvement in Sinasre’s health. I spent free nights at his bedside, feeling sad and sick and responsible. His father and a few other fae had visited a couple of times, but I hadn’t met them. When I asked Nurse Taishi about Sinasre’s father, he’d seemed cagey as if he knew something that didn’t concern me.

      The specialist Nurse Taishi had brought in did her best to stabilize my friend. But Sinasre hadn’t regained consciousness. It confused and confounded both medical practitioners and made my worries multiply. He was in a sort of magically-induced coma. What if he never woke up? I would never forgive myself.

      The time passed with agonizing slowness, filled with distracted thoughts, suspicions and late-night worries pouring over every bit of evidence I’d collected. Instead of doing homework, I scribbled into notebooks, madly dictating the inner workings of my distracted mind. Thank God the teachers were still being nice to me or I’d definitely be failing my classes.

      At the moment, we were in Spells with Professor Fedorov. He was teaching again, giving his poor teaching assistant, Ramona, a break. Today, he looked pale and thin as a reed. It was as if the trip to save our beloved dean had sucked some of his life force away, turning the shining star of the Supernatural Academy into a blurry facsimile of himself. However, he was still impeccably dressed with his hair coiffed and his cufflinks shining. His suit coat remained draped over the desk chair as he prepared to cast.

      Disha watched his darkness incantation while she furiously scribbled notes from the blackboard. I knew she wanted to learn as much as she could from his renewed tutelage. I knew I should care, also. The problem was the empty bench across from us where Lancer, Anama, and Sinasre once sat.

      My fault.

      No one had heard from Anama or Lancer. There was no way for us to communicate with the fae realm and, since we couldn’t use the damaged portal to travel there for fear of ending up in the infirmary beside Sinasre, there was no way to reach them. The few fae still here seemed despondent and stopped attending classes. We stopped seeing them altogether after a few weeks. The regent swore he had his best people on the problem, but I hadn’t seen any results.

      What I had seen was the regent making rounds on campus, smiling and chatting as if nothing was wrong. I’d watched him schmooze with teachers and cozy up to students. He’d lost no time inserting himself into the role of leader now that Dean McIntosh was dead.

      And, for all Irmagard’s leadership at the beginning of the year, she’d barely been seen since her sister’s memorial. Maybe she’d finally broken. Maybe she and Gerald had hightailed it to her beet farm without so much as a goodbye. Could I really blame her for saying it was all too much and giving up?

      The problem was, yes, I could blame her. I could blame all the adults who’d failed me—Irmagard, Bonnie, and Regent Nyquist. Trusting them had brought me nothing but heartache.

      I’d thought that going along, being a good little student, would make things better, but they had made everything far worse. They all seemed to have their own separate, selfish agendas.

      New Charlie was a flop. It was time for Old Charlie to get the reins back.

      Which meant I needed to do something, goddammit! But what?

      On the platform down below us, Professor Fedorov muttered his incantation while swirling his delicate, slender fingers. With movements like a skilled pianist, he wove the spell in the air in front of him. Soon, a small black cloud rolled out from his hands, obscuring his desk and the middle part of his torso in a large black void. The darkness spell blotted out all the light, turning everything it touched into oblivion.

      “This is spell I created while on my, er, sabbatical,” the professor said in his Slavic accent while he swirled the black hole around and around with both hands.

      Sabbatical? Was he still unable to discuss what he’d been doing while chasing the subversives and searching for Dean McIntosh? Perhaps he felt responsible for her death. That would explain his shriveled appearance.

      He should. Someone should feel awful besides just me. If she were alive, none of this would have happened.

      His fingers weaved patterns, continuing the spell while he instructed us on proper elbow placement.

      Watching his hands made me remember the grimoire. I’d used the revealing spell on half of the pages but had tired out after getting no results. It just hadn’t seemed a priority after we’d learned of the dean’s death and the thwarted attack on the regent.

      I’d assumed they’d extracted Rowan’s powerful freezing spell from the book, but what if it had been something else entirely?

      Suddenly, I wanted to jump up and run to my room, but class was still in session.

      Fidgety and impatient, I watched Professor Fedorov extinguish his pool of darkness and give us instructions on how to carefully attempt it at home. The minute he was done, I leaned over to Disha.

      “I’m heading back. There’s something I need to do.”

      Disha stopped shoving books in her bag and blinked at me. “What’s going on? Why are you all fidgety?” Her brown eyes narrowed.

      Bridget, on the other side of Disha, leaned forward and inserted herself into the conversation. “Something’s up?”

      “No, I…” Pausing, I glanced around. No one else seemed to be paying attention until I spotted Professor Fedorov peering up at us. I adopted a weak smile and stood quickly. “I want to try out the darkening spell before I forget my finger placement,” I lied.

      Disha’s eyes narrowed to slits. She knew I’d been dedicating practically zero time to study lately. “Fine. I’ll come with you.”

      “Me, too,” said Bridget, pushing back a strand of red hair. Today, she had on a purple tracksuit straight out of the eighties that clashed wildly with her hair.

      Grinding my teeth, I gave them a nod. My plan hadn’t involved them, but apparently, it did now. I’d just have to readjust my poor attitude and try not to bite their heads off in the process.

      We left the Spells cave and made our way across the lawn. The day was bright and mild, with temps in the fifties, and students were taking advantage of the warmer weather and sunshine by gathering in clumps around the grounds. Near the sundial, students were gathered around a bench and, as I watched, they broke into spontaneous laughter. When I walked a few steps further, I saw it was Regent Nyquist telling jokes while the students hung on his every word.

      You have everyone fooled, haven’t you? Well, not me.

      I hurried to the Junior Dorm and up the front steps with Disha and Bridget at my heels. Inside my room, I waited for them to enter before shutting the door and diving under my bed for the grimoire.

      “What in all seven hells is going on?” Disha asked, panting. “And did we really have to rush here? My bangs are a mess now. I look like someone straight out of the eighties.” Her eyes darted to Bridget, assessing whether it offended our friend and her purple tracksuit, but Bridget ignored the comment and, instead, cozied up to me and the grimoire.

      “So, what was the spell that bitch, Ana, extracted from this puppy?” Bridget asked, running one finger gently down the leather cover.

      “We never figured it out,” I said, defeated. “But, something tells me I should try again.”

      “Wait, what?” Bridget stared at me like I’d grown two heads.

      “We need to try to figure it out,” I repeated. “I tried a revealing spell, but it took forever so I only got through about half the pages.”

      Bridget’s mouth dropped open. “You’re kidding.”

      “No. I tried, just… there was a lot going on.” My neck burned hot under Bridget’s gaze as I defended myself. It wasn’t for lack of trying. I’d spent hours and hours, time I should’ve been studying, or, I don’t know, enjoying my time on campus. All my effort had been for nothing.

      Bridget put her hand to her head as her eyes remained wide in shock. “All this time.”

      “‘All this time what?” Disha asked, forgetting her bangs and leaning in.

      “You could have just asked me,” Bridget said.

      “Well,” I shot back, “you’ve been mad at us so much, it’s hard to gauge when we can count on you.”

      Nonchalantly, she shrugged and nodded admitting the truth of my words before placing her hand on the book and beginning to mutter a spell.

      Disha and I stepped back.

      Bridget’s lips moved and her fingers formed shapes in the air above the book. Soon, the tome began to rise, floating above my bed. The air became charged with magic as Bridget deepened the spell. Her red curls blew back and her eyes blackened, becoming all pupil.

      The curtains flapped. My bed began to vibrate. The book’s pages flapped back and forth as if a ghost were speed reading.

      Suddenly, Bridget’s mouth snapped open. The spell ended and the book fell on my bed open to a page near the back.

      “There,” Bridget said, pointing as she wiped the sweat from her upper lip.

      We all gathered around the rumpled bed and stared at the pages.

      On one page was a spell to exorcise spirits from within a human body. On another was the ability to absorb them into one’s self. Pictures of horrible demons and writhing souls spilling in and out of someone’s mouth decorated the page, making me go cold and nauseous.

      “Jesus Christ,” Disha muttered.

      “I don’t think Jesus has anything to do with this,” Bridget said. “Maybe more like Satan. They were trying to… put a demon inside of Regent Nyquist. But why?”

      I put my hand on the open page carefully. It was warm as if still exuding magic. “I don’t know, but there’s one thing I know for sure—who to ask.”

      “Charlie,” Disha admonished.

      “What?” Bridget asked as if it hadn’t occurred to her yet.

      I sighed, realizing I was falling right back into the Old Charlie routine. Well, habits were habitual for a reason.

      I glanced at my friend. “Disha is mad because she knows what I’m going to suggest.”

      Disha rolled her eyes, putting a hand on my shoulder. “When you got it bad, you got it bad, sister. I just don’t want to see you hurt again.”

      I held up my chin. “I’m done being hurt by Rowan Underwood, but, yes, by all means, let’s track his ass down.”
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      “Do you have it?” I asked as Disha and Bridget came down the Junior Dorm steps. I stood by a lamppost, my hands stuffed inside my jacket’s pocket as I muttered a warmth spell against the cold February night.

      Disha pointed at her waist where the hilt of the knife we’d used the last time we’d tried this stunt peeked from her bag.

      “Gah, I really don’t want to do this again,” she said with a grimace. “I hate the sight of blood.”

      Bridget rolled her eyes. “I’ll do it. I have no trouble with it.”

      “Don’t look so excited to stab me, Bridget,” I said, frowning.

      Despite Bridget’s sadistic enthusiasm, I knew I was lucky that I had a built-in way to summon Rowan to me.

      Pain.

      And I intended to use it tonight.

      A cut from that knife had brought Rowan from his exile last year. It was bound to work again unless he was very far away or he’d decided to block his side of the connection between us. He’d felt it at the Winter Solstice party, so he might still feel it now. If he didn’t, we’d think of something else.

      We’d decided to head to the same patch of woods we’d used last time. It was also late, almost midnight, our favorite time for mischief. And torture, apparently.

      Hurrying our step, we cut in front of the Enlightenment Fountain, giving it a wide berth and a distrustful sidelong glance. Since I received the Aradia Cuffs, the fountain had felt like a kindred spirit, a source of magic in the same wavelength as my own, but now… I couldn’t trust it—not after the way it had hurt Sinasre and Anama. He was still in the coma, no sign of improving and she and Lancer hadn’t been heard from since.

      I was saying a silent prayer for my fae friends when Disha held out an arm and stopped me and Bridget in our tracks.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      She pointed toward a row of small, shadowy figures as they disappeared through a patch of bushes.

      “Those gnomes again!” I said. “What are they up to now?”

      After Irmagard relieved me of my duties, I’d done my best to forget the mischievous creatures, not putting another thought to what they might be up to. Now, it seemed my appointed replacement was failing as miserably as I had.

      Their naked behinds flashing us, we watched the last two bury themselves inside the bush. They shoved and shushed each other as they slunk away. The shrub rustled and trembled as they hurried through.

      I shook my head and resumed walking. I’d only taken two steps when a shrill sound rent the night, echoing around campus as if through a megaphone.

      Someone was screaming.

      Disha, Bridget, and I exchanged a panicked glance, then took off in the direction of the sound, readying our defensive magic. We sprinted past the Humanities Building toward the woods in the back in time to see two people burst through the trees, running in our direction as if their butts were on fire.

      The girls—they looked like two freshmen—ran side by side, their faces twisted in panic.

      “What is it?” I asked as they approached. “What’s happening?”

      They’d been so bent on escaping that they startled at the sound of my voice. Their heads swiveled toward us and their eyes went wide as if we were apparitions. It took them a moment to realize we weren’t people to fear, but once they did, one of them—a petite blonde dressed in yoga pants and an Academy sweatshirt—veered in our direction and pulled her friend along.

      “Oh, thank God,” the blonde cried out, crashing into me and wrapping her arms around my neck.

      She seemed to melt against me as if I were her savior and could keep her safe from whatever was chasing her.

      “Um, it’s okay,” I said. “You’re okay.”

      I tried to extricate myself from her terrified embrace, but she stuck like a tick.

      “What’s going on?” Disha asked the other girl, a pretty brunette with a nose ring.

      She had stopped in front of us and was hugging herself, throwing glances back the way she’d come. “A… a body,” she said, her teeth chattering. “We found a body.”

      “What?!” the three of us exclaimed at the same time.

      The blonde finally let me go and rejoined her friend’s side, still trembling. “Yes, we found a body,” she said in a British accent. “We were just back there playing with a few spells and then I tripped.”

      “You tripped?” Bridget repeated.

      “On the body,” the brunette said as if that were obvious.

      The blonde pointed toward the ground. “One moment, there was nothing there. The next, I tripped on this… on this…” She inhaled deeply, then burst into tears. “It was horrible. His face. It was all…” She curled her fingers into claws and made a raking motion over her face. “Bloody hell, it was awful.”

      “Can you show us?” I asked.

      “Hell, no!” the brunette snapped. “No way I’m going back there.”

      “Me, either,” the blonde echoed.

      They took a step back, their eyes flicking toward campus.

      Bridget rolled her eyes. “Fine. Go on,” she said, making a dismissive motion with her hand. “You can scream all the way back if you want. Raise the alarm and get some of security and faculty over here while you’re at it.” Shaking her head, she started trekking toward the woods. “Freshmen,” she muttered to herself.

      The girls gave us dubious glances, then the blonde said, “Yeah, sounds grand. Good plan.” Slowly, they pulled away, then turned tail and ran away as if there was no tomorrow.

      Disha and I stood stock still for a moment, then nodded at each other and went after Bridget.

      “Bridget,” Disha called. “Maybe we should go back, too, let others deal with this.”

      I was torn. I wanted to go in the woods and see for myself, but what if whoever had killed this person was still back there? Maybe Disha was right. New Charlie would get help. Old Charlie would rush headlong into whatever might be happening. I was so torn. Neither Charlie seemed to know what was the right thing to do. Which one did I choose?

      “It could be dangerous, Bridget,” I called.

      She ignored us and disappeared behind the thick trees, walking with resolve. Danger didn’t scare Bridget, but maybe it should. She’d grown too reckless lately.

      Disha sighed and glanced toward the dark sky. “Dear Krishna, why did you send me two crazy friends?”

      I mock-punched her in the shoulder as we made it to the edge of the trees and, with a shrug, went after Bridget.

      The three of us conjured witch lights and shone them over the brush as we walked deeper into the woods. As always, they were dark, deep and full of shadows. Shivers tripped up my spine as twigs cracked and the leaves rustled in a stiff breeze. There were ancient spells in these woods and evil spirits if the stories were to be believed. Being out here at night was the definition of stupid, yet here we were again.

      A few minutes later, I was about to say we were wasting our time when the strong smell of decay hit my nose and, at the same time, Disha gave a shriek.

      “Holy shit!” she exclaimed, her witch light flickering off as she covered her mouth with both hands.

      Fear gripped me with cold hands as Bridget and I hurried to her side and stopped short at the sight of what our friend had found.

      The body lay on its back, carefully positioned like a corpse inside a coffin. Its hands were on its chest, fingers interlaced. Its face was perfectly visible, nose pointing toward the sky. The burned features were unrecognizable, but the clothes suggested this mass of charred meat and bones had once been a man.

      “Ugh, I would have rather stab Charlie’s hand,” Disha said. Then she turned to the side and vomited into a bush.

      “Oh, Dish,” Bridget said. “You’re contaminating the scene of the crime.”

      “Excuse me while I hurl my insides,” Disha managed before vomiting a second time.

      “Amateur,” Bridget complained.

      Through their banter, I was unable to tear my eyes off the poor guy. His face was twisted in a mask of pain. Charred lines ran down from his hairline all the way to his neck as if claws had tried to rip his skin off. His lips were pulled back, exposing clenched teeth. The hair was nothing but singed, patchy wisps. Where his eyes had been, there were only two empty sockets, writhing with fat maggots. Beyond horrible.

      The stench of death was cloying and seemed to force itself into my lungs like pointed spears. I gagged but fared better than Disha.

      “Magical death, for sure,” Bridget said, cocking her head to the side and casting some sort of wind spell to clear the stench from the air. “Dead two days max. Nice shoes,” she commented casually as if we were shopping at the mall. Her lack of emotion made me question whether my friend might be a sociopath. That might explain her perpetual wide-eyed stare and interest in the macabre. That or she was used to this sort of thing due to her parents’ line of business.

      Disha finally pulled her head out of the bush and pressed her sweater to her mouth. “Yeah, really nice shoes,” she echoed in a muffled voice.

      “Really, guys?” I said. “That’s all you can say. Nice shoes?”

      “I’m sorry. I deal with stress in strange ways. Besides, those are Berlutis, Charlie,” Disha said with some outrage. “I thought we’d been through this already.” She glanced back at the shoes. “Hmm, and not just any Bertulis, by the way. Those are well over eight-thousand dollars a pair.”

      Eight-thousand dollars?! Who in their right mind? And for those ugly things?

      They looked like a combination of tennis shoes and dress shoes, the sole made of rubber and the top constructed of something that appeared to be blue-stained, alligator skin.

      “They actually look kind of… familiar,” Disha added thoughtfully.

      “Familiar?” Bridget said, her level of interest going up several notches. “How so?”

      “During sophomore year,” Disha said, “I knew a guy who had shoes just like that. He went on and on about them, how much he’d paid, where he got them. He was a looker—not that you’d be able to tell now.”

      “God! Don’t you have any respect for the dead?” I asked, appalled. “I wonder what you two will say when I die.”

      “She was a powerful witch, though a bit neurotic?” Disha put in.

      Bridget nodded in agreement.

      “You two are impossible!” I threw my hands up in the air and walked away from the body, its sight, and its implications finally too much for me to stand. Someone had killed this man in the worst way possible. Someone who was close by.

      Disha and Bridget followed me, continuing their conversation.

      “Do you think that’s the same guy you knew, Disha?” Bridget asked.

      We assembled some distance away, standing in a circle. Bridget doused her witch light, leaving only mine for illumination.

      “No, I don’t think so,” Disha responded, shadows cutting shapes on her face. “That guy never finished the first semester. At least, not that I remember. He must have dropped out at some point.”

      Bridget huffed, growing thoughtful just as my own mind began to fill with questions and thoughts of its own.

      “The gnomes,” I said, the words spilling past my lips before I realized what I was going to say.

      “What about them?” Bridget asked.

      “Earlier,” I said, “they looked like they were up to something.”

      “You think they…” Bridget ran a finger across her throat, “killed the guy?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t think they were capable of murder, but they certainly could cause mischief like the best of them.

      “Maybe they found him but decided not to tell anyone,” I said, thinking out loud.

      “What about you?” Bridget asked, poking Disha’s arm. “What are you thinking?”

      Disha blinked and shook herself as if she’d been lost in the depths of her own mind and had been forced to climb out.

      “Well… I was just thinking about that guy,” she said.

      “The dead dude? Or the dropout dude?” Bridget asked.

      “The dropout dude,” Disha said.

      I narrowed my eyes. “What about him?”

      “There’s one thing I remember about him.” Disha frowned, looking troubled.

      “What?” Bridget and I asked in unison.

      She met my gaze, her eyes full of concern. “He was a Looper, just like Anama.”
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      “Get back. Everyone should return to their dorms. Nothing to see here.” Professor Middleton’s witch light illuminated the grassy area between the Academy buildings and dark woods while her free hand shooed students back from where they’d come.

      Disha, Bridget, and I stood off to the side, viewing the gathering crowds as they milled about and whispered rumors between bowed heads. We’d watched as the staff had run up, alerted by the freshman girls who’d first discovered the body. We’d seen the influx of sleepy students gather on the lawn beside the trees. Some had dared venture into the forest before being expelled by a teacher’s ward.

      Watching Cruise Knightley float out, arms and legs flailing, had made my night. He’d had it in for Rowan last year, working hard to get him expelled through a petition and some pretty terrible pranks. When he crashed headfirst into a topiary, I nearly split my pants with laughter. At least someone was getting what they deserved tonight.

      We’d answered Professor Fedorov and Professor Middleton’s questions after they’d examined the body, but we didn’t have much more to add than the girls who’d summoned them. Professor Fedorov, in particular, seemed focused on exactly what we’d been doing in the woods when the body had been found. His steely gaze left me wondering what he thought we’d been up to.

      Did he think we had something to do with it? Obviously, we were not powerful enough to do something like that to a person.

      But who was?

      While the staff secured the area, Bridget, Disha and I wandered to a stone bench and sat down. Exhaustion had started to creep in since it was well past one AM. I stifled a yawn and tried to get my sluggish brain to think.

      The night hadn’t gone at all as I’d expected and now my mind spun, working on overdrive as I tried to mesh this new information with what we’d previously learned.

      What we knew was someone was dead. The person might be a Looper, someone who could control time and space, someone like Anama, but whether that mattered or not, I didn’t know. Maybe he’d traveled himself into a volcano or something. But then, what was he doing back here? I didn’t understand enough about Loopers and what they could and could not do to put two and two together. Plus, we didn’t actually know if he was the same guy Disha had met last year.

      Shit. I was no further along in solving this puzzle than I was an hour ago. Actually, it’d just gotten more complicated.

      My mind wandered back to when we’d first spotted the gnomes. They could sense when something was wrong as we’d witnessed when the grimoire was stolen. It made me wonder, had they seen who’d killed the man in the Berluti shoes?

      “So what about the gnomes? I keep thinking about them,” I told the girls.

      “The gnomes?” Bridget said with a yawn. “They went into the shrub. They were naked.”

      “What if they saw who did it?” I asked.

      Bridget shrugged. Disha, who was currently drinking something from a tiny vial, snapped toward me. She talked in the clipped manner of someone who had just mainlined caffeine. “Yes, gnomes. We should track them down. Let’s go.”

      She popped up and was about to take off when I grabbed her arm. “What was that?”

      “What was what?” she asked, her head snapping around like a toddler on speed.

      “What did you just take?” I grabbed for the vial in her fist. She fought me for a bit until I pried it out of her fingers. “What was this?”

      “Alertness tincture. I just perfected it. Feels wonderful. Now, let’s go.” She tried to run off again.

      “Alertness tincture? Jesus, Disha. Is it even safe?”

      She shrugged. “We’ll see. Got it from a book. I feel great. Just great. Now, can we move?” She bounced from foot to foot.

      “No,” I said, annoyed. “You’re in no shape. Plus, no more vigilante stuff, remember? Let’s maybe tell a teacher what’s going on. That would be a novel idea.” I nodded towards Professor Middleton off in the distance.

      “Fine,” Disha agreed. “But fast. I need to move. Does anyone want to run?” Her eyes popped as wide as Bridget’s usually did.

      “No running. And can you turn down the alertness? You’re kind of a lot right now.”

      “Sorry,” she said. “And, no, I can’t. It’ll wear off in an hour. Just deal with it. Now, let’s go!”

      She grabbed my arm and hustled me over to Professor Middleton. Bridget groaned as she hefted her tired body off the bench. I almost told her to try some of Disha’s alertness tincture, but then worried what a coked-up version of Bridget might be like. All I could picture was an angry, red tornado with wide eyes, like a female Tasmanian devil. Not good.

      “Professor Middleton,” Disha said, waving. “Hi, over here. We need to tell you something. The gnomes were out. They went into a bush. They might be involved. You should check on it.”

      Disha’s words poured over Professor Middleton like a torrent and, when they were finished, our teacher looked stunned and confused. She wore a flowing kimono-style robe, head kerchief, and slippers. Dark circles sat deep under her brown eyes. Professor Middleton was not ancient like the regent or Professor Hitchcock-Watson, but she had to be in her fifties. Obviously, she’d been dragged out of bed by cries of murder and was doing her best to hold everything together.

      “What is this now?” she asked, her expression wrinkling with annoyance. “Gnomes?”

      Disha started to answer, but I held a hand up to stop her. “Hi. Sorry about Disha. Can I explain?”

      The professor gave a curt nod. “Make it quick. Then you should return to your dorms where it’s safe.”

      “Thanks. You see, when we were walking out here, we saw a group of gnomes hurrying into the shrubbery. They seemed agitated. We think they might have seen something and should maybe be questioned.”

      “Shrubbery.” Disha laughed, jittery. Bridget rolled her eyes.

      The professor shook her head, unpersuaded. “Gnomes are always agitated. Did you see what they did to our kitchens?”

      “Yes, but… they seem to know things,” I offered. “When there’s trouble.”

      “Charlie, I appreciate your help. Magical Law Enforcement is on its way. I’ll pass your tip along. Now, please, go to your dorms so we can ensure your safety.”

      “But, but…” Disha began.

      “Thank you, professor,” I said, pulling Disha away. “We’ll go back.”

      Professor Middleton gave me a nod and then turned to admonish a group of students who had just shown up.

      “What the hell, Charlie, are you just going to give up like that? You can’t. There’s too much at stake. Think of Sinasre.” Disha jiggled my arms as she pleaded her case.

      Bridget situated herself in my line of sight, folding her arms across her chest as if to agree with Disha.

      I checked to make sure Professor Middleton was out of hearing range before answering. “No, we’re not going to give up, but we’re not going to be stupid, either. We’re going to finish what we came here to do in the first place.”

      I gestured to the girls to let them know I was up to something and led the way, headed towards our dorm. As soon as we were out of sight, we snuck around the maze until we were back to the tree line that surrounded the Academy.

      “We need to find the gnomes,” I whispered, hoping no teachers were close enough to hear us.

      Disha looked puzzled, but Bridget held up a finger to tell us to give her a minute. As we watched, she did an elaborate sort of dance, hopping on one foot while chanting something that sounded very much like a New Zealander wedding haka. Magic curled around her.

      She stomped and shouted, making me realize we would be screwed if a teacher saw us. What kind of spell was this anyway?

      “Bridget,” I whispered.

      She paid me no mind, flashing her tongue and pounding her chest.

      “Bridget, we’re going to get caught.”

      She threw her hands up in the air and huffed loudly. At first, I thought she was angry, but then she blended the movement into more dancing.

      I glanced at Disha, but she seemed to be having some adverse effects from her alertness tincture. She yawned and leaned against a tree, head drooping.

      Great. Both my friends were insane.

      I was about to give up the whole thing when three very naked gnomes popped out of the bushes and ran at us, tiny arms waving. I recognized two of them: Gramop and Rasfix.

      “Stop!” they yelled, putting their hands over their ears. “Please.”

      Bridget froze in mid-gesture, her arms out like a hula dancer. “Oh, good. You’re here.”

      The three naked gnomes gave her dirty looks as they took their hands from their ears and turned to disappear back into the deep forest.

      “Wait,” I said, holding out my hand. “We need to ask you something.”

      They stopped, exchanged a glance and turned back our way. Gramop, the one with a gray beard down to his dirty belly button, addressed me as if he were speaking for all of them. “It’s about the dead man. We know who killed him.”

      “You do?” Bridget and I asked in unison.

      “Yes,” Rasfix said, glancing up at us with his turquoise eyes. “We stole him and put him there, so someone would find it.”

      “Shh,” Gramop thwacked Rasfix in the back of the head and rolled his eyes.

      “Wait, what?” I asked.

      Gramop ignored me. “We will tell you who killed him as long as you promise never to reveal where you got your information.”

      “Leave us out of it,” the third gnome, a little guy with a fat paunch belly and beady eyes, added. He had sticks in his hair and mud on his feet. They all did. It was clear they had been hiding deep within the forest. They seemed afraid. But what or who were they afraid of? And where had they gathered the courage to steal and stage a body?

      “Fine,” I agreed. “Who killed the man?”

      All three exchanged a look. Then the big one answered. “Regent Nyquist.”

      The words spilled over me like a cup of icy water. I knew he was bad. I knew it!

      “Damn,” Bridget said.

      “Are you sure?” a tired Disha asked. “Nyquist? Our Nyquist?”

      All three nodded. “That is all we can say.”

      “Wait,” I said, but it was too late. In a pop and a poof of foul smelling smoke, all three gnomes were gone.

      “They’re nuts,” Disha said, dropping against her tree again. “It couldn’t have been him. Why would he do such a thing?”

      “I don’t know,” I said, “but someone else probably does.”

      Realizing what I meant, Bridget reached for Disha’s bag that held up the knife with far too much glee on her face. “I get to use this?” She pulled the blade out, letting it gleam in the moonlight.

      “Yes,” I said, “we contact Rowan. But, can you not look so goddamned happy to torture me, please?”
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      I held my hand, wincing against the pain. Bridget cleaned the knife on the grass, then held it up to the moonlight to make sure it was clean. We didn’t want blood around while summoning a vampire.

      I stared out across the dark lake, the moonlight illuminating the peaking waves as they lapped into the shoreline. We’d needed privacy, a place to summon Rowan without notice, but this lake held one of my worst memories in its cold, watery arms.

      Tempest. The hurricane. The dank warehouse. Dean Underwood. Sebastian Mink. His death at Rowan’s hands.

      I closed my eyes against the onslaught of horrible images that floated up like a bloated body.

      God, what was I doing out here in the middle of the night? There had to be another way. The wind stirred around us, shaking the tree boughs. I tugged my jacket closer around my body as the smell of lake water flooded my senses, making me almost gag with nausea drudged up along with bad memories.

      Instead of giving in to nightmares, I focused on my wound and the pain it offered.

      “Crap, Bridget. You really went to town,” I hissed, staring at my gored palm as an incessant throb shot all the way up my arm. If Rowan was anywhere nearby, he’d have to feel it. That same lingering question occupied my agony-clogged mind: would he come? He had last time, but things between us were considerably worse now.

      And how did I feel about seeing him again? Honestly, I didn’t know. And the pain was taking all of my attention. Damn, it was bad. I winced and stared at the offending hand bleeding into the grass.

      “Can you stop the blood?” I asked Bridget. “Disha normally does it but…”

      I glanced at my sleeping friend. The alertness tincture had worn off hard. She snored as she lay splayed out on the grass.

      Nothing about tonight was going as we’d planned.

      “What now?” Bridget asked, swirling her hand over my blood. We watched it disappear for a moment, then I answered.

      “We wait.”

      “How long do we have to wait?” Bridget said, staring into the three-quarters moon.

      “Not long,” a male voice said behind us.

      We both whirled, our defensive magic lighting up the night in reds and blues.

      Rowan held his hands up in defense. “It’s me. You called, so let’s not blast my head off just yet. Unless... that was the plan.” He seemed to consider the possibility for an instant, then relaxed. Noticing Disha splayed on the ground, he grew concerned and asked, “Is she all right?”

      “She’s fine, just tired,” Bridget said, dimming her magic but not exactly extinguishing it. I turned mine off just as someone else stepped out of the shadows.

      Prim blonde bob and an A-line dress let me know exactly who it was. She’d worn flats instead of heels, but it was clear she wasn’t used to subversive attire yet.

      “Hello, Bonnie,” I said. “The family is back together, then, I take it.”

      Bonnie gave me a sly smile. “Hello, Charlie. While my family will never be whole again, it is nice to spend time with my son even if it is under these circumstances.” She put a protective hand on his leather-jacket-clad back.

      I didn’t miss her subtle reminder that I had played a part in her husband’s death. I also didn’t miss her mistrusting stare or her white canines as they flashed in a dangerous smile.

      And there was Rowan, only yards away, so close, yet I could barely look at him. I wanted my face to betray no emotion despite the swirl of about twenty different ones and equally toxic feelings currently warring in my chest.

      “Rowan insisted that we come,” Bonnie continued, darting her eyes his way. “He told me that it wouldn’t be a trap, that we could trust you, but I came along just in case.” Her eyes darted around as if to confirm we didn’t have some sort of elaborate ruse.

      “No trap,” I said. “What we need is information.”

      Rowan opened his mouth to speak, but his mother stepped in before he could. “What you need, Charlie,” she said, straightening up to her full height of five-foot-four, “is to leave my son alone. He’s got enough to worry about without the likes of you. It seems you’ve managed to find a way around my memory wiping spell. Most likely your obsession with him that allowed you to do so. Don’t you think forgetting was for your own good? How many times are you willing to mangle yourself just to get his attention?”

      Rowan cleared his throat but didn’t counter her. Bonnie’s stare was very cold. It was clear Mommie Dearest was in charge here.

      Well, two could play at that game.

      “What you need, Bonnie, is the information I have. I think it might be very interesting to you. So, we swap. Then we go our separate ways. No need for further contact after that.”

      Rowan shifted, but I kept my gaze locked on Bonnie as hers was on me.

      “Fine,” she said, blue eyes narrowing. “You first. Tell me what you know.”

      It was my turn to narrow my eyes. Would she take my secret and run without giving me hers? It was a chance I would have to take since I was out of bargaining chips.

      “We found a body in the woods. We believe he was a Looper.”

      At this, her eyebrows shot into her bangs. “Where?”

      “In the trees behind the Humanities Building, but I wouldn’t go there. It’s swarming with staff.”

      She nodded carefully. “What else?”

      I paused before giving her the final bit of information. “We have reason to believe that Regent Nyquist was the one who killed him.”

      At this, her face didn’t even twitch.

      “You knew,” I said. “You knew he was bad. How long have you known?”

      Bonnie gave me an emotionless shrug. “Is that your question?”

      “I want to know what the regent is up to.”

      “Why?” she asked.

      “Because I plan to stop him.”

      “Ha. A whole group of warlocks and witches much more powerful than you is attempting to do that and you think one junior student can do better.”

      “You all are against Regent Nyquist. You have been all along. Why?”

      “The Looper,” Rowan said.

      “What?” I asked.

      Bonnie gave him a dirty look, but Rowan continued. “Nyquist kidnapped that student and caused his death, and he’s doing it again. He’s got another. He’s going to use her and then she’ll be dead just like your body in the woods.”

      Everything crystallized into one clear picture. I put my hand to my mouth as I realized exactly what was at stake.

      Rowan nodded.

      Bridget gripped my arm. “What?”

      I turned to her as the terror solidified like ice in my veins. “If we don’t stop Nyquist, he’ll kill her. He’ll kill Anama.”

      Wheels seemed to turn behind Bridget’s eyes, and I saw the moment it clicked for her.

      “Oh, shit,” she said.

      I glanced back at Rowan. His eyes seemed to say, I tried to tell you, but he didn’t say the words, for which I was grateful.

      God, I am on the wrong side.

      I’d saved Nyquist from Tempest while he was killing students! But why was he doing that? I opened my mouth to ask when Rowan’s expression changed, his head cocking sideways as if he heard something.

      He signaled his mother, then said,  “I’m really sorry about this, Charlie,” just as he threw a right hook and clocked me across the jaw.
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      I dropped to the ground like a rock and was followed by Bridget, who was hit by a spell from Bonnie.

      Rowan and his mother were attacking us. What the hell?

      Tasting blood in my mouth, I turned my aching head at the undeniable popping sound of dematerialization magic. Rowan and his mother disappeared just as there were three more pops sounded. Three Magical Law Enforcement officers appeared next to me in a crouch, their glowing hands extended in my direction.

      “Stand down, intruders,” one of the uniformed officers said.

      Stand down?! Really?! I was laid out on the ground, my jaw throbbing and my head aching.

      The officer yelling at me had a square head made worse by a crew cut. He towered over us like a giant. Sure, I was looking up from the ground, but he had to be well over six and a half feet tall.

      Fearing he might be “trigger” happy, I put my hands flat on the ground, ordering my cuffs to cool it.

      “We’re students,” I mumbled through the pain in my jaw. “We were attacked.”

      Still holding his hands in a combat-ready position, the giant officer stayed with us while the other two searched the surrounding area.

      “It’s clear,” one of them called after a few minutes of revealing spells and decloaking incantations.

      The giant huffed, disappointed. “We’ll take these three to Nyquist,” he said. “They need to be questioned immediately.”

      He put a hand on me while his colleagues did the same to Bridget and Disha. I started to protest but was then magicked away much like Disha had done at the winter solstice party. Luckily the landing was better and we reappeared in front of the Administration Building, the girls and I still on the ground while the officers towered over us.

      “No, no, no. What are you doing?” Regent Nyquist hurried down the building’s steps as fast as his ancient body would allow. He was dressed in a brown tweed suit with the phoenix pin stuck to his lapel, his bald head shining as if he’d buffed it. He had a concerned expression on his wrinkled face that couldn’t fool me anymore. “What have you done to these girls?”

      Mr. Squarehead faced Nyquist, no apology in his body language. “The protection ward took us to these three, Dean Nyquist,” the giant officer had said as he delivered us.

      The word hit me like a hammer. Dean. Nyquist was the Academy’s dean! How? When? No one had told me.

      His annoyed expression told me the officer had messed up. He wasn’t supposed to use the title. Not yet, at least. “These girls? They saved my life, you idiot. These girls aren’t the ones responsible.” Nyquist flashed the guards a nasty look before lending me a hand up. “My dear, are you alright?”

      Reluctantly, I took his wrinkled hand and stood. “I… I’m fine.” My jaw ached and my head felt like a whole marching band drumline toured inside of it, but I was more worried about Nyquist sensing what we were up to. “We were attacked,” I repeated.

      “I see that,” he peered at my red jaw. “Take them to the Infirmary.”

      “But, they should be questioned,” Mr. Squarehead protested.

      “I’ll tell you who needs to be questioned, Sergeant Fetzner.” Nyquist’s tone and posture had turned aggressive, even nasty. Much different from the smiles and finger guns he normally displayed around campus.

      Sergeant Fetzner backed away, his head bowed. I watched him leave with my mouth hanging open, confused by his subservient behavior.

      What the hell is going on here?

      I exchanged a glance with Bridget who had also picked up on the weirdness of the situation. Her expression told me she was finally seeing his true colors. The question was, would it be too late?
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      Time was ticking like a bomb about to explode.

      Or maybe it had exploded already, and I didn’t even know it.

      Five weeks had passed since Micah Adelson’s body—the shriveled corpse the girls had stumbled onto in the woods—had been found. In that time I’d spent every free moment, learning all I could about him.

      He had been twenty years old when he went “missing” last year. His parents, a wealthy couple with investments in Las Vegas casinos, had been told that he’d dropped out of the Academy shortly after starting his sophomore year. Apparently, there had been an investigation into his disappearance, which had been kept very hush-hush, both for the benefit of his wealthy family and the Academy.

      From the rumors circulating and old Academy news articles, I’d gathered that Micah had always been a problematic kid. He was the second of three and had been born a Looper to a family of Regulars.

      He had fractured at the age of seven with no idea of how to control his skills, which he kept hidden from everyone for almost a year. He’d been scared to death when he first stopped time—not to mention when he first transported himself to a different location.

      But when his shock wore off, he started using his powers to misbehave, slowing down time during playtime and speeding it up during lessons.

      Then one day while visiting the white tigers at the Mirage casino, he accidentally transported himself into their habitat and was lucky to be spotted by an onlooker and rescued just in time by the felines’ caretakers.

      That was when his parents learned what he was: a Lesser. After that, his parents tried to “cure” him. They didn’t want a freak in their family. Once they accepted their son couldn’t be cured, they tried to find help in the Supernatural community. But Loopers were rare and most were unwilling to teach a wayward rich boy.

      As Micah grew older, he couldn’t be contained. He disappeared from classrooms, doctors’ offices, correctional institutions, anywhere they tried to put him. So, when he disappeared from the Academy, it had been no surprise. Especially when his credit card regularly reported usage in Atlanta after he supposedly dropped out.

      With someone like that, Nyquist had it easy. Faking the credit card usage must’ve been a child’s game. Micah had been the perfect target, the kid no one would miss if he disappeared. Much like Trey and I had been.

      But even after learning all these things about Micah, the same question lingered in my mind… why had Nyquist killed him? The only idea that had occurred to me was garbage and my hopes that Rowan or Bonnie would send me a note to clear things up wasn’t much better.

      “Hey! Only three drops!” Bridget exclaimed, stopping my hand.

      We were in Potions 351, and I’d just added an extra drop of mole’s spit to our Neverblind potion, a concoction that supposedly allowed someone to see through concealment spells for up to a week.

      “It’s ruined,” Bridget complained. “We have to start all over again.”

      “No way!” Disha exclaimed, waving her hands over the small cauldron on the tabletop burner. “I’ll fix it. We have no time to start over.”

      There were only ten minutes before the end of class, and we’d been working on the potion for the last twenty-five.

      As Disha lifted her hands toward the ceiling, a drop of potion floated out of the cauldron. She let it fall into an empty beaker and said, “There, it’s fixed.”

      Bridget shook her head, her shoulders drooping. Potions were finicky. If the smallest little thing was off, the potion would be unstable. What were the chances that Disha’s spell had captured the right amount of mole’s spit?

      Shit! I’d screwed up again. I was just so distracted lately. Why couldn’t I focus?

      Maybe the fact that I’d saved the man who was probably responsible for Dean McIntosh’s death had done a number on me. I wanted Nyquist to pay with his life, and I couldn’t take the idea out of my mind.

      Taking a deep breath, I attempted to focus on the potion, but it seemed impossible. My mind had no respite while it thought of ulterior motives, Anama’s location, Sinasre’s health, my mixed feelings for Rowan, and, on top of all of that, my grades. Nyquist was constantly in the back of my mind, the nagging intruder that would not leave. I could still picture him questioning us that night after we talked to Rowan and his mother.

      That night, five weeks ago, we’d almost been found out, but it seemed that Rowan’s punch to the jaw did enough to convince Nyquist that we were on his side, or, at least, not in league with the subversives. Suspicion of Micha’s murderer had quickly shifted to Rowan and his mother and no one seemed to question it. At least, not out loud, especially since Nyquist seemed to have Magical Law Enforcement in his pocket.

      Yeah, no wonder I couldn’t keep my mind straight in any of my classes, including potions. I tried to focus on the here and now, staring at the simmering cauldron.

      “A working potion will earn you sixty percent of the grade for today,” Madame Bernard now said, weaving around the lab tables and inspecting everyone’s potions through her protective, plastic glasses.

      She wore a white lab coat that fell all the way down to her ankles, allowing only the tips of her Birkenstock sandals to peek out. Her pink hair was arranged like two donuts on the sides of her head, much like Princess Leia’s. She appeared to be in her early forties, though the colorful hair made her look younger. She could be a lot of fun until she started talking about grades. Sixty percent seemed quite unfair, especially this late in the semester. No one could see straight at this point, much less deliver perfect pinches of owl pellets into their potions.

      “Um.” Disha put a hand up. “How will we know if it works?” She pointed at our steaming caldron.

      “Well, one of you will have to drink it, of course,” she said with a cheery smile.

      What?! I peered into the muddy brown bottom of our potion. It looked disgusting.

      “I nominate Charlie,” Bridget said.

      “Me, too!” Disha added in a hurry.

      “Hey!” I protested.

      “No, no, no,” Madame Bernard said. “We’ll be fair about it. We’ll draw straws.”

      Bridget and Disha deflated. I gave them a mean look. Some friends!

      A few minutes later, when the potions were cooled, measured, and ready inside small glass flasks, Madame Bernard went to each table, holding magical straws for everyone to draw. The losers groaned and made faces. We had put owl vomit in them, for Pete’s sake. There had to be a better way to test them. Though I had the sneaking suspicion the professor was enjoying this too much to give us another option.

      When she stopped by our table, she held three glowing straws in her hand, all perfectly aligned at the top. Bridget drew first and was safe. Disha moved to draw second, but I stopped her.

      “I’ll go next,” I said, pushing her out of the way.

      “Fine. Be my guest.” She rolled her eyes. “Sheesh.”

      I stared at the two remaining straws, trying to decide which one to pick. Right or left? Left or right?

      “Sometime today, Ms. Rivera,” Madame Bernard said.

      I picked left. The stick flared red and then fizzled into nothing in my hand.

      Disha and Bridget laughed and high-fived each other.

      I’d picked wrong.

      As the teacher moved on to the next table, Bridget grabbed the flask and held it in front of me.

      “It’s only fair,” she said. “Since you added more mole’s spit than you should have.”

      I took the flask, wrinkling my nose. The other losers had started drinking and were gagging and pinching their noses. The thing smelled hideous, like stagnant water with a good helping of fart.

      “Come on,” Bridget said with a satisfied smile. “Drink it.”

      Determined not to give them the satisfaction of seeing me suffer, I held my breath and downed the foul liquid. I kept my face straight even as my gag reflex tried to get started. They watched me expectantly. After my urge to throw up passed, I let out a little burp through a corner of my mouth.

      Bridget rolled her eyes. “No vomit? You’re no fun, Char.”

      When all the losers had drunk their potions, Madame walked to the front of the classroom. “All of those who drank the potions come look into this box, and tell me what you see.”

      We formed a line in front of the professor’s desk and, one at a time, did as she asked. When my turn came, I stuck my head through a black curtain and peered into the box. I saw nothing, except darkness. The ones with successful potions had seen magically-projected images inside the box, which the professor switched for every new student so no one could cheat.

      But our potion had failed. I saw only black.

      I was about to pull my head out when out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a gleaming outline. It was a… what?

      It looked like a… hedgehog!

      Relieved, I pulled my head out and said, “A hedgehog!”

      “Good job, team five,” Madame said. “You get full credit.”

      Disha and Bridget cheered from our table.

      I walked back to gather my books, and we left the classroom, smiling for the first time in weeks. Today’s grade would do a lot for my final Potion’s grade. One less thing to worry about.

      “You owe me lunch,” I told them as we walked toward the cafeteria.

      “I’ll get you whatever you want, Charmander,” Disha said, throwing an arm around my shoulders as we headed to the cafeteria.

      After we finished lunch, Bridget leaned closer and whispered. “So what’s the plan for tonight?”

      Disha slid down her chair, shoulders drooping. “I don’t know about you, but I need some sleep. We’ve searched all over, and I don’t think Nyquist is keeping Anama here. I think we’re wasting our time. And just for the record, I’m tired of spying on his saggy ass. He never leaves campus.”

      I couldn’t blame Disha for wanting to bail. We’d pretty much stayed up every night this week, searching buildings all over campus for a second time. We’d trespassed all the faculty-only areas and had found nothing. And we’d followed Nyquist everywhere like shadows, so much that we knew his boring routine by heart. We’d also thought about talking to some of the teachers, but we had no idea who we could trust, and Irmagard was still nowhere to be found.

      “We’ve been through this, Disha,” Bridget said. “If he doesn’t go anywhere, then it means Anama is here in the Academy. We can’t give up on her. We have to keep looking.”

      “We don’t even know if she needs to be nearby for Nyquist to be able to use her. Whatever that means,” Disha said.

      For weeks, we’d talked in circles about why Nyquist might need a Looper. Rowan had said that the old man was going to use Anama and then she would be dead. But what did that mean, exactly? I’d come up with an idea last night as I lay awake trying in vain to go to sleep, but it seemed stupid, now. I’d been too groggy to think straight. Still, I should at least run it by my friends.

      “Um, something occurred to me last night, but it’s crazy,” I said tentatively.

      “What?” Bridget’s eyes opened wide. She enjoyed crazy ideas as much as the next witch.

      I pushed my plate out of the way and leaned closer. “We always assumed that when Tempest attacked Nyquist, she was trying to push something into him, but what if… what if she was trying to exorcise something out of him?”

      Disha and Bridget glanced at each other then back at me. They appeared skeptical, to say the least.

      I took a deep breath and decided to spit the rest of my crazy theory out. “Remember the grimoire? One of the pages revealed spells to put something into someone, but the other showed how to extract something. We always thought the old hag was using the spell on the first page on Nyquist, but what if it was the one on the second one?”

      The girls stared at me, as if not quite getting it.

      I placed my hands on either side of the table to steady myself as I whispered the last words. “What if, somehow, Dean Nyquist absorbs the Loopers inside himself?”
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      The girls thought I was crazy. Even after I dragged out the grimoire and showed them the page with the extraction spell clearly depicted, Disha and Bridget exchanged wary glances.

      “Char, you’re tired,” Disha said, putting a hand on my arm from where she sat beside me on my bed. “We all are. We’re exhausted.”

      “I’m sure Anama’s tired,” I mumbled, emotions hitching in my chest.

      Bridget crossed her arms over her chest as she leaned against my desk on the other side of the room. “This is bullshit. Why are we the only ones capable of saving her? What about all those other fae at that Christmas party? Why are none of them doing anything?”

      “They all live far away. Plus, maybe they want to do something, but they aren’t sure what to do. Or maybe they tried to use the portal and are missing, too. We may be the only ones with enough clues to actually find her,” I offered a bit desperately.

      Disha stifled a yawn. “Okay, okay. But tomorrow. Please. I haven’t slept more than four consecutive hours in the last week. Studying for exams is killing me. We can’t help anyone when we’re this tired. Even my bones are tired, Char.” She demonstrated by draping noodle-like arms around me.

      Bridget nodded, pushing against the desk and striding toward the door. “Anama’s been gone this long. One more day can’t hurt.”

      I bit my tongue, knowing that one more day could hurt if it was the day Nyquist did to Anama whatever he’d done to Micah Adelson. Sure, we’d taken this long to figure things out, but that didn’t mean we should take any longer. Each night might be Anama’s last. And I really thought I was onto something this time.

      My friends had made up their minds, however, and nothing I could say would convince them. At least, not until they’d had their beauty rest.

      They both left, waving farewell and telling me they would message me later for dinner after naps and coffee.

      I fell back on my bed, frustrated and miserable. Rest didn’t matter. Exams didn’t matter. Figuring this out mattered.

      The grimoire was open, nestled in between my rumpled sheets that desperately needed a wash. Another school year was coming to a close, but I had no closure. There was no way I could leave here with Anama gone, a madman and murderer at the helm of my beloved Academy, and Dean McIntosh’s killer still out there.

      I’d always been a dog with a bone when it came to unsolved mysteries. Back when we’d been homeless, I’d spent weeks trying to find the bum who had stolen Trey’s shoes. I’d skateboarded all over town, staring at people’s feet.

      The great part was that I’d found the bastard three weeks later in a back alley sporting Trey’s old Jordans. The bad part was he nearly knocked my head off with a two-by-four before I could get the hell out of there.

      Anama’s mystery gnawed at me in a dogged, insistent way. I knew in my gut Nyquist was guilty. I knew Anama had to be close.

      And I knew if I didn’t do something very soon, Nyquist would kill her. I couldn’t have that on my conscience. What if Sinasre woke up? How could I ever look him in the eye again knowing I let his sister die?

      I needed to do something, even if I had to do it on my own.

      The clock told me it was four PM. Professor Nyquist would be leaving a department meeting with the Humanities staff pretty soon. He’d go back to his office and eat an early dinner at his desk. Then he’d depart for the day around six PM, heading to staff housing. After that, I guessed he would sit on an old recliner masterminding people’s deaths, then farting himself to sleep. I didn’t know for sure since I’d not been able to tail him. Staff housing was hidden and forbidden to students.

      It had to be in that time, after he retired behind the barrier of protective spells that kept students out, that he did his most nefarious activities, along with the farting. Otherwise, I’d have seen what he was up to. The girls and I had watched him day and night for weeks.

      Did I feel like a stalker? Yes. But it was for a good cause.

      The more I thought about it, the more I itched to break into the staff housing area. But how to get in?

      Rowan used to be able to enter since his dad was on staff. Since becoming a subversive, the death of his father and banishment of his mother, I doubted he had access any longer. Irmagard was nowhere to be found or I’d ask her. So, the question was, who did I least suspect in being in league with Nyquist?

      My brain scanned through the staff catalog, listing and then categorizing each teacher. Professor Middleton seemed nice, but I had no idea of her affiliation. Professor Hitchcock-Watson was old and cranky and likely to align himself with Nyquist through sheer curmudgeon-dom. Nurse Taishi was a great guy and a wonderful healer, but could I see him amongst the subversives, working against authority to undermine the people in charge? Not really.

      I kept coming back to Professor Fedorov. I remembered when I’d released him from Rowan’s rigor mortis spell, how he’d remained frozen as if not knowing which side to pick. Did that mean he’d been aware of the subversives’ plans and hadn’t wanted to get in their way?

      He’d also been shocked about Micah’s body, which meant he was either a very good liar or he truly hadn’t known about the Looper’s death. Would Fedorov believe the clues I’d gathered against Nyquist? Was he even aware of them as I sat here pondering?

      Dean McIntosh had liked him and trusted him. So he seemed like my best bet. But what if he was in league with Nyquist? I’d be walking right into a trap.

      I needed to be careful.

      And I needed to go alone. No way I was dragging my friends into another potentially fatal situation. I’d almost lost Disha last year. I wasn’t risking that again.

      With my plan set, I checked Professor Fedorov’s office hours. Dammit, they were almost over. I practically ran to the Spells Cave, spotting him just as he was leaving.

      “Professor Fedorov!” I called, waving my hand to stop him.

      He turned, narrowing his eyes against the sharp, mid-afternoon sun. “Charlie. What you need?”

      Fedorov wore a lilac dress shirt accompanied by a deep purple tie. His outfit was stylish and tailored, fitting his slim form nicely. His hair was shorter than I’d seen it, but still meticulously slicked back. Yet, it was his eyes I cued in on. They narrowed as I jogged towards him.

      He didn’t trust me. The question was, could I trust him?

      Skidding to a stop in front of him, I spoke between puffs of breath. “Hey, Professor, I have, uh, some questions about the upcoming final. Do you have a minute?”

      He checked his expensive watch. “My office hours end five minutes ago. You come back tomorrow.”

      Fedorov started to turn away, but I jogged in front of him. “Sir, it’s really important. I need to talk to you.”

      Narrow eyes slitted even further. “Why?”

      “Because…” My mind raced. “There’s a spell I really need your opinion on.”

      “What?” he asked, seeming intrigued, or, at least, mildly curious.

      “An... extraction,” I said carefully.

      His eyes flashed open. Head darting around to see if anyone was in sight, he grabbed my arm, a sudden movement I wasn’t expecting. I cried out in alarm, but in that same second, Fedorov’s expert fingers enclosed us in a cloaking bubble. No one would be able to hear or see us.

      Shit. He was going to kill me.

      I charged my cuffs as he spoke quickly and forcefully.

      “I don’t know what you think you doing, Charlie, but this talk can get you killed.” He enunciated every word carefully as he held me in place.

      “Let me go,” I said, testing his magic. A very powerful force rolled off him in waves as he kept me in his grip. I’d have my work cut out for me if I tried to fight him.

      To my surprise, he released my arm, stepping back a bit and straightening his tie. “What do you know?”

      “What do you know?” I shot back, sounding infantile and stupid.

      He groaned a bit as if I were a bothersome kid. “You know about spell, yes? The one they attempted at memorial for Dean McIntosh?”

      “Yes,” I said.

      “You know what they wanted happen?” he shot back.

      “Yes.”

      “Then, what you doing here now, risking both our lives with dangerous talk?”

      I stared into his face, trying desperately to read his expression. It seemed genuine, the distrust, the fear, the fierce anger at all that had befallen so many we loved.

      “I’m here because... someone has to do something. Now! I want to stop him. And I want you to help me.”

      One corner of his mouth curled up. “You stop him? You?”

      “With your help,” I said, feeling only a little bit insulted.

      He pondered for a moment. I could sense his hesitation, his mind weighing all that he knew, which I felt was more than he was letting on. What knowledge did he possess? Was he in league with the subversives? Did he know their next move? Would it be too late for Anama?

      “I think he took Anama,” I said, suspecting this was my best bet to get him on my side. “She’s a fae girl, a Looper. She and another fae went missing after trying to use the portal. Sinasre, her brother, is in a coma in the infirmary.”

      “I know,” Fedorov said, his gray eyes growing stormy.

      I was on the right track. I pressed on. “I’m afraid for her life. Nyquist…” I hesitated for a second, then decided I was already in too deep to back down. “Nyquist killed Micah Adelson. He will kill Anama, too. She’s running out of time.”

      Fedorov pressed on his temple as if he were developing a headache. His cufflink winked in the afternoon sun.

      “How we stop him?” he asked to no one in particular.

      “I’ve followed his every move for weeks,” I said. “I think Anama is on campus.”

      Fedorov’s eyes widened in surprise. “Are you sure?”

      “Pretty sure. We can save her, but first, you need to get me inside staff housing.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Fedorov and I waited side by side in a dark grouping of trees outside of Dean Nyquist's house under more cloaking spells than Fort Knox had locks.

      It was awkward standing so close to a teacher, not moving, not speaking. His cologne flooded our shared space. I was not Disha, but he did smell nice. He was very handsome for an older man. Distractingly handsome, really. But I wasn’t attracted to him, so I was able to keep my focus on the task at hand. Otherwise, I would have been in trouble.

      Earlier, Fedorov had smuggled me through the protective barrier that kept students from entering or even seeing into staff housing. Then he’d deposited me here, in a copse of trees beside Dean Nyquist’s chateau—a storybook cottage with wood shingles, window boxes, and a lavish flower garden. The chimney was brick and crooked as if stylized from a picture book, and the little windows winked behind emerald green shutters that contrasted nicely with the brick.

      “It was Dean McIntosh’s,” Fedorov had told me, seeming as angry about Nyquist’s invasion as I was. Just one more thing the old geezer had stolen.

      A little after sunset, he’d returned and sat with me to watch the house until Nyquist left. While he’d been gone, Fedorov had arranged a meeting between Nyquist and a colleague he could trust. Apparently, there was a very expensive, very exclusive Atlanta restaurant that Nyquist loved and this colleague just happened to invite him out for a late dinner. This would give us ample opportunity to rummage around inside his house and see what we could find.

      However, it seemed Professor Nyquist wasn’t concerned with being late for his date. Time ticked by as we waited. My heart would not stop pounding and my shoulders were so tight they might never lower from my ears. When would he leave?

      Finally, the front door opened. Nyquist, looking old but dapper, lumbered down the steps, stopped, and waved his hands a few times before disappearing with a pop of magic. Fedorov had explained the houses here had too many wards to teleport from the inside, which made it easy to know when someone left. Convenient.

      Beside me, Fedorov nodded. “Time is now, Charlie.”

      “Time is now,” I repeated.

      Together, we walked the cobblestone path and slinked up his front porch steps. Our cloaking spells were activated, so no one would see us, but we were still in possible peril. No wizard worth his salt would leave his house unattended and unprotected. Especially one with a secret like Nyquist.

      Fedorov stopped beside the front door—a cheery thing, stained deep brown with a floral wreath hanging from it. Cufflinks winking, he closed his eyes and moved his slender fingers around the wood.

      “Two locking spells, loud alarm, and dismemberment spell for anyone who enter without permission,” Fedorov said, opening his eyes.

      “Crap. This guy is not fooling around.” I pictured my dismembered body and shivered. What if I’d come here alone? Thank God I had Fedorov.

      As I watched, he reached into his jacket pocket and drew out a device—a slender, silver rectangle about the size and shape of a small jewelry box. On the top were three circular buttons, each glowing a dull green.

      “What is that?” I whispered.

      He put his finger to his lips, then pressed the center button.

      Magic emanated out of the box and rushed toward the door. There was a muffled pop and a puff of air. The windows rattled a little and then settled.

      Glancing around, I was grateful for the large swath of land between the dean’s house and the other apartments. Still, I felt very exposed.

      “Spells gone,” Fedorov said. “They will need replacement before we go, but no problem.”

      “No problem,” I muttered. His confidence never ceased to amaze me.

      I gestured to the door. Mr. Confident could make sure the dismemberment spell was no longer in place. “Professors first.”

      He sniffed, straightened his shirt, and put his hand on the knob.

      I squinted against a possible explosion.

      The door swung wide. No one had their limbs ripped off.

      Fedorov stepped in and gestured for me to follow.

      Score one for Mr. Confident.

      We slipped in, closing the door behind us. As I glanced around, Fedorov wove a few more spells, probably those of protection and revealing to make sure there were no more traps. I let my eyes do the uncovering, for now, feeling a bit like Indiana Jones inside the Temple of Doom. Anything I touched could start a boulder rolling right towards me, or worse, rip my head off.

      The cottage interior matched the exterior—quaint furniture, quaint curtains, quaint pictures. I even spotted some of Dean McIntosh. It seemed as though Nyquist hadn’t had time to redecorate yet. I realized I was staring at her home, the place she’d lived and breathed and spent time taking care of us all.

      A sob climbed up my throat, but I didn’t have time for that. I needed to avenge her, not wallow in self-pity.

      Taking careful steps, I explored the kitchen, bathroom, and bedroom, all nice, neat, and unremarkable. I opened closets, holding my breath, only to find no sign of Anama.

      What I did find on top of a small desk was a document with the Academy’s letterhead and Dean Nyquist’s signature, a piece of paper that contained a proposal to bar admission to non-wizards at the beginning of next semester.

      Bar non-wizards? What the hell?

      Anger burned in my chest. He wanted to undo what Macgregor Underwood had accomplished. He’d probably only pretended to support Bonnie, so he could wedge himself into a position of trust, then pounce and seize power at the first chance he got. I hadn’t thought I could hate him more, but there it was.

      When I walked back out to Fedorov, he seemed to feel the same.

      “I sense no dark magic. No imprisonment. No Looper.” Fedorov’s steely gaze darted around the room. “Not here, Charlie.”

      “Not here?” I swept the room again, desperate to find a clue, something, anything. Yet, there was nothing. Just the lingering smell of an old man who I disliked to my core.

      Was that it? Did I just dislike him enough to construct some sort of false narrative about him? Was he not guilty at all? Were the gnomes and Rowan wrong? It made me so crazy I wanted to cry and tear the house apart.

      Fedorov seemed to sense this. He stepped towards me and put a fatherly hand on my shoulder. “We keep looking elsewhere. But now, we must go. Time is up.”

      “Dammit,” I whispered, fighting the urge to cry.

      Slowly, sadly, we walked back to the front door. Fedorov started to turn the knob, but something caught my eye.

      “Wait,” I said, holding out my hand.

      He turned to me.

      I pointed at the door.

      I hadn’t noticed it before but on the back of the door a faint, but glowing symbol pulsed, something like a map’s compass and one of the zodiac signs merged together.

      “Do you see that?” I asked.

      Fedorov shook his head. “I see… door.”

      “No, that.” I stepped closer, examining it. The symbol was definitely there, and now that I was close, I could feel magic rolling off of it like heat.

      “This is something. Feel it.” I gestured to Fedorov to hover his hand over the spot.

      His expression changed as he felt the magic. “Interesting. How you see?”

      I shook my head, not sure until I remembered Potions class. “A neverblind potion. I drank one today in class. I think it’s still in my system.”

      “Ah,” he said in understanding. “Stand back.”

      As I took a step back, Fedorov twirled his fingers and interlocked them, flipping his hands upside down and right side up again. Finally, he pressed his palm to the spot on the door.

      The door swung wide.

      And into another world.
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      Foggy colors whirled in front of us like a psychedelic 70s rock show. Pastel greens, oranges, yellows, and blues spiraled at a lazy speed, beckoning us through the door. A kaleidoscope of colors with no floor or ceiling, yet I was driven to step through, into the technicolor wonderland. There was something in there, I could feel it.

      I glanced back. There was the cottage behind us just as it was, but ahead of us was a dreamscape straight out of a hallucinogenic trip.

      As if hypnotized, Fedorov and I stepped forward and were immediately surrounded by the colorful haze. Our feet rested on something solid, but I couldn’t see it through the fog. The air smelled of vanilla and chocolate, making me crave cookies and cream ice cream, my favorite flavor.

      How oddly specific.

      The thought made me blink and realize what we’d done. I whirled, searching for the door, but it was gone. The haze was all around us. No sign of a way out.

      I was at the verge of freaking out when Fedorov’s voice cut through my panic. “It’s okay, Charlie. I can find way out again.”

      “You can?” I asked my voice trembling slightly.

      “Yes.” One word, full of confidence. My rising panic settled.

      “What is this place?” I asked, glancing around.

      “Powerful spell.” He peered around, too, gray eyes narrowing as he assessed our surroundings. “Takes more than one Super to do. More than Nyquist, anyway.”

      I swallowed. “Do we… look around?”

      He nodded once and strolled forward, slowly and carefully, though still confident. I followed him, keeping close and mimicking his composure, even though inside I was pretty much having a major meltdown. Was this what tripping on acid felt like? If so, I never wanted to.

      A path made of shifting shapes stretched before us. Dorothy’s yellow brick road was nothing compared to it. If it could be called any color, it would have been “morphing rainbow.” It wasn’t made of anything like cobblestones or cement. It was more like glass with a river of colors and shapes eddying underneath it.

      Our feet padded lightly as if we were afraid the road might shatter to dump us into a river of multicolored paint.

      As we moved forward, the fog continued to dissipate until everything opened up to reveal an enormous field.

      The sky above us was a muted purple. Five moons lined up one after the other, glowing down on the field and giving everything a purplish tint. It wasn’t nighttime, despite the moons, but it wasn’t daytime, either. More like a glittery twilight.

      Pines, oaks, palms, maples, sequoias, and all manner of mismatched trees lined the horizon while bushes and flowers covered either side of the path.

      Dark birds flew overhead, but it was impossible to discern what type they were. They were black and flitted in circles like bats but appeared too large to be the flying mammals I knew.

      Subconsciously, I sidled closer to Professor Fedorov, fearing pterodactyls or Draculas might swoop down for their next meal.

      “Don’t think they can hurt us,” Fedorov said, without taking his gaze from the path. “This is dream world. Many imaginings.”

      The “he didn’t think they could hurt us” speech wasn’t very reassuring. I was still sticking by Mr. Confident. Let the dinosaurs try to chomp on him first.

      Small creatures scurried between the bushes and flowers. They were elusive and fast, but when I finally caught a good look of one of them—all flat blue eyes and striped orange fur—I figured they were the offspring of a Furby and Garfield.

      “How long have we been walking?” I asked after a while.

      “Hard to tell.”

      It felt like five minutes, but it also felt like an hour when I thought about it. “How are we going to find our way back?”

      “We don’t have to.” Fedorov’s answers were clipped. He was bearing no distractions, but I was getting restless.

      After another indeterminate amount of time, a whirring sound reached our ears. We stopped.

      Ahead of us, around a bend in the path, a tall metal thing moved in our direction. It had long, piston-like legs with screw claws and awkward hinges for knees. Its body was shaped almost like an ostrich’s and made out of metal plates held together by rivets. A long neck like a washing machine hose held up a head the size of an oversized stapler. The thing had no eyes or mouth. It was but a crude representation of an animal.

      Fedorov and I stepped out of the path as it passed, paying us no mind. Whoever had birthed these imaginings had to be on some serious acid.

      “Weird,” I murmured.

      We were about to step back onto the path when I felt something move around my feet. I glanced down, then cried out as octopus tentacles wrapped around my ankles and squeezed.

      “Ahh! Let go!” I exclaimed as pain shot up my legs. “I thought you said they couldn’t hurt us,” I shouted at Fedorov.

      His gaze flicked to my feet. Acting immediately, he lifted his hands and aimed them toward the tentacles. My cuffs flashed as I prepared my own attack, but before either of us could do anything, another set of tentacles whipped out of the bushes, captured Fedorov’s legs, and pulled him down.

      He hit the ground with a thud. I went next, landing on one shoulder with bone-cracking force. We barely had time to blink before the tentacles started dragging us across the ground, pulling us past the bushes and toward the open pasture.

      My body bouncing against the ground, I tried to steady my hands to shoot a spell at the meaty tendrils, but my hands jostled too violently to allow me a clean shot. As I tried to think of a way to channel energy down my legs, I glanced up.

      The pasture extended before us as far as the eye could see, and the tentacles were so long they disappeared into the horizon. They pulled us along like tin cans tied to the back of a car. Worse yet, they were dragging us toward a black hole, a rip in the fabric of the purple sky itself.

      Fedorov and I exchanged a quick glance, then he swept a hand in a downward arc, shooting a laser beam of magic that hit the tentacles several yards away from his feet. Why hadn’t I thought of that? Cuffs flashing an angry red, I released my own magic. It hit the appendages, barely missing the tip of my tennis shoes.

      Nothing happened.

      Our magic seemed to have absolutely no effect on our faceless attacker.

      As the creature, or whatever it was, pulled us along. Both Fedorov and I kept shooting at it. We tried fire, ice, electricity. Nothing worked.

      We got closer to the hole.

      What if it was a mouth? Oh, God!

      I tried harder, growing desperate as I shot spell after spell to no avail.

      It seemed to take hours, but also only seconds, to reach the blackness. Once there, I could see the tentacles were coming from the orifice and were being sucked in like spaghetti noodles through a giant mouth, the professor and I along for the ride.

      A raw scream tore out of my throat as darkness enveloped us.

      I shouldn’t have been able to see anything, but the neverblind spell allowed me glimpses of my surroundings: flashing teeth dripping with blood, twisted claws reaching for us, bulging eyes inside empty skulls, hairy pincers on a giant spider.

      I screamed again, my throat going raw.

      After an eternity, we stopped, landing on something squishy. The tentacles let go, releasing my legs and leaving an insistent throbbing behind.

      I sat up, blinking, my hands sticking to the ground as I pushed to my feet. Shaking my arms, I tried to dislodge the slobber-like substance that dangled from my fingers. What the hell? Had we landed in a vat of snot? It certainly felt and smelled like it. My stomach clenched at the thought.

      “What is this?” I asked into the gloom as my feet sank into the stuff.

      Fedorov didn’t answer. I searched for him, head swiveling around. There was no sign of him.

      “Professor Fedorov!” Panic fizzing in my chest.

      No response.

      The goop made a squishing sound as it quickly started climbing up my legs.

      “No!”

      I pushed down at it, trying to free one leg, but I only managed to get more of the gunk on my hands. Trying my magic again, I discovered it had the same effect it’d had on the tentacles.

      None.

      The sticky stuff continued to inch up my body and, in a matter of seconds, it was up to my thighs, my waist, my chest. I cried out for help.

      God, no! I was going to drown in snot!

      My legs and arms pumped, fighting for release, but I just sank deeper.

      What if Fedorov had already been eaten by the slime? No one else knew where I was. Disha and Bridget were sleeping soundly at the dorm, and tomorrow, when they started looking for me, Nyquist would pretend he knew nothing. He would say I had mysteriously disappeared, the way Micah Adelson had.

      And when my friends went searching for me, they would find no trace of me.

      The goo climbed to my neck. I lifted my chin, buying myself two seconds of extra air, then the stuff was at my mouth, my nose, my eyes.

      An instant later, I was completely encased, a bug trapped in amber.

      Oxygen ran out. My lungs began to burn. They were on fire.

      This was it.

      I would never see Disha, Bridget... Rowan.

      “Wake up, Charlie!”

      My heart ached. I didn’t want to die. I wanted to—

      “WAKE UP!”

      I sat up, gasping for air and clawing at my throat.

      Fedorov was kneeling next to me. He patted my back and weaved his fingers in front of my face in some spell. My desperation eased. Air flowed down my throat as if someone were blowing it in.

      “I… I was drowning,” I sobbed.

      “You’re fine, Charlie.”

      I grabbed my head. “I thought I was gonna die.”

      “You were trapped in bad dream, but you’re awake now.”

      “A dream?”

      “Yes.”

      “So I wasn’t drowning?”

      Fedorov seemed to nod and shake his head at the same time as if he wasn’t sure. “It is over now.”

      My panic slowly eased as I took in deep breaths, and Fedorov’s calming words and spell did their work. Once I had a hold of my senses, he helped me to my feet.

      I blinked at our surroundings and froze.

      We stood inside a dome-shaped area made of a swirling, colorful brilliance. It towered above our heads, then fell around us, trapping us like roaches under a giant bowl. Ribbons of light hung from the top, coming down like puppeteer strings and revealing its morbidity in full.

      Twenty bodies hung suspended from them.

      Luminous ribbons enfolded each person, wrapping around their necks and middles, under their arms and legs, holding them six feet off the ground.

      I examined each face, horror rising in my chest like the sun at dawn, burning and all powerful.

      “Are they… are they dead?” I asked.

      “No. They dream,” Fedorov said, his face upturned as he regarded a particularly young girl who couldn’t have been more than nine years old.

      “Anama!” I exclaimed when I spotted the fae behind one of the dangling shapes. I ran to her and glanced up at her slack features, which held none of their normal vivacity and attitude. Her green skin had a sick tint to it.

      My hand rose as if to touch the tip of her fine, fae-made boot.

      “Don’t touch,” Fedorov snapped.

      I snatched my hand back.

      “Can’t we wake them?” I asked, my tone high-pitched and desperate.

      “That would be unwise. It could kill them. Or damage their minds, at very least.”

      “Why so many?” I asked as I followed the tip of Anama’s pointed ear to the ribbons of light above her head.

      Fedorov didn’t respond. I glanced back and found him staring at the ground, lost in thought. After a long moment, he met my gaze and said, “I’m not sure.”

      It sounded like he might have a theory but nothing he was willing to share.

      “What do we do? How do we rescue them?”

      The professor seemed at a loss. His face was twisted in concern as his mind seemed to go through all the possible ways to rescue them but came up empty.

      “It is beyond my knowledge,” he admitted without embarrassment or pride. “We need help. Dean McIntosh would know what to do.”

      Yes, she would have known what to do. I just had to hope that there was someone else as good as she had been, someone who could free these poor people, then teach Nyquist and whoever else was helping, a lesson. A very hard lesson.

      I rushed back to Professor Fedorov. “We have to go back. We can get Professor Middleton, Hitchcock-Watson, Madame Bernard, everyone! Together they can figure out how to—”

      Fedorov put a finger up and cocked his head to one side, cutting me short. His gray eyes moved from side to side as he seemed to hear or perceive something I couldn’t.

      “They know we’re here,” he whispered.

      “What?!”

      Without another word, Fedorov hurried to the edge of the light dome and began weaving a spell, his cufflinks flashing.

      I ran to his side. “How do I help?”

      He didn’t answer, just continued weaving his spell, muttering under his breath while I stood there feeling useless, my heart thudding in my ears.

      The light around us strobed in quick succession.

      Was Fedorov’s spell doing that?

      I turned, glancing all around.

      My answer came when the dome flashed red, and a ragged crack split up one side. A group of twenty warlocks poured in through the opening, their hands crackling with magic.

      Nyquist was front and center, murder spelled on his features. His gaze roved around the dome, over the dangling bodies, and just as he was about to spot us, Fedorov stepped in front of me and quickly waved a hand over my face.

      What was he doing? There was no time!

      My skin tingled and felt rubbery, but I had no time to consider what he’d done because, next thing I knew, he was shoving me through the crack he had made in the dome.

      “Run!” he said, pushing me forward as we came out onto a patch of dry lawn back in the real world.

      I did as I was told and ran, Fedorov quick behind me.

      “Defensive magic!” he called out as we sprinted, reminding me of our lessons last year.

      Rifling through the spells in my arsenal, I came up with a blocking spell and threw it backward in a random effort of protection against whatever our pursuers might throw at us.

      Something exploded behind us. I flew through the air and landed on a cobblestone street. Fedorov landed next to me and groaned as his shoulder hit the ground. Pain thundered through my body, but there wasn’t time to examine it now.

      “Good blocking spell,” he said, weaving his hands so fast they were but a blur.

      Was he using a spell to speed his spells? Shit, I needed to learn that.

      His magic set us back on our feet so quickly I had to put out my arms for balance. I glanced around and realized we were outside of Nyquist’s cottage. We’d left the nightmare world and were back in the Academy. Thank God!

      “Go back and hide!” Fedorov ordered, turning to face the cottage and the men who were now pouring out of it.

      “I’m not going anywhere,” I said, joining his side and facing the threat.

      As I squared my shoulders, the air around us wavered and twanged as if someone had plucked a dissonant chord in a guitar. The hell?

      “Dermo!” Fedorov growled at me, probably some Russian curse word. “Stubborn, stubborn. I told you to go. That was barrier spell.” He turned his back on Nyquist and his cronies and began to weave his hands at empty air.

      What the hell? Had he gone crazy?

      As soon as his hands stopped, Fedorov grabbed me by the arm and shoved me away from him. The air between us snapped as if a door were shutting.

      “Now, go!” he commanded, before turning his back on me to face the men.

      “You’re the one who’s stubborn. I said I was staying.” I took a step forward and crashed into something invisible, almost breaking my nose. “Ow, shit!”

      “I told you. Barrier spell,” Fedorov said with a deep chuckle. “Now, do as I ordered.”

      The bad guys had created a barrier around us, and Fedorov had made a door to push me out. I pounded on the invisible wall that separated us.

      “You can get out, too,” I shouted.

      “No time. Besides, someone had to fight,” he said just as magic began to rain on him, and he weaved defensive spells at the speed of light.

      “No!” I pounded harder, my first slamming uselessly against the barrier.

      “Don’t waste my effort,” Fedorov’s accented voice whispered in my ear as he used one last spell to shoo me off.

      I growled, my fists posed against the magical barricade. On the other side, Fedorov stood, back to me, his hands moving so fast there was no way to tell which spells he was using.

      Don’t waste my effort, his plea echoed in my ear.

      Professor Fedorov needed help, no way I would lose someone else.

      Biting my tongue, I swallowed my impotence and frustration and turned tail, running toward the center of campus at a full pelt.

      As I went, I blasted alarm spells into the air, bent on waking up the dead.
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      “Help!” I screamed as I ran through campus, shooting off alarm spells and racing like a maniac.

      Fedorov was in danger. We were all in danger. Grass flew from my feet as I tore through the grounds. Terror blinded me. My heart pounded.

      After a few minutes of running blindly, I realized I was heading in the wrong direction. It was late, ten PM at least. Or so it seemed. I didn’t really know how long we’d been trapped in that dreamscape and my brain was still addled.

      The campus was quiet. Everyone was either in the dorms or in staff housing. Back the way I’d come. What was I doing listening to Fedorov? I needed to go back and fight. Plus, I’d already blasted enough alarm spells to wake up the entirety of the Atlanta metro area.

      I whirled around and tore in the opposite direction.

      Two girls and a boy, who had emerged from the library, stared at me as I sprinted past.

      “Get help. Professor Fedorov’s in trouble!”

      They didn’t move and I didn’t have time to convince them. Even as I ran, magical explosions rumbled through the night in the direction of staff housing and Nyquist’s cottage.

      Fedorov.

      Damn it, why had he kicked me out? I could have helped him. As it was, his stupid confidence was going to get him killed!

      I tore back to the spot where I knew staff housing to be, but as I searched around I realized that, once again, I couldn’t find it, let alone enter the restricted area.

      “Shit!” I kicked at a shrub, panicked and furious.

      “Ow,” a small voice said.

      Glancing down, I found two pairs of eyes staring at me from a hole in the grass. Two gnomes appeared to be burrowing up out of the ground. Their little bodies popped out, dirt spraying across the well-tended grass. As they shook themselves, others appeared. Soon, three dozen dirty, naked gnomes stood in a clump, staring into the empty lawn that I knew to be staff housing.

      “What’s going on?” It was Gramop, staring at me with a frown. He seemed to turn up everywhere. Maybe he was their leader.

      I blinked away my confusion. “There’s a big fight going on. Fedorov’s in trouble. Can you get in?”

      “Charlie, right?” he asked.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      Gnomes were weird, but whatever. They exchanged glances. Soon, they were shuffling around, locking arms and forming a circle. Their little bodies rotated around as they sang a wordless tune.

      The ground rumbled and the invisible barrier began to fall.

      First, there was an open field. Then, slowly, buildings could be seen behind it as if the field were a reflection in a window that gazed upon staff housing. That too disappeared until everything was revealed in clear and terrible glory.

      A giant battle was raging.

      Flames and sparks lit up the night as a dozen warlocks attempted to shoot spells at Professor Fedorov. However, he was moving so fast nothing could touch him. His body sped around, tossing spells like bombs, before darting away like a man-sized hummingbird.

      The cottage was on fire and parts of it had been blown apart or were riddled with shrapnel. The rest of staff housing, several brick apartments behind it, remained intact.

      The good news was that all the staff that had once been inside their apartments were now standing outside. The bad news was they were all wearing pajamas and doing absolutely nothing!

      Well, that wasn’t exactly true. A few were casting spells on the other invisible barrier around the cottage, attempting to penetrate it. Professor Middleton was one such witch, panic on her face as she watched Fedorov dart back and forth while she pushed magic up the barrier, her spells having little to no effect.

      Why didn’t the other staff do anything? It was maddening to see them watching, murmuring to each other while hitching their robes and baggy sweatshirts around their bodies. Then I remembered that I had no idea which side these people were on. They were no more help to me than those three students staring at me outside of the library.

      But the gnomes had helped me.

      I turned to them. “Can you get that barrier down, too?” I pointed at the invisible wall separating us from Fedorov and the fight.

      Gramop glanced at me and it. Then the gnomes locked arms again and began their spell.

      “I take back anything bad I’ve ever said about you guys,” I murmured. Then I prayed Fedorov would continue to elude the barrage of spells for just a little bit longer.

      Now that I had a second to look, I saw a few faces in the attackers that I recognized. There was Truman Knightley looking very much like his idiot son. And there were a few other regents who I’d seen at my award ceremony. It appeared Nyquist’s cronies had all come to his aid and didn’t care who saw them.

      And Nyquist? He hung back, watching it all with satisfaction on his wrinkled, ugly face. Just seeing him made my skin crawl. Did his cronies know about the twenty bodies we’d stumbled upon in his nightmarescape? I bet they did.

      Awful.

      “Hurry,” I said to the gnomes who were circling around and around, singing their song but not seeming to get through. The barrier must’ve been a doozy.

      Just then, there was a terrible explosion. My eyes snapped up in time to see Professor Fedorov blown off his feet. He crashed into the invisible barrier, slid down it, then lay still, smoke rising off his chest.

      “No!”

      I ran forward, but a cloaked figure zoomed past me, bumping me out of the way. As I staggered and regained my feet, I stared at the person literally flying toward the barrier where Fedorov lay.

      Irmagard’s gray hair streamed down her cloak and she thrust both arms forward and blasted the hell out of the barrier wall.

      The dome popped, sending air and heat rushing out. The ground rumbled and a few staff lost their footing. I staggered a bit before I could stand again. Ahead of me, Irmagard stood protectively in front of Fedorov’s body, her cloak blocking him from view as she cast spell after spell at the attacking warlocks.

      Man! She looked kickass. I never knew she could fight like this. She was always the voice of reason, the one who poured the tea, but now she was shooting spells that knocked men down and rumbled the ground at their feet like it was their own personal earthquake. Wherever she’d been, it’d been good for her. She was taking on a small army by herself, hair flying, eyes shining.

      She wouldn’t battle those bastards alone.

      Sprinting forward, I charged my cuffs, dodged a sizzling blue spell and blasted all the energy I could muster at the regents. Two fell back in a cry of pain. But there were still more of them.

      Irmagard threw a spell before casting her wild glance my way. She narrowed her eyes, looking confused, then her face crinkled warmly before being forced to duck as a wave of heat rolled over our heads.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” I shouted over the rumble of another spell. “Is Fedorov okay?”

      Irmagard nodded. “I’ve cast a healing spell on him. Can you get him out of here?”

      I glanced forward just in time to see a huge fireball blasting our way. Irmagard threw her hands out and it exploded against an invisible shield in a spray of sparks and heat. The stench of burning hair clogged the air, pretty sure my locks were shorter now.

      Damn. They were not fooling around. I couldn’t take Fedorov away, not when the men seemed to have the upper hand.

      Even worse, more enemy warlocks had appeared in the line of regents. I recognized Professor Hitchcock-Watson, one of our groundskeepers, and a few other staff I’d seen but didn’t know. They were turning on us.

      But at the same time, a few people lined up behind Irmagard and me. Professor Middleton was casting protective spells on the group while Nurse Taishi ran over and began tending to the prone Fedorov. A few other teachers joined us, throwing spells that filled the air with a rainbow of deadly colors.

      It was like being inside of a fireworks show. Like, literally inside where all the rockets detonated and rained fiery sparks on me. Spells whizzed past my head and exploded into the ground. Trees were on fire. Smoke clogged the air, making it hard to breathe or see. Shouts and screams rent the air, adding to the confusion and panic.

      To make matters worse, students had gathered behind us, watching and putting themselves in harm’s way. Idiots! I hoped Disha and Bridget had the sense to stay away.

      Next to me, someone cried out, spilling onto the ground. Professor Middleton crumpled into a heap clutching her head. Others groaned, folding over, also holding their skulls. What in the hell was happening?

      A cloaked figure strode out from the sea of grim faces across the lawn from us. He stood in swirling green light, arms extended, bald head shining. I’d never seen him before but knew immediately he was powerful. Magic radiated off him like nuclear energy. He was a mentalist, that was clear. That’s why so many were falling prey to his brain manipulations.

      Then it hit me. The pain, the throbbing, pounding pain. It was like the world’s worst migraine cranked up to a thousand. Before I knew it, I was on the ground, holding my head, crying. My brain was exploding. I held my head and prayed for it to stop.

      A blur of movement drew my tear-filled eyes to a figure darting across the field. At first, I thought it was Fedorov, up and running with his hummingbird speed, but then the dark shape skidded to a stop next to the glowing mentalist.

      Rowan.

      Clad in black leather, he seemed to be experiencing none of the mental pain the rest of us were feeling. Vampire brains must not fall prey to that spell. The mentalist hadn’t seen this coming and was totally unprepared when Rowan smashed into him and took him down.

      The pain dissipated. I stood, head still ringing, but no longer feeling like my brains would puddle out of my nostrils.

      Rowan was here. He’d saved us. Irmagard stood, and began casting once more, as did the rest of the staff. Now, I could see Bonnie among them, still prim and proper in her knee-length dress and styled hair. New was the rage that contorted her features as she blasted an icy wind at the regents and other staff.

      Joining those icy winds, Tempest swirled past enveloped by a twisting tornado and took out at least a half a dozen men, sending their bodies sailing into the trees where they crashed with the sound of breaking branches and cracking bones.

      I even saw a werewolf dart past. It reminded me of Bridget’s brother. Could it be Bobby? Had everyone been alerted? How?!

      Christ, it was a friggin’ family reunion, one I needed to stop merely observing, especially since Nyquist seemed ready to join the fight.

      The old man was striding forward, wind billowing around him. Like the mentalist, a light emanated from him, but his was a blood-red color. Spells hurled his way, one after the other, as if everyone knew he was the one to beat, but each sizzled and died around him, expiring like flies against a bug zapper. This was not the same man who had run from Tempest at Dean McIntosh’s memorial. This was the real Nyquist.

      He strode to the center of the lawn, untouched, then spread his arms, baring his chest as if he were about to shoot a laser out of it like Iron Man. Instead, things began swirling inward, spells, energy, even light seemed to whirl toward his heart as if it were one giant black hole.

      I tried to lift my arms to throw a spell, but they moved at a sloth’s pace. I’d been slowed down.

      Nyquist was doing something to us and I had a feeling the Loopers were involved.

      Everything came to a crawl. Spells that were hurling his way traveled at nearly imperceptible speed. Flames that were raging in the trees quieted. Everything quieted. All that could be heard was the swirling tornado of energy around Nyquist as he walked toward us.

      He stalked up to a teacher, Professor Hernandez was her name, and put his hand on her chest. Her eyes slowly widened, and her body began to fall, dropping down at a snail’s pace. When she finally hit the ground, her body sizzled like overdone bacon and there was no getting up.

      He moved on to the next person.

      He was murdering them. I had to do something. Yet, I could barely move a millimeter at a time. I wanted to growl, scream, but even my cries came out like a movie soundtrack at quarter speed.

      Nyquist’s wrinkled hand touched another teacher. Down he went.

      Our side was starting to turn toward him, but we’d never be able to do anything in time. Even trying to cast a spell took far too long. We’d all be defeated in mere seconds.

      I stared in disbelief at all my sluggish comrades. It could not go down this way. It just couldn’t.

      Suddenly, the sky ripped open with a thunderous crack. Dozens of beings surged through the rip in the stars, flying in on what appeared to be winged horses made of sticks and leaves. What the hell? What were they? Were they friend or foe?

      I peered from the corner of my eye, taking forever to merely squint to see them better. The horse-like creatures flew smoothly and landed next to us, unaffected by the time-slowing spell. Their riders dismounted, bare-chested figures with long hair and ferocious features. Tattoos crept up their muscular arms, wide bands weaved of leather circled their wrists, elegant weapons glinted in their hands.

      Nyquist peered up, stopping momentarily. The main rider pointed a sword in his direction and spoke with a voice like an earthquake.

      “You’ve enslaved our children,” a towering male with a blue mane bellowed. “We’ve come to reclaim them.”

      The fae had arrived.
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      Shaking his blue mane, the lead fae male stalked toward Nyquist.

      The fearsome warrior was about six and a half feet tall, his pale skin covered in tattoos. He held a long, curved sword in front of him as if it were a talisman. Glyphs shone on the weapon as he advanced.

      For a few beats, Nyquist and his cronies were paralyzed with shock. Fae warriors were here, about a dozen of them. Who had called them? Had they come from their realm? Or were they the other fae Anama mentioned?

      “Give me back my daughter and son,” the fae boomed in a deep voice.

      Daughter and son? Was he Sinasre and Anama’s father? He had to be, and maybe this was the reason he hadn’t been at his son’s side all this time. He’d been preparing for war.

      “Release them now!” his voice rumbled like a volcano about to erupt.

      I shuddered where I stood. His anger felt like a living thing, a force to be reckoned with.

      Nyquist felt it, too. The fear that flashed across his expression made it abundantly clear. Still, the old man stood his ground and composed his features. The time-slowing spell continued to pour from him, paralyzing everyone except the fae. Were they immune?

      “Rid them of their weapons!” Nyquist ordered his cronies.

      Snapping out of their shock, the regents and their supporters lifted their hands and began casting. Spells flew toward the fae warriors.

      Trapped in time as I was, the magical attacks seemed to streak through the air at the speed of meteors bent on destruction.

      Impossibly, the fae were faster than the spells. They moved with grace, their bodies shifting position as if they were made of wind and water. Their glowing weapons—swords, spears, daggers, scimitars—blocked spells, absorbing them, neutralizing them.

      Rogue spells darted all around. One flew in front of my face and crashed into Irmagard just as she started getting free of the time spell. She sailed backward, hands on her stomach.

      No! God, let her be okay. I couldn’t lose her, too. Yet, I couldn’t move to help or cry out. She lay on the ground, immobile.

      The fae advanced.

      The two dozen enemy warlocks who were still standing stepped back, fearful. Maybe there was hope.

      Itching to join the fae warriors, I fought against the sluggishness that kept me trapped. There had to be an incantation that could free me. I rifled through all the spells I could think of, but nothing useful occurred to me.

      C’mon! I urged my cuffs to do something, but they seemed as stumped as I was.

      “Stop them!” Nyquist shouted, panic etching in his voice.

      Sinasre’s father kept walking toward Nyquist, his fae-crafted sword slicing through the air as he blocked spells. I’d read that a skilled fae warrior—a rare breed—was practically impervious to magic when they wielded one of their ancient weapons. I never thought I would get the chance to see them in battle, though. It was a sight to behold.

      Nyquist stood his ground, but it was obvious by his freaked-out expression that he wanted to turn tail and run. He was a coward at heart. That was clear to me now, though he seemed to be acting tough to keep the loyalty of his followers. They wouldn’t obey a coward.

      “I am Taurion, son of Vornedir,” Sinasre’s father boomed, “and I won’t leave without my children.”

      Nyquist weaved his hands in a long, complicated pattern, preparing a spell that promised to be terrible.

      We had to stop him. Dread throbbed in my chest, intensifying. I fought against the time spell, letting magic flow through me as I cast different incantations that might unbind me. None of them worked.

      Nyquist released his spell, hands fully extended toward Taurion. A wide shaft of red magic shot toward the fae. Taurion crouched, sword rising to meet the attack. Crimson light enveloped him from head to toe.

      I watched, transfixed. Sinasre and Anama had practically lost their mother, would they lose their father now?

      Slowly, Nyquist’s blood-tinted magic began falling like a curtain. Taurion was gone. The old man smiled with satisfaction. Except when the curtain fell away completely, it revealed the fae crouched low to the ground like a prowling tiger.

      Nyquist gasped as Taurion pounced. Twisting in midair, he sprung like a gazelle, soaring over Nyquist and landing behind the old man. At Nyquist’s back, Taurion trapped him in a chokehold, the glyph-edged sword quick at his throat. The blade pressed into the regent’s wrinkled neck.

      “Release my children or live a life of torture until you do,” Taurion hissed.

      A few of Nyquist’s followers raised their hands, ready to strike.

      “Stop!” Nyquist ordered, his voice shaking. “Don’t cast, you idiots. You’ll hurt me.”

      Half of the warlocks lowered their hands, but the rest seemed to be considering the benefits of being rid of the old man.

      Shit! They were all a bunch of traitorous snakes. Someone had to do something. Could no one get free of this blasted time spell? What about Rowan, he had extra speed, didn’t he? I couldn’t see him with my limited range of sight. Irmagard and Fedorov needed medical attention. Was everyone with any sort of power out of commission?

      Something touched my ankle. I slowly shifted my eyes downward and realized it was Fedorov. Taishi was kneeling by his side. He had been tending to the professor’s wounds when the time spell hit us.

      “Bystr kak veter. Menya nikto ne ostanovit,” Fedorov’s voice echoed next to my ear.

      What?

      “Bystr kak veter. Menya nikto ne ostanovit,” he repeated. His voice sounded hoarse but normal. It wasn’t dragging the way mine had when I tried to speak. Why not?

      Then it hit me. Fedorov’s speed spell! It must be enough to cancel out the slowness. Fedorov was giving me what I needed to get free.

      “Bys… tr,” I said under my breath, each syllable coming out as slow as molasses.

      As I painstakingly tried to repeat Fedorov’s incantation, Nyquist growled, angry at his presumed allies who seemed ready to let him die.

      “Stand back,” he ordered, then he quickly added, “I will release your children, Taurion. Then you will leave. Agreed?”

      What? He was trying to bargain?

      “Bystr kak veter. Menya nikto ne ostanovit,” Fedorov’s voice insisted next to my ear.

      I continued the spell, wishing the words were easier. I didn’t speak a word of Russian. “Kak… ve… ter,” I managed.

      “You filthy humans can kill each other,” Taurion said. “I care not about your squabbles. Give me my children and leave us out of this for good.”

      No, he couldn’t abandon us. We would all be dead by now without their help. The regents were too many, too powerful.

      “Men… ya nik… to,” I continued as Fedorov repeated the words over and over.

      “As you wish,” Nyquist said just as his chest seemed to split in two and a brilliant light poured out of him as if he’d swallowed the sun and it were now ripping out of his unhinged ribcage.

      The light poured out and shot toward Nyquist’s destroyed cottage. It snaked around the fallen debris, twisting between torn chunks of brick and concrete as if searching for something. Finally, it stopped, rose twenty feet up in the air, then plunged back down and burrowed into the ground like a drill.

      A moment later, the light pulled back out of the ground, reared its head and, like a giant sea monster, spewed the contents of its guts onto the ground.

      A body.

      It rolled across the lawn and came to a stop on its back.

      Anama!

      Nyquist had really freed her.

      Without Anama’s power, Nyquist’s time spell died. I could move again. Everyone else could, too. I staggered forward and fell on one knee. Others put their arms out to keep their balance. Could Nyquist not use the other Loopers he’d trapped? I had no idea how any of this worked.

      “Ne ostanovit,” I blurted out, the final words of Fedorov’s incantation tumbling out of my mouth since I’d been so intent on finishing it. Great, just when I didn’t need it anymore.

      Taurion gestured toward one of the other fae warriors to check on Anama. A blond male with long tresses down his back pulled away from the others and ran to her. He helped her sit, then stand after she got her bearings. She seemed shaky on her feet but otherwise unharmed.

      “Father?” she mouthed when she noticed Taurion.

      Her father just nodded, still holding Nyquist, the sword at the old man’s neck. “Now, my son,” he demanded.

      “He’s in the infirmary,” Nyquist said. “Free of my spell, able to wake. You can go get him.”

      Shit! Nyquist had been keeping Sinasre in a magical coma? The bastard! I was going to kill him. I stood up. Fast. Too fast. I raised my hands. They moved in a blur. Wow, I was like freaking Flash. Fedorov’s spell was da bomb.

      As our side regained movement, people squared their shoulders, ready to attack. An astute teacher whose name I didn’t know cast a fast attack spell. It hit one of the distracted regents, sending him to the ground screaming in pain as branches and leaves sprouted from his ears.

      “Jasper! Take care of them,” Nyquist snapped.

      “My pleasure,” Professor Hitchcock-Watson said, stepping forward.

      Tempest and Rowan had also snapped into action, the first releasing a string of tornados, and the latter running at Hitchcock-Watson with his supernatural speed, looking intent on beheading the old man.

      Except Rowan and the tornados never made it there because Hitchcock-Watson did the same Iron-Man thing Nyquist had done earlier and hit us with blinding light from his chest.

      Everyone slowed again.

      What?! Hitchcock-Watson was also hosting a Looper? Damn! I knew he was garbage. It seemed Nyquist couldn’t access the other Loopers’ powers. Apparently, it wasn’t that simple. Maybe he had to perform some kind of spell to absorb their powers and be able to use them.

      “And a little extra for you,” Hitchcock-Watson said, focusing on Rowan and hitting him with a brighter light.

      So that’s how they’d been able to neutralize Rowan’s vampiric speed.

      Geriatric bastards!

      But what about me? I had extra speed, too. I surreptitiously flicked one finger. It moved at a normal rate. Hitchcock-Watson had only canceled out Fedorov’s spell, which meant I could still move.

      Unsure of what to do, I remained frozen. I didn’t want to be hit with extra snail juice like Rowan. I was the only one who could do something, but what? Teachers, subversives, and fae hadn’t been enough to defeat the regents. How could a single junior student do anything to help? I stayed motionless, biding my time, thinking as hard as I could.

      How do I turn this evil tide?

      “My son!” Taurion demanded again, jostling the sword at Nyquist’s neck. “Bring him here.”

      “Fine,” Nyquist said, his mouth twisting in a small smile that Taurion couldn’t see. The evil geezer had something up his sleeve, but what?

      My heart pounded as my mind reeled.

      What do I do? What do I do? My hands itched with spells that would be useless.

      If Nyquist won, the Academy as I knew it would be destroyed. He would bar access to non-wizards. Hell, he would probably block the portals to all except regents, use their powerful magic for who knew what else. And with the Loopers, they could do nearly anything.

      Nyquist spoke a conjuration, directing his hands toward the infirmary. The air before him shimmered like starlight and a tall figure began to take shape, particles gathering together as if pulled by a magnet.

      A startled Sinasre took shape. His hospital-style robe reached past his knees and hung on him like a curtain. He blinked in confusion, body drooping with weakness, red hair tangled with bedhead.

      “Father?” he croaked. A timid smile began to spread over his lips. Then his eyes widened and his robe fell off his body, leaving him naked.

      Before I could process this, Sinasre screamed in pain.

      A spiked chain was tied around his chest, tearing into his skin, squeezing, crushing him.

      “Sinasre!” Taurion exclaimed, shoving Nyquist out of the way and jumping to help his son.

      In one swift motion, he sliced at the chain around his son’s chest, cutting it clean off. The torture device fell to the ground, leaving behind an angry red mark and small lines of blood streaking down Sinasre’s torso. Sinasre’s knees gave. Taurion stepped forward to catch him.

      Taking advantage of the Taurion distraction, Nyquist flicked his hand and knocked the sword out of the fae’s hand. Realizing his mistake, Taurion let Sinasre fall and scrambled toward the sword, but he never made it there. Without the magical sword, he froze in midair as Hitchcock-Watson’s magic caught him.

      “Surrender your weapons unless you want me to kill your leader,” Nyquist said, turning to the other fae warriors, magic sparkling on his fingers.

      The fae exchanged conflicted glances.

      If they surrendered their weapons, we were all done for. They couldn’t do that. They had to fight, even if they didn’t care about our fate. Except Nyquist had given them no way out. I could see it in their eyes, they would not risk Taurion.

      That’s when I knew what I had to do, and I only had one shot.

      I set my sights on Hitchcock-Watson, letting my cuffs charge with the meanest, gnarliest blasting spell I could think of. My body buzzed with energy, so much that I feared someone might notice me before I was fully charged.

      Yet, no one did. They were so confident in their control of the situation that no one had been watching us, especially not the junior student with a history of screwing things up.

      I jerked my hands up and let loose my spell.

      It hit Hitchcock-Watson square in the chest, blasting him on his ass, skidding him across the lawn and leaving him smoking on the ground. The time spell petered out as he did.

      A cheer escaped my lips. Blasting that old fart had felt good.

      Nyquist’s attention snapped in my direction. His eyes bore into mine, and I could sense his hatred like a living thing.

      But he was too late. Our ranks came to life. The fae charged without hesitation. Nyquist glanced away as a massive warrior came at him with a sword. In a flash, the regent teleported himself out of harm’s way as the blade bit down. It struck dirt as his body disappeared.

      I searched for the coward but couldn’t find him. Where had he gone?

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed as Nurse Taishi left Fedorov’s side and darted toward Irmagard, reminding me that she’d been injured. I followed after him, my worry for the counselor taking over the logical side of my brain that said I should join the fight. We could not lose her too.

      Falling to his knees, Taishi weaved his hands over Irmagard. I joined his side and watched the wound on Irmagard’s abdomen begin to mend. She winced and dug in her pocket, pulling out a small vial.

      “Velox Vitae,” she said.

      Velox Vitae? That was the potion Dean McIntosh had given me after Answorth attacked me and almost drained me dry. Irmagard must have picked up the trick from her sister.

      Taishi snatched the vial from her hand and quickly poured its contents into her mouth. Irmagard sat up like a puppet on a spring, fully revitalized.

      “We have to get out of here,” she snapped.

      “What?” I asked.

      She ignored me, but Taishi gave me a weird look as if he’d never seen me in his life. Maybe he’d been hit in the head during all the commotion.

      Chaos reigned around us. The fae wielded their swords, blocking spells and bouncing them back toward the regents and their cronies.

      “They have more Loopers,” Irmagard said. “And slowing time isn’t the worst they can do.”

      Oh, god, no. No more Loopers, please.

      But I had seen many of them hanging in that dreamscape. So many that each of the regents could be hosting one.

      I blurred to my feet, Fedorov’s speed spell still strong. I glanced around, searching for a target. Rowan flashed past, snatching Taurion’s sword from the ground and tossing it back at the fae. The blue-haired male jumped right into action, pushing Anama and Sinasre behind him. Tempest swept an arm in front of her and released an electrified tornado at the regents, but one of them easily dissipated it with a quick flick of his wrist.

      Damn! I was fighting on the same side as Tempest? My mind did somersaults trying to make sense out of that.

      Focusing on the regents, I tried to spot a target. Anyone threatening to let out Looper magic would do. A cloaked figure casually strolling forward caught my attention.

      The mentalist again.

      Hadn’t Rowan knocked him out of commission?

      An unmistakable evil aura emanated from him as he stepped ahead of his comrades to face us.

      I crouched, then took a step forward, expecting to burst in his direction like a rocket, but I only moved at normal speed.

      “No,” Irmagard said, her hand resting on my shoe as she rose from the ground to a kneeling position with Nurse Taishi’s help.

      I glanced between her hand and her pale face, anger washing over me. Why would she do that? I had a right to fight just like everyone else.

      “I said we have to get out of here!” She began issuing an incantation, Latin words pouring out of her in a breathless litany. Her arms rose above her head, and her words grew in a crescendo. Noticing her intense trance, the mentalist turned in Irmagard’s direction, green, crackling hands rising.

      “Not today,” Taishi said, shooting an attack at the mentalist at the same time that I released my own.

      As our combined magic flew through the air, Irmagard’s hands clenched and came down toward the ground. Her tight fists pounded the lawn in front of her with the force of a giant.

      The ground shook. A vast force traveled outward in circles. The ground rippled like water, the waves moving at a prodigious speed and hitting everyone.

      I threw my arms out for balance as the force threatened to land me on my ass. Everyone in a forty-foot radius stumbled, friend and foe alike.

      What the hell was Irmagard doing?

      Before I could think of a logical explanation, the ground opened up at my feet and swallowed me whole.
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      I woke to the sound of screaming.

      No, not screaming. Braying.

      A donkey was braying, a bleating horrible sound that wrenched me out of my peaceful darkness.

      Disoriented, I blinked into the sunshine only to see a black and gray donkey galloping frantically around his pen, which I also happened to be in. I stared down at the muck puddled around my body, the smell pervading my nose.

      What in the fresh hell?

      “Yardım yardım. Onu buradan çıkar!” the donkey yelled, bucking into his gate and jangling the chain.

      “Berat, please. It’s alright.” Irmagard stepped up to the gate and put her hand gently on the trembling donkey’s head.

      Berat, the donkey. We were in Turkey.

      Irmagard’s eyes fell on me. “Oh, my. There you are. I feared we had lost you.”

      She opened the gate quickly, closing it after her to keep the still-shivering Berat inside, and hurried in. Grabbing my hand, she helped me stand up. My feet squished into the moist soil with horrible squelching sounds.

      “So sorry about that, Charlie. What a mess. Let’s get you out of here and clean you up. That transportation spell was rather large. A lot of people to move and such a long way.”

      Transportation spell? The last I’d known, there was a battle and the ground was swallowing me up. And, what people?

      As I approached the gate, I saw.

      There were over two dozen people milling around the field outside the donkey’s corral. Over to the left, Professor Middleton, Nurse Taishi, and Professor Fedorov, looking bashed up but conscious, sat talking. To the right, a brooding woman with long black hair rested on a log with her back to me. Tempest. Standing with her was a very hairy man who looked like a young Wolverine and another dressed all in leather.

      Rowan.

      His eyes flicked up, took me in, then darted away as if he hadn’t seen me, or had no desire to come over and check on how I was. Emotions rumbled in my chest, but there was too much to process to dwell on my asshat ex-boyfriend.

      Other people were here, too. Some of the teachers I saw fighting for our side and a few warlocks I didn’t recognize. Overall, about thirty people—more than had been at the battle—gathered about as if waiting for something to happen.

      I was back in the place where I’d spent my summer, Elspeth’s farm outside of Doğaüstü Akademi. I didn’t see Elspeth, but if I knew her, she was in her cottage making biscuits for thirty.

      “What happened?” I asked Irmagard as she led me out of the gate and closed it behind us.

      “What happened was we lost.” She shook her head sadly. “The battle, not the war, however. Don’t despair. Now, let me clean you up.” Clapping her hands together, she moved them down my body, making the muck and mud flake off and fall to the ground.

      “There. Much better.” She turned toward the crowd, still talking to me. “You were the last we needed to locate. We can meet now. We’ll head into the library.”

      Irmagard put two fingers to her throat and projected her voice across the area. “Let’s go inside, everyone. We don’t have much time.”

      We hurried across the landscape at a fast clip, a sense of urgency about Irmagard’s pace. I followed, staying just behind her billowing cloak, my eyes scanning the distance. Were we safe here? Could Nyquist find us? I wanted to ask but there wasn’t time.

      The group approached Elspeth’s cottage, but instead of going in, we followed a footpath to a side entrance where the doors were already thrown open. Glowing white light blinded me momentarily, but then I was once again inside the futuristic library.

      I’d spent so many summer hours here I should feel a sense of welcome, but all I felt was shaken. My eyes scanned the many rows of shelves curving around the room in concentric rings. Books fluttered their pages like birds being disturbed from a slumber as we streaked by and through another set of doors that had always been closed before.

      This room was smaller and also stark white. Following the rest of the building’s architecture, the meeting space was also ringed, but not by shelves, but by benches that circled the room and rose up four rows like amphitheater seating.

      Everyone took a seat on a bench while Irmagard stood in the middle, clasping her hands at her waist and watching the procession file in.

      Fedorov sat next to me and gave me a nod. He was singed and hunched over, holding his bandaged middle. Yet, his hair still looked great.

      “Alright, Professor Fedorov?” I asked.

      He nodded at me as if we were fellows-in-arms. “Nothing sabbatical and vodka can’t fix. Are you in health?”

      I shrugged. “I guess so.”

      He gave me an appreciative look. “You do good work back there.”

      Opening my mouth to speak further, I saw Irmagard was waving her hands to quiet us down. Once everyone was seated, she lifted three fingers and brought the door closed behind us.

      “Thank you for coming, those of you that had a choice. We have very little time, so we need to come to a consensus on our next plan of action.”

      “What happened?” a gruff-looking man with a huge tuft of black hair on his chest asked. Did they not have buttons where he came from?

      “There is little time to explain, General Demir. Someone will fill you in later. Let’s just say, Nyquist was not defeated. He still has the Loopers and did indeed use them.”

      “Others used them as well,” Professor Middleton added. She looked pale and withdrawn, holding her arms around her tattered robe, the skin around one eye darkening to an awful shade of purple.

      “Yes,” Irmagard confirmed. “It seems Nyquist had doled these poor people out like party favors.” Her mouth turned down as if the thought of that was more than she could bear. Then, she straightened her shoulders and continued. “We also know he is in league with Mystro Ponomarenko.”

      There was a gasp from a few of the people I didn’t recognize. I wanted to ask who this Mystro Ponomarenko was, but Nurse Taishi spoke up before I could.

      “Where are the fae?” he asked.

      Irmagard nodded. “They were successful in their escape, taking both young fae prisoners back with them.”

      Both young fae prisoners had to be Sinasre and Anama. That gave me some relief. At least they were safe and with their father.

      Tempest’s hand shot up in the air. Her face was hard, challenging. It was as if she wanted someone to question her presence so she could lash out at them, but no one did. Rowan sat beside her still not looking at me. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of catching me staring, so I let my eyes bore a hole in the white tile floor instead.

      “What is Nyquist going to do with the Loopers?” Tempest asked.

      Irmagard sucked in a deep breath. “That is what we do not know. We know he is using their powers to control the portals. Since Loopers can manipulate space as well as time, he’s using that aspect of their power to do that, allowing only those he deems worthy to travel that way.”

      “So he controls the portals. So what? Many of us can teleport. We don’t need the portals,” chest hair man said.

      Irmagard locked eyes with him. “As you well know, only the most powerful can travel via teleportation spells. There is also travel to the fae realm—only portals make that possible. I’m also afraid of what else he might be planning. Portals connect our magic. Having full command of them will put much in Nyquist’s control, including the regents who want to be close to power. It will put the Academy and its sister schools in his control as well. As of now, the only powerful portal that is safe is at this Academy. It is too ancient to be controlled.”

      “Does that mean he can’t come here?” I asked, my anxiety spiking.

      Heads turned to me, faces curious, some unkind. Why was everyone looking at me like I was a freak?

      “Unfortunately, he can come here, dear,” Irmagard replied, “but he would be very foolish to do so.”

      I wanted to ask more, but Rowan was the one to interject. “Where is Charlie? She wasn’t at the battle, but if I know her, something has to be wrong. She wouldn’t just sit aside when a fight like that was raging.”

      He was asking where was Charlie? Was this some sort of game?

      I expected Irmagard to check Rowan for brain damage, but instead, she nodded at Fedorov. He pulled out one crumpled, blackened hand and moved his fingers, slowly forming a spell. Then he waved them over my face.

      My skin tingled and stretched as a spell worked over my features. I touched my face, throwing a frightened glance at Fedorov. “What are you doing?”

      He patted my shoulder. “No fear, Charlie. You are you again. I change your face and keep you safe.”

      “What?” I asked. Glancing around, I caught Rowan’s gaze. He stared at me as if I’d just entered the room.

      Fedorov had done something to my face just before we burst out of Nyquist’s dreamscape.

      Irmagard took a step closer to me. “We had to alter your appearance so that Nyquist wouldn’t know it was you. Fedorov and I agreed on that before you went into the cottage.”

      Shit! It seemed my excursion with Fedorov had needed approval.

      ”If Nyquist had seen you working with us,” she continued, “he’d know you could not be trusted and your time at the Academy would be over. As it is, you can go back. That is one of the many things we need to discuss.”

      There was a small rumble from the crowd. I clutched my cheeks, wanting a mirror to make sure all my features were in the right place. Was the room hot or was I just freaking out a bit? All of this was too much.

      “It isn’t just the portals we are concerned about,” Irmagard continued. “We are also very concerned with Nyquist accessing the Loopers’ ability to travel through time. It is a much harder skill, one that usually takes Loopers a lifetime to perfect, but we have word that Nyquist is determined to use it.”

      “For what means?” Professor Middleton asked.

      Irmagard locked eyes with her. “That is what we need to find out.”

      Then she turned to me. “Charlie, we have something very big we need to ask of you.”

      “Lynssa, I do not agree,” Fedorov said in a fatherly tone.

      I was about to reach over and pat his hand when I stopped. Had he just said… Lynssa?

      He must have been mistaken.

      My eyes traveled up to Irmagard and time seemed to stand still.

      The long hair was hers, but the outfit was all wrong, too plain and boring. And when had she ever been without Gerald, her ferret? Plus, she’d used so many amazing powers during the battle.

      No, it couldn’t be.

      I stared into her face which softened as she gazed deep into my eyes. “I’m sorry, dear. It had to be done.”

      “What?” I said, stumbling up. My ears were ringing and my head spun. “Who… who are you?”

      “It’s me,” she said quietly. “It’s Lynssa McIntosh.”

      The room tilted wildly, or at least that’s what it seemed to do as her words bashed into me like a pounding wave.

      “You’re dead.”

      She shook her head. “Not really.”

      “No,” I staggered up and then back.

      Then I turned and bolted out of the room.
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      I ran blindly for several minutes, ending up in some sort of pasture. Coming to a large boulder, I leaned against it, then sat and clutched my head in my hands.

      How could Dean McIntosh be alive? How?

      No one else seemed shocked. Was I the only one who hadn’t known? I’d cried for her, mourned my heart out. Had she known how much it’d hurt me? She had to have known how I cared for her. Still, she’d let me believe she was dead. Ripped my goddamn heart out.

      Fuck.

      Tears streamed down my face. I felt… betrayed. I felt angry. So so angry. How could she? She’d been like a mother to me.

      “Hey,” a voice said.

      I looked up and found Rowan.

      Swiping tears across my cheeks, I glared at him. "What are you doing here?"

      “They sent me,” he said softly. “But I wanted to come.”

      “Did you know?” I shot at him.

      “About Lynssa?”

      My glare answered. “Of course, you did. Everyone did. Everyone but idiotic Charlie.” I fisted my hands and pressed them to my thighs. I wanted to hit something. Blast it out of existence. My cuffs flashed in agreement. How could I not have seen? Was I that blind?

      He stepped a little closer but knew well enough to stay out of striking distance. “She had to keep it from you, Charlie. She had to keep it from all the students. To protect you from Regent Nyquist. He’s a bad man and was trying to force the school’s board to join him with some pretty nasty, underhanded tricks. He wanted to undo what my father had accomplished with non-wizards as well as bring back outdated practices that have been abolished for decades.”

      “She could’ve just left then. Gone to Romania or something.”

      He sighed. “She tried that. Remember? She faked her own kidnapping to stall the Board. They couldn’t hold a vote without a dean. Then Nyquist doubled down on his efforts to find her. He sent some bad people to look for her. We think they killed Lynssa’s assistant, Priscilla Fordyce. Fedorov helped Lynssa fake her death after that. Nyquist had to believe she was dead so she could work at keeping all of us safe. She had no choice.”

      “We all have choices,” I said bitterly.

      Rowan tilted his head. “If it means anything, I tried to tell you at the party, but you didn’t want to hear it.”

      “Oh, so, it’s time for ‘I told you so’? That’s perfect.” I turned my face away and stared at a blue feathered chicken pecking in the dirt. How simple its life must be. No one you loved and trusted lying to you, making a fool out of you. I wanted that life right now as crazy as that sounded.

      “Charlie, I want to explain everything. The dean wants to explain everything, but there’s no time. They need you to come back. There’s something they want to ask you to do. And I’m here…” he dropped his eyes to the ground, “I’m here to ask you not to.”

      “What?” I glanced up at him.

      Pain etched into the lines of Rowan’s devilishly handsome face. “What they’re going to ask you to do is dangerous. More dangerous than anything you’ve ever done times a thousand. Trust me, I know. I’ve shared some of your crazy escapades.”

      I blinked up at him, waiting for more.

      “It’s a suicide mission. Do you hear me? I don’t think you should do it.” His eyes crinkled as he watched for my response.

      “What do they want me to do?” I said.

      “They want you to go back to the Academy and become a spy, to convince Nyquist you’re a neutral party, maybe even on his side, and to find out exactly what his plans are with his remaining Loopers.”

      When I said nothing, he continued. “You know he’ll see right through you. He knows your loyalties are with the dean.”

      “Does he?” Right now, I didn’t feel very loyal to the woman who brought me so much pain.

      “Fedorov doesn’t want you to do it,” he added.

      I stood up, staring at Rowan’s concerned expression. Deep into his dark eyes. “And why don’t you want me to do it?”

      “Because it’s stupid. It’s too dangerous. I don’t…” He looked away and then back. “I don’t want to see you hurt. Not ever again.”

      I took a step closer. My heart was pounding for all kinds of reasons. “You don’t want to see anyone get hurt or you don’t want to see me get hurt.”

      He reached out and carefully took my hand, his touch still electric.

      “I don’t want to see you get hurt. You, Charlotte Rivera. Only you.” His thumb caressed the back of my hand softly.

      I held his hand for a moment. “I like that you care. That’s something at least.” My body reacted on its own, warming, wanting.

      But then I thought of the other Loopers I’d seen trapped in the dreamscape. Some were only children. I thought of Nyquist, of his face as he killed teachers who opposed him. I thought of the damage he could do if he used the portal’s vast power.

      In the end, the decision was easy to make.

      “Take me back there,” I told him. “It sounds like I have a job to do.”
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      I awoke in a bed, a pounding at the door.

      Disoriented once again, I glanced around. I was back in my dorm room. In my bed.

      I touched my chest, my legs. All there.

      Dean McIntosh had transported me back after I’d agreed to spy for them. I hadn’t spoken to her, barely looked at her as she wove her transportation spell over me. I could tell she was sorry for what she’d done, but I wasn’t ready to forgive. Not now. Maybe not ever.

      Fedorov was different. Him, I’d let pat my back and whisper advice in my ear. Then he pressed the little silver box I’d seen him use in Nyquist’s house into my hands.

      “Use carefully,” he’d said in his accented English.

      “I will. You heal,” I’d told him.

      Back in my room, the pounding sounded again. “Charlie! Are you in there?”

      It was Disha.

      I glanced at the clock. Four AM. What in the world was she doing outside my door at this hour? Then I remembered that everyone was probably up, roused by the battle and the explosions that rocked campus. Or had I been gone longer than that? Was I gone more than a day? The group had made it clear we needed to hurry so that Nyquist wouldn’t suspect anything or it would all be for naught. Had they gotten me back in time?

      I jumped up and ran to the door, only then noticing that someone had transformed my war-torn, battle-dirty clothing into a clean tank top and sleep shorts.

      Flinging open the door, I stared at Disha whose fist was raised for another pounding.

      “Oh, God.” She pulled me into an embrace, her warm arms encircling me. “I thought you were… I don’t know. The things they’re saying. People are…. They’re… Oh, never mind. Let’s go.”

      She grabbed my hand and started pulling me into the hallway.

      “Disha, what’s going on? Where are we going?”

      Her voice shook as she answered, still tugging me down the hall.

      “There’s investigators. Magical Law Enforcement officers are here and they’re looking for suspects. One of our own is a murderer and…” She gulped before glancing at me.

      “They’re asking about you, Charlie.”

      

      
        
        To be continued in book 4, SENIOR WITCH, Part 1.
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      I stared at the dead body as everyone else stared at me. It laid on the grass, broken and pale.

      “I’m going to ask you this again,” a beefy Magical Law Enforcement guard growled, glaring at me as if he wanted nothing more than to rip my head off. “Did you have anything to do with the attack tonight?”

      My head swiveled from side to side, taking it all in. The night was still dark, but dawn was beginning to turn the horizon gray. It had to be after five AM, yet everyone was out of bed. Students stood on the lawn, shivering and holding themselves and each other. The Academy buildings appeared as sharp black outlines against the morphing sky. The crowd was silent, a mass of terrified faces glancing between the line of officers and me.

      Disha stood at my side, clutching my arm like a lifeline. Her face was also twisted with fear. She hadn’t been at the battle. She didn’t know I had been there and had watched that teacher’s death. Her name was Professor Hernandez and she had been alive earlier this evening, fighting an unwinnable battle. Now her lifeless body lay on the lawn like a piece of trash. She’d been a senior-level magical herbs teacher and now she was dead.

      I knew who killed her, and he was standing beside the line of mean-looking officers.

      Regent Nyquist.

      Or, rather, Dean Nyquist, head of our university and vile murderer.

      The old dean stepped forward, holding a hand out as if to bring calm to the situation. I stared at his arthritic hand, remembering how he had placed it on Professor Hernandez’s chest as she stayed frozen in time. Nyquist had absorbed Anama’s Looper power—or whatever it was he did with the poor people he kept in his magical dreamscape prison. Then, glowing red with the stolen skill, he’d used it to kill one teacher and maim another. I’d heard the other victim was in the infirmary in critical condition.

      We might have two dead teachers by the time this night was through, but that wasn’t the worst of it.

      The worst was Nyquist was going to get away with it.

      Anyone who opposed him—Lynssa McIntosh, Yuri Fedorov, the subversives—had magicked themselves to Turkey. I took solace in knowing they were safe, unlike me, who now stood ten feet from a madman.

      “Well?” the Magical Law Enforcement asked.

      “I… I had nothing to do with any of this,” I lied.

      “Then where were you?” he demanded. “Why didn’t you come out when we raised the alarm? What did you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I said, doing my best to fill my voice with outrage as I held the guard’s gaze.

      Nyquist peered at me now with soft, wavering eyes as the wind tugged thin strands of hair across his bald spot.

      “Charlie, it’s alright,” he said. “Nothing is going to happen to you. Just, please, tell these men the truth. I’ll do everything I can to help you if you’ve done something…” He trailed off, his voice catching. His concern was a show for the crowd around us. Only I knew the truth.

      If he sprouted fake tears, I might lose it.

      I glanced from him to the line of men who stood ready to take me down at the slightest provocation. Magical Law Enforcement—or M.L.E. for short—did not play around. They were rough and quick to blame. If I got on the wrong side of those steroid-swollen arms, I’d be in trouble.

      “I’m telling the truth. I don’t know anything about what you’re saying. Disha just woke me up. I’ve been having trouble sleeping lately… with exams coming up. I gave myself a sleeping potion.” I shrugged one shoulder, trying to look convincing.

      Disha jumped in. “It’s true. She was sound asleep when I got to her room. I knocked a bunch before she answered and when she did, she was super groggy. I swear.” She held her trembling hand up in the proximity of a Girl Scout salute.

      The M.L.E. officer narrowed his eyes. “Check her for remnants of a sleeping potion.” He nodded at one of his colleagues. A man who looked like a poorly dressed Silvester Stallone advanced on me then grabbed my arm. I stiffened, hating the feeling of his touch on my bicep as he ran his free hand over my body, only inches from my skin. Dressed in a light tank top and shorts, I felt exposed as everyone watched him scan me. Magic streamed from his fingers and zapped my chest in short pulses as he used some sort of incantation to discern whether or not I was telling the truth.

      “Is that really necessary?” Bridget stepped through the crowd. Although she was wearing a frilly, pink Victorian-era nightgown, her posture let me know she was about ten seconds away from trying to fight off a dozen officers by herself.

      I opened my mouth to answer, but the officer scanning my chest answered first. “She’s telling the truth. There’s sleeping potion in her bloodstream.”

      Lynssa McIntosh was clever. Even though I was royally pissed at her for faking her own death and not telling me about it, I had to hand it to her. Having me swig the smallest amount of sleeping potion before I left Turkey had worked swimmingly.

      Or so I thought.

      “It could still be a lie,” the head Magical Law Enforcement officer said. “From what I hear, she’s a known liar who consorts with criminals. Let’s take her to the station for further tests.” He advanced on me, cold hatred in his eyes. He was the same guard from the night Bonnie and Rowan had arrived on campus and tripped the alarm. The same guard who seemed to have it out for me. I wondered what he’d heard. Either way, it wasn’t looking good.

      I took a step back, glancing from side to side at escape routes. Twelve men, with magic tingling at their fingertips, blocked my path. And worse, the regents and teachers who had fought with Nyquist stood around the edges. No one would let me out of here unless it was in a body bag.

      “That’s not needed, Sergeant Fetzner. I can vouch for Charlie. She’s telling the truth.” Nyquist smiled at me, his grandfatherly act in full swing. He had been at the battle and knew I wasn’t there. At least, that’s what he thought since Fedorov had cleverly disguised me.

      I smiled back, hating every second of it. Being Lynssa’s spy was going to be harder than I thought.

      Now that he had everyone’s attention, Nyquist positioned himself in the center of the crowd. Waving his hands, he commanded a dirt mound to rise beneath him until he was six feet above us. Witch lights began to glow around him as he pressed two fingers to his throat to activate the voice projection spell.

      “Everyone gather ‘round, please. I need to address the crowd.”

      When he was sure he had everyone’s attention, he continued. “I know that many of you are frightened. What happened tonight was… horrendous. Terrible. It was the realization of our worst fears.”

      You’ve got that right, you sadistic prick.

      He went on with conviction. “Tonight, one of our own has died,” he turned sad eyes on Professor Hernandez as an M.L.E. officer put a sheet over her body, “and another has been gravely injured. I blame myself. I should have seen this coming.

      “For too long, we have allowed a group of renegades to roam free, terrorizing our precious school and turning this place of learning into a war zone. That ends tonight. Tomorrow, I will give law enforcement carte blanche to track down the people responsible for tonight’s atrocities. Fear not, they will be brought to justice.”

      A whoop went up from the crowd and several students and teachers applauded. Cruise Knightley did a fist bump with one of his braindead, stoner sidekicks. Did they have any idea what they were cheering for? Idiots. Lambs to the slaughter.

      Nyquist continued. “Along with this subversive group and some faculty members turned traitors, fae warriors also attacked. Our brave men and women fought them off, but I am afraid peace between us and the fairy folk is over.”

      I bit the inside of my cheek. Nyquist had abducted Anama and put Sinasre in a magically induced coma. The fae warriors had arrived solely to rescue their people, yet he made it sound like they’d attacked unprovoked. Just another lie in an avalanche of them. I felt like I was drowning in deceit.

      “This school’s main goal is to keep you, students, safe and we have failed. Previous administrations have not only allowed unlawful acts to occur, but they have also colluded with the very people who sought to destroy us. I hate to tell you this, but Counselor McIntosh, Dean Bonnie Underwood, Nurse Taishi, Professor Fedorov, and others fought alongside criminals, murderers, and thieves to take us down.”

      The crowd gasped. Murmurs arose as students stared around with shock on their faces. Quickly, I realized that I too should be shocked rather than enraged. Covering my face with my hands, I curled into Disha, grabbed her arm and whispered into her ear. “Look surprised. Don’t let them see you’re upset.”

      She stiffened, but I could see she got it. Her large, tear-filled eyes stared around like she’d never suspected Nyquist. Like we’d never realized he was using Loopers to twist time and the portals to his own agenda. She gulped, pushing messy black hair back from her face, and shook her head. It was convincing. An Academy-Award-winning performance.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t say the same for Bridget.

      “That’s bullshit,” my red-headed friend shouted, stepping forward and craning her neck to stare up at Dean Nyquist on his perch. “Those teachers are the best, most honorable people here. If they fought you, then maybe it’s you who’s the criminal!”

      Bridget, no.

      Anger darkening her features, she jabbed a finger in Nyquist’s direction. She looked as if she might zap him, and it appeared the M.L.E. officers thought so, too, because one of them raced toward her, blurring with a speed spell. Her head snapped to the right as the buzz-cut-wearing man appeared behind her, but she was too late to defend herself. In seconds, she was on the ground, her hands magically pinned behind her back.

      “Get off me! Let me go.” Her nightgown bunched as her body whipped back and forth.

      Holding her steady by sitting on her legs, the officer put a magicked hand on her back. Bridget stiffened, then jerked as if he’d hit her with a Taser spell.

      Oh, no, Bridget! What do I do? I couldn’t rush to her aid without jeopardizing my entire mission and all the people I was supposed to help, but I couldn’t just stand there and watch my friend be roughed up!

      Her eyes rolled back in her head as her body seized. I wanted to run, to blast that bastard off her back and make him regret this, but I’d be breaking the promise I swore to the group in Turkey just before I left.

      Whatever you do, Lynssa McIntosh had said, don’t let them know you’re with us.

      Trapped, I watched the horrible scene unfold with a sob stuck in my throat.

      Disha started forward, but I grabbed her hand and held her back as the officer and Bridget both wavered, then disappeared with a pop.

      “Where are they taking her?” Disha shouted, unable to help herself.

      Dean Nyquist searched the crowd until he spotted Disha and me. “Oh, don’t worry, my dear. I’m sure they are just making sure your friend doesn’t have any connections to the evil people trying to destroy us. As long as she’s innocent, she’ll be back in no time.” He gave her a warm smile. Fake. So fake.

      Disha bit her lip but held back, focusing instead on squeezing the hell out of my hand.

      Nyquist turned back to his captive audience. “I’m so sorry that happened, students. I’m sorry all of this happened. We will make this right, I promise you. For now, please know that you are safe. The M.L.E. is here. They will protect us. More officers will come later. And we will conduct exams as soon as possible, starting tomorrow, and send all of you home after that. But never fear. Our precious Academy will be back to its previous glory before the next semester starts.”

      At this, he clapped his hands together and sparks whizzed into the air. The Academy’s crest—a shield sporting a lion, a key, a book, and a chalice, all circled by the words “Magicae Vincere Tenebras”—appeared in the air. The school fight song began playing, swelling around us.

      Apparently, it was infectious or magicked to produce good feelings because several of the students started singing with it. Soon, they were marching back to their dorms, singing at the top of their lungs and putting arms around each other as if nothing had ever happened.

      My eyes turned to the dead teacher under the sheet and then to Nyquist.

      He watched the procession of students with satisfaction on his ancient features. He had won.

      For now.

      As if he felt me watching, he turned to me, locking eyes. His warm fatherliness had left his features and now he appeared just as he had on the battlefield—vile, power-hungry, and arrogant.

      His eyebrows folded down as he continued to lock eyes with me. His expression seemed to say, I know what you did and you’re going to pay.

      The question was, did he really? And could I make him pay first?
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      “You have one hour to complete your task,” Professor Hitchcock-Watson said, staring out at the sea of student faces sitting at desks in his dusty classroom. “Do your best, but know this… not all of you will pass, and if you fail, you may not be returning to the Academy next year.”

      Disha and I glanced at each other as the weight of his words fell over us. We’d never been threatened with being removed from school if we did poorly on exams. We hadn’t even taken exams last year, not in the traditional sense. And the year before that, I’d been exempt after surviving Henderson’s attack.

      A hand slammed down on my desktop, startling me. “No talking.” Professor Hitchcock-Watson glared between Disha and me as if he’d just caught us cheating on his precious exam.

      “We aren’t,” Disha said, her hands clasping together tightly. She was clearly flustered as was the rest of the class.

      Me? I wanted to rip Professor Hitchcock-Watson’s head off. He’d been there, side by side with Nyquist. He’d used a Looper and attacked people I cared about. I could feel my cuffs heating up as the anger in my chest came to a boil.

      No, Charlie. Remember your task.

      I gripped the tabletop and lowered my eyes. Satisfied, the professor walked away, intent on intimidating someone else.

      It had only been a few hours since we’d all gathered on the lawn to hear Nyquist’s speech. M.L.E. had sent everyone to bed, but then, four hours later, we’d all received a blaring alarm spell in our rooms telling us that exams would start in an hour, and to not be late unless we wanted to fail the semester.

      Half asleep, Disha, my classmates, and I headed to our assigned exam rooms. The alarm spell had told us specifically where to go. Many of the junior-level students were here with us in Hitchcock-Watson’s room, the old wooden desks creaking under our rears as we waited to see what kind of fresh hell we would be subjected to.

      Bridget was not in attendance and her empty chair made my insides twist. Was she okay? How could I even find out?

      Once he was satisfied that everyone was in their place, Hitchcock-Watson walked to the front of the room. He leaned against his massive wooden desk, cluttered with all manner of papers and objects, and stared at us.

      “Begin,” he said.

      At once, a flutter of papers sounded in the room as each desk produced a blue test booklet. I touched mine, frowning. I was expecting to create a potion or run through finger placements on a darkness spell. But, from what I knew, this was a standard exam booklet straight out of a Regular college.

      My name etched itself into the space on the front, then the booklet opened to page one. I began to read the test.

      Question One: Imagine you and your friends are out for a walk after hours. You see a suspicious character walking around who appears to be a vampire. What do you do?

      What the hell? This had nothing to do with what we’d learned in any of our classes. I skimmed further.

      Question Two: How can you tell if fae folk are trying to trick you?

      The next question also skewed against non-wizards. I was beginning to see a pattern.

      Question Three: Name two spells you can use to immobilize a werewolf.

      Question Four: If you knew someone on campus was lying about something that would jeopardize the safety of everyone involved, would you tell someone? Please explain your answer in full, outlining who you would tell and what you would reveal.

      I glanced up as my heart pounded in my chest. These questions were all meant to weed out students who might become a problem for the new administration.

      All of it was a farce. A trap for those too stupid to see it. I clenched my fists, unable to answer any of the questions.

      “Is there a problem, Ms. Rivera?” Hitchcock-Watson sat up, intently staring at me. God, I hated him. My hands itched to conjure a mischief of rats into his messy, Einstein-like hair.

      “No, sir. Everything’s fine.”

      I had to do this. I had to prove Rowan and everyone who thought I wasn’t up to the task, wrong. And I wanted to shove a passing grade in Hitchcock-Watson’s face, not that it would be hard. I knew exactly what he wanted to hear. He couldn’t get rid of me that easily.

      I began to write. Each false answer carved a small bit out of my heart until I feared there would be nothing left.

      It took the full hour, answering question after question. We did no magic, made no potions. Nothing we learned all year was outlined in the exam.

      When I finished, I glanced around to see how the others were faring. In the back, a shifter girl was silently weeping as she scribbled her last answer. I also noticed two blood-oath-bound were-boys were no longer in class. I hadn’t heard them leave, so magic must’ve been involved.

      This was so wrong, but there was nothing I could do. Instead, I took a deep breath, grabbed my test, and walked it up to Professor Hitchcock-Watson’s desk.

      “Done, sir,” I said.

      He wrinkled his nose at me. “Are you sure, Rivera? This exam means everything, especially to the likes of you.” His eyes narrowed at the last bit, voice dropping nearly to a whisper.

      Don’t react. Don’t give him the satisfaction.

      “Can I go now?” I asked calmly.

      He nodded, dismissing me with a flick of his hand.

      Walking up the aisle and out the door, I kept it together until I was far from the room. Then I ran.

      I tore through the hallway, down the steps, and burst outside. The day was hot and bright. I squinted into the sunshine, looking for Disha. She sat on a bench outside the building, her head in her hands. As I approached her, I heard her quietly crying. When I put my hand on her arm, her head whipped up.

      “Oh, Charlie.” She wiped her eyes, glancing around. “Did anyone see me?”

      I shook my head. The campus was eerily silent. “Are you okay?”

      Disha quickly cast a cloaking spell around us before answering. “No one has heard from Bridget. She won’t answer her phone. And that test! Oh, my god. How did you answer?”

      “I lied my face off. You?”

      Disha nodded, opening her purse and getting out a mirror to check her mascara. “Of course I lied. I knew what they wanted. How awful, though. Dean McIntosh would never have allowed something like that to happen. Dean Underwood, either.”

      “I know,” I said, biting my lip. Disha still didn’t know Dean McIntosh was alive and I couldn’t tell her.

      Glancing up, my friend scanned the campus. “We leave tonight and I’m not even sure we’ll be allowed back next year. God. I’m not even sure I want to come back.” She blew out a breath. “What’s happening to us, Charlie?”

      “We have to come back, Dee. If we don’t, Nyquist wins.” I couldn’t tell Disha about the plan to spy on Nyquist without putting her in grave danger. Besides, they had made me swear not to tell anyone, and I wasn’t going to break a promise I’d made mere hours ago.

      Plopping down beside her, I put my arm around my friend. “Whatever happens, we’ll be together.”

      “You’re damn right.” She put her head on my shoulder. “You’re going to love New England. I’ll show you the best time, make you forget all the shit that happened here.”

      I nodded, but I was sure, no matter what we did on summer break, I would be unable to forget what happened here at the Academy. That scar would be with me forever.

      Later that day, Disha and I packed our belongings, leaving them in our rooms so they could be magicked back to Disha’s house in New Jersey. For the first time since attending the Academy, I was allowed to go where I wanted and was finally able to take Disha up on her offer to spend the summer with her family. It sounded like such a respite from the hell I’d been through this year that I almost cried when she’d invited me before our exam.

      Our carry-on bags packed, we ordered a ride to the airport, skipping Disha’s transportation spell. She’s offered, but I saw the bags under her eyes and called the Uber. We’d tried waiting for Bridget but were told there were no updates and should leave the school immediately. Frustrated, Disha promised we could make better headway getting Bridget out of M.L.E. custody if her father got on the case. He had all kinds of connections. On top of that, her boyfriend’s father happened to be the head of all magic, so the plan was to get them both to help Bridget as soon as we got home.

      With lead in our stomachs, we boarded our plane and flew away from the madness that was the Academy.

      I made it through the flight, my first, by breathing calmly and holding the armrests so tight I feared they would rip off. It made me miss Irmagard’s calming tea. But flying into Newark Airport was thrilling. The lights below twinkled in the dark as our plane zoomed down.

      The car picked us up and drove us the thirty minutes to her parents’ summer house. The highway and side streets weren’t that different from Georgia, but when we turned down Disha’s avenue, it was clear to see where the people with money lived in this state.

      When they weren’t at their high-rise apartment in New York City, Disha and her parents resided in the rich part of New Jersey, an area with a slower pace than that of The Big Apple. She thought the city might be too much for me right away, so we were going to spend the first few weeks chilling at her pool, watching bad movies, and eating ice cream. It sounded heavenly.

      Stately mansions sat far back on manicured lawns, their perfectly groomed shrubs and trees up-lit with landscaping lights. Each house sat on several acres of land, some so far back you couldn’t even see them from the road. I ogled each mansion, remembering my time at the Underwood’s. I wondered what had happened to the house now that the people that lived there were either dead or on the run.

      Were Rowan and Bonnie still hiding out in Turkey? Wouldn’t that be the first place the M.L.E. would look for them? But then, Lynssa had said Nyquist would think twice before attacking that school.

      “When we get home, I’ll have Baba call his contacts at M.L.E. and find out where Bridget is. Her parents are so influential I’m sure she’s fine.”

      “Good,” I said, watching a giant Victorian house pass by. “I wonder if she’ll be allowed back. There’s no way she can hold her tongue.”

      The thought of Bridget not returning to the Academy our senior year broke my heart. No Fedorov, Taishi, McIntosh, or Underwood, and now no Bridget? If I wasn’t on a secret mission paramount to our magical survival, I might not go back either.

      “Up here on the left,” Disha told our driver, pointing toward another massive house.

      As we drove up, I noticed a moving van parked on the other side of the street. “New neighbors?” I asked.

      Disha frowned. “Mama didn’t say anything.”

      Even though it was dark, men were streaming in and out, carrying furniture and boxes down a ramp and toward the house.

      And standing on the curb, observing it all, was Truman Knightley, regent and Nyquist’s follower.

      “What the hell?” I said, pointing him out to Disha.

      “Is that…? No.” Her face went ashen.

      “Yes,” I said, my own insides going cold.

      Disha patted the driver’s headrest. “Stop the car.”

      He did as he was told, pulling up outside Disha’s house. We both got out and watched another set of movers carefully carry a dresser out of the moving truck.

      “Hi, girls,” a voice said.

      We turned in time to see Cruise Knightley.

      In the car’s headlights, I could see him plainly. He smirked, pushing back a mop of brown hair. His beady eyes took us in as his thin lips pressed together in pleasure. He wore what he always did: rumpled designer polos, expensive loafers, and a smirk. I had a strange inkling he’d been out here waiting for us.

      He was the jerk who’d mocked him at the lake during sophomore year and almost got him kicked out with a petition. He was the asshat who taunted elemental girls and whispered behind fae’s backs that they were impotent.

      He was the worst kind of warlock and human. His father was no better, sidling up to Nyquist to gain access to more power, as if he, a wealthy Supernatural, didn’t have enough already.

      Cruise watched my reaction to his presence like my anger gave him strength. I could barely hear his next words over the enraged pounding of my heart.

      “I hear we’re neighbors,” he said. “We’re just renting for the summer. Dad heard that New Jersey is perfect this time of year.”

      “Is that so?” Disha asked with a sneer.

      He winked in a vile way that made my skin crawl, then turned to walk toward his father, who stood on the curb observing it all. Before he got to his own driveway, Cruise whirled around to regard us one last time. The look on his face was unmistakable. We were the prey and he was the predator.

      His words rang in my head long after he’d disappeared behind large double doors.

      “So glad we’re so close. I’ll get to see a lot of you.”
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      Tonight, we were going to a party.

      No surprise there. With Disha, there was always one of those around the corner. But I couldn’t complain. So far, I’d managed to stay party-free for three weeks. That was something, considering that she’d tried to drag me to some rager the very day we got here. She’d even thrown dresses at me, literally, in an attempt to see what would stick. I let them all slide to the floor.

      She’d kept insisting, of course, and it wasn’t until a few days after our arrival, during a quiet conversation in front of the TV, that she understood my need for time off.

      Despite my better judgment and Lynssa McIntosh’s instructions, I’d told Disha everything.

      It all started when she said, “Maybe, we should wait it out. Not return to the Academy. See what happens.”

      Her parents and teenage brother, Viraj, had put the very reasonable idea in her head. They’d advised her to switch schools or take some time off. At any other time, under any other circumstances, I would have taken her up on her offer. But not now. Not after my promise to Lynssa, not with all that was at stake.

      I couldn’t switch schools or skip the next semester. I had to be there to help defeat Nyquist, Knightley, and all those power-hungry regents. The world might literally depend on it.

      “I can’t, Disha,” I said.

      “Why not?” she asked, looking puzzled.

      That was when I realized I had to tell her the truth.

      We both put up cloaking spells before I spoke a word, then I spilled the beans, holding nothing back. I’d never kept any secrets from her and I wasn’t about to start now that we were spending every second together.

      Disha listened, enwrapped. Her jaw dropped when I told her Lynssa McIntosh was alive and leading the subversives. That’s when I saw my chance, and while she was trying to process that bit of news, it was my turn to try to convince her to skip a semester. It would be safer if she didn’t return to the Academy. Nyquist was bound to catalog her as a bad apple because of her association with me and Bridget.

      But, no matter how much I begged, my pleas didn’t work. Once she realized I had no other alternative but to go back to the Academy, she made up her mind. She would be going back, too. No way she was abandoning me.

      Bridget would be returning as well. She had gratefully been rescued from the M.L.E.’s claws by her parents and a couple of badass lawyers they’d hired. They hadn’t even needed help from Disha or Drew’s father. It was hard to believe after what she’d said in front of Nyquist, but it seemed her parents had enough pull. Above all, they were determined to see her graduate next spring. Apparently, they had plans for her future.

      “As if I’ll work for them after I graduate,” she’d huffed one day during one of our Facetime sessions. “They’re driving me crazy as it is. I think it’s some sort of punishment for not learning to ‘keep my big mouth shut.’” She made tiny, one-handed air quotes in front of the phone, so we could see them. “I had to pick up corgi poop this morning. Can you believe it?”

      She was, once more, working as magical security detail for the Queen of England. I didn’t bring up the fact that I’d never been to London and that seeing Big Ben and Buckingham Palace—even if it meant puppy-poop duty—sounded pretty cool.

      So the three of us would soon be back at the Academy. Three stubborn, badass witches who didn’t know how to give up.

      For now, though, we were still on break and headed to a party.

      “Those leather pants and top look perfect on you, Charmander,” Disha said as we climbed into a BMW sedan—one of the five cars parked in Baba’s garage.

      I had to admit I loved how the pants hugged my thighs. And even if the top showed a bit too much cleavage, it suited me. I would have never been able to pull off something like Disha’s off-shoulder mini dress, though, not in the chilly New Jersey weather. This still felt like winter to me, and an outdoor party seemed crazy. But when in Rome…

      “This charity event should ease you into things,” Disha said. “We have lots of parties to attend, lots of catching up to do. Lots of boys for you.” She waggled an eyebrow.

      It sounded like the last thing I wanted to do, but I wouldn’t keep her from her fun anymore than I already had. And who knew? Maybe I’d have fun, too. A distraction would be welcome.

      I got in the car, enjoying the twilight colors playing among the clouds.

      Disha tore down the cobblestone driveway toward Palisades Interstate Park. It was a ten-minute drive from her white mansion, which retreated in the rearview mirror, its many windows winking as we went past the front gate.

      As we cruised down the streets of Disha’s very exclusive neighborhood, I couldn’t help but gawk again. Her house was opulent, but some of the others were in a whole different tier of wealth. Alpine was the most expensive zip code in the state, and as we drove down one of the main drags, I couldn’t deny it.

      I ignored the Knightley's rented house as we passed it. Disha had asked her gardener to keep an eye out for suspicious activities, and the old man reported that they were as interested in us as we were in them. The entire household was spying on us.

      Leaving the neighborhood, it took little time before Disha was pulling into the park’s welcome center, joining a line of expensive cars. As we got out, loud rock music drifted through a thick line of trees. A local New York band was playing, according to Disha. They called themselves Misty Cloak or some nonsense.

      “Won’t this place close after hours?” I asked.

      “Normally,” Disha said as she fluffed her hair, “but not tonight.”

      It seemed when you had money, anything was possible, even taking over state-owned land.

      An engine roared loudly behind us. We turned to see who it was, and I had to curse when I recognized the shithead behind the wheel.

      Cruise Knightley.

      He drove a tiny sports car, packed in with three other guys, one of whom I recognized as his eternal sidekick, Pierce Huntington. His father was also a member of the Board of Regents, a Nyquist supporter. The two stuffed in the back seat looked too old to be in college but appeared about as mature as Cruise, judging by their jeering and cat-calling as they drove by.

      “Assholes,” I murmured under my breath.

      “We knew he might be here,” Disha said, hooking her arm in mine and guiding me down a long path. “And we don’t care,” she reminded me.

      “I know, but it’s been so nice these past few weeks,” I complained. Even with their snooping, I didn’t have to speak to Cruise or his father.

      “We can’t hide forever.”

      “I wish we could,” I said tiredly, even though I knew I needed to improve my attitude. This was my mission, not Disha’s, and the party might be my first test as a spy since leaving school.

      “We’ll do fine, Char. Don’t worry.” Disha’s big eyes were full of encouragement. “Wait until you see this view,” she added, pulling me along and trying to act as natural as possible, which was what I needed to do.

      Past the trees, we walked over terrain that quickly turned rocky, stretched forward, then simply ran out. Past the sheer drop, the Hudson River flowed three hundred feet below while, across its width, about a mile away, another state came into view: New York.

      The view was as spectacular as Disha had promised.

      “Wow,” I said, looking out past the wide river at land as far as the eye could see. Trees, roads, houses, and buildings dotted the scenery, starting to glow as night fell.

      “Honestly,” Disha said, “the view is better from the other side because you can see the cliffs we’re standing on. We’ll go across one day, see them, but mainly do some shopping.”

      “Glad to see you have your priorities straight,” I said, still dazzled by the view.

      “That’s the Tappan Zee Bridge,” Disha said, pointing toward the left. “And that’s the George Washington.” She pointed right.

      Both massive, cable-supported bridges ran over the Hudson to connect New Jersey with New York, something I hadn’t known a few days ago but was now part of my travel database. Such a globe-trotter I was turning out to be, what with the beet farm in Idaho and the magical library in Turkey.

      More people were arriving, ignoring the view and walking past us toward the roaring party.

      “We should probably…” Disha hooked a thumb over her shoulder.

      I would’ve rather kept admiring the view, but… “Let’s do it.”

      The illuminated stage was the first thing I noticed as we came around a patch of trees. Colored lights danced over the band and the crowd as they jumped and threw their fists in the air along with the beat from the rock music filling the air.

      “They’re not half bad,” I said, raising my voice so Disha could hear me over the song.

      As we got closer to the crowd, I quickly realized this wasn’t exactly like the parties I’d grown used to at the Academy. There were Regulars here. Actually, the majority of people were not Supernaturals. I don’t know how I could tell, but it was like I’d developed a sixth sense about my kind.

      Tiki torches and electric lanterns hanging from the trees created a warm atmosphere and marked a wide perimeter. It was nothing as amazing as the fairy lights I was used to, but it was as fancy as Regulars could get. Toward the back of the area, tables were set up with tablecloths and candles. To me, they looked terribly inviting, but that might’ve been because they were all empty since everyone was enjoying the live music up by the stage.

      “Disha!” a preppy blond girl exclaimed. “So glad you could make it.” She air-kissed my friend and spared no glance my way.

      “It’s for a good cause,” Disha said. “The shortnose sturgeon must be saved. The Hudson River is their home.”

      “I know, right?” the blonde said.

      Disha quickly introduced us. Her name was Joanne Pruitt and, along with other college-age locals, she was the event organizer.

      “I invited all the Supers who live in the area,” Joanne told Disha. “I thought you might be in Manhattan with your parents, but Cruise said you were here.”

      Disha’s smile died a sudden death, but she quickly tried to resurrect it. “You’ve met Cruise already?” she asked past a frozen grin.

      “Oh, yes. He’s wonderful. So funny.”

      “Yeah, very funny,” Disha said.

      As if on cue, the three of us glanced in Cruise’s direction just as a group of Regular girls shyly approached him. At their request, he waved his fingers in the air and, using the most basic incantation, created a dozen luminous butterflies that fluttered over the girls’ heads. They oohed and aahed, at least until the asshole turned the butterflies into bats and sent them flying after their asses.

      He laughed like the hyena that he was.

      “He can be so bad sometimes,” Joanna said with a giggle as if he were a toddler and not a grown-ass senior in college.

      She batted her eyelashes and peered dreamily in his direction. Then, leaning closer to Disha, she asked, “Does he have a girlfriend at the Supernatural Academy?”

      That was when I surreptitiously took a step back. I’d heard enough. Bobbing my head and moving toward the stage, I focused on the lead singer who was belting a rock ballad for all ages.

      For a bit, I tried to pretend I was one of these carefree Regulars, a student attending an Ivy League school with no portals or evil warlocks trying to control her world.

      The lead singer’s voice rose in a crescendo, wrapped up the ballad, then he announced the band would be taking a break. Pre-recorded music started playing over the speakers, which sent the ladies into outraged protests. Waving, he blew them an exaggerated kiss, sending ethereal roses flying over their heads before walking off. The girls reached out, trying to catch them, but the flowers disappeared when touched.

      Well, it turned out the dude was a warlock, and a very cheesy one, at that.

      “What a corny motherfucker,” a familiar voice said from behind me.

      I hated to agree with Cruise Knightley, but he was right.

      “Having fun, Cruise?” I asked as I turned to face him.

      “I sure am,” he said with an obnoxious smile. “You?”

      I shrugged.

      “You need to get out more,” he said. “You’ve been cooped up in that big house for a while.” He offered me a smug smile full of teeth.

      Sooo, it seemed he wasn’t going to be subtle about the fact that he’d been keeping an eye on us. That or he wasn’t bright enough to realize what he was saying. I voted for the latter.

      “Why don’t we dance?” he took my arm and started dragging me toward the crowd.

      “I’m not in the mood,” I said, trying to pull away.

      His grip tightened. “Don’t turn me down so quickly, pretty witch,” he said, leaning closer. “I’ll make it worth your while. The Supernatural Academy will be a different beast when we get back. You’ll want to… make some new, higher-quality friends.”

      He licked his lips and arched an eyebrow as if he thought he was sexy. He was not, and there was no spell that could fix that.

      “Thanks for the offer,” I said, “but I think I need a drink.”

      Jerking my arm, I tried to get free, but he held on. My skin crawled in disgust and my cuffs went from cold to smoldering in an instant.

      I was a millisecond from blasting him over the cliff and into the Hudson River when someone pushed us apart and walked right in between us.

      “Not right now, please. Not right now,” the guy was saying as he pushed past.

      It was the band’s lead singer, followed by a group of girls armed with Sharpies, their cleavages exposed.

      “Just one more autograph, Lawson, please,” one of the girls begged.

      They kept rushing after the guy like hungry seagulls and dragged me with them. I didn’t fight. They were taking me away from the dipshit, Cruise.

      A moment later, Lawson turned around and sighed tiredly, pushing luscious, blond curls off his forehead. He had dark brows and intense brown eyes that seemed haughty and impatient.

      “Alright, but just one more.” He snatched a Sharpie from a girl’s hand, and leaning straight into me, scribbled something on my chest. “There you go, sweetheart,” he said with a wink.

      I blinked. No one had ever written on my boobs! If shitheads didn’t stop turning up in my life, I was seriously going to blast someone.

      A bouncer-looking dude came out of nowhere and started pushing everyone away. “C’mon. Let Lawson have a rest.”

      I backed away, licking my thumb and scrubbing at the stupid autograph. Dickhead!

      “Move along,” the bouncer said.

      The girls whined but finally did as they were told.

      “Not this one,” Lawson said, snatching my wrist. He gave me a lopsided smile. “You can come with me, babe.”

      What?! I had gone from one creepo to another.

      “Um, sorry, but I’m not one of your groupies,” I said, yanking my arm away. “I just got caught in the fray.”

      I took a step back, but he wrapped an arm around my shoulders and started leading me toward a parked tour bus.

      What the hell? This was not my night.

      My cuffs heated up again, and I swear I was about to have him icing his privates for a week when he whispered in my ear.

      “Settle down, Charlie. It’s me, Rowan.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SUMMER BREAK

        APRIL

      

      

      

      Rowan was here?

      No way. He couldn’t be. He was wanted for numerous crimes. If he was caught, he’d be put to death. He had to know I was being watched. He wouldn’t risk it.

      I stiffened and dug my feet into the ground. This had to be someone else, a test from the Knightleys. Sure, I’d seen Rowan wearing a different man’s face last year, but he hadn’t looked anything like this guy. The real Rowan would know a new face would confuse me.

      As if he had read my thoughts, the guy whispered in my ear. “It’s really me. Don’t make me try to prove it to you like that night on the roof. Unless telling you that you’re not hurting anywhere right now helps convince you.”

      He was referring to the end-of-year party the fae had thrown in a warehouse last fall semester. I’d broken my wrist during Disha’s botched landing after her first teleportation spell. Only Rowan and I knew about that nighttime encounter. Still, what if Nyquist had captured him? What if they’d tortured him and gotten all kinds of secrets out of him?

      Was this a trick? I had no idea. But perhaps this was the type of opportunity a spy would take advantage of. I could learn something valuable.

      I relaxed and allowed the guy to guide me in the direction of the bus.

      “Where are you from, sweetheart?” he asked, abandoning his whispering tone.

      “Georgia,” I said, watching him carefully. He wore tight blue jeans and a gray jacket rolled up to his elbows. Tattoos covered muscular forearms and several thick gold chains hung from his neck. I could see why the girls threw themselves at him. He was smoking hot.

      “Oh, a Southern Girl. How quaint. I’ve never tasted the likes of you.” He threw his head back and laughed, blond hair tumbling back.

      If this was Rowan, was this obnoxious act really necessary?

      The bus was large, and the band’s name was painted in giant, glittery letters across the side: Misty Cloak. It was a corny name, just like the act. Next to the band name, there was also a huge photo of the guy walking next to me: Lawson Rush, according to the scribbled signature underneath the picture.

      Outside the bus’s open door, I hesitated. It was pretty dark inside, and all I could see was the silhouette of the driver’s seat. This was a bad idea. Why would this Lawson Rush guy let Rowan borrow his face and his whole band for that matter? That would be some pretty elaborate ruse. Unless he’d made up this whole persona and somehow gathered a following since I’d seen him last.

      As I stood there pondering, the guy didn’t press me. He let me be, waiting until I made up my mind to climb in.

      I was a spy now, clandestine meetings were just part of the game, right? Plus, I had the cuffs. If he did something nasty, I would make him regret it.

      I inhaled deeply and faced him.

      “If you try something stupid,” I whispered, “I’ll turn you inside out. Understood?” My cuffs flashed with my words, helping me get my message across.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, looking a bit disturbed by the imagery.

      Finally, I entered the bus followed by Lawson. He pressed a button and the door hissed closed behind us. I turned around and backed away, moving down the aisle, keeping my eyes on the guy. The windows were tinted and track lights along the floorboards were the only illumination. Two couches faced each other in the front, while the back was sectioned off by a dark curtain.

      “The bus has triple cloaking spells,” the guy said. “We can talk freely.”

      “You start,” I said, extending a hand in his direction.

      “Okay… you probably already know this, but the Knightleys are spying on you.”

      He waited for me, but I said nothing. I wasn’t admitting to anything. Not until I was one-hundred percent sure this was Rowan.

      “We’re still working on a plan to defeat Nyquist and the regents,” he continued. “We’ve confirmed they all support him. Not a single one of them is to be trusted.”

      Duh! He wasn’t saying anything someone with a brain couldn’t figure out on their own. I wasn’t buying this. There were two sure ways to test if this was really Rowan. Pain and his ability to draw magic from me—both consequences of our blood oath. At this point, nothing short of those two would convince me, but I didn’t need to use them.

      This was not Rowan.

      “When classes resume,” the guy said, “the situation in the Academy will be more dangerous than we anticipated.”

      “Dangerous, huh?” I said, raising an eyebrow. So vague. If this was Rowan, I was a vampire-werewolf with a hint of lich.

      “Yes,” he said. “You can’t go back there. You and Disha should take some time off. Backpack through Europe or something.”

      Oh, this was too much. Backpack through Europe, seriously? Rowan would know better than to think I would ever do that. In one swift motion, I raised my hands and let my cuffs flash with energy.

      “Enough!” I exclaimed. “I suggest you get out of my way, Lawson Rush or whoever the hell you are. I thought I’d have a chance to blast Rowan Underwood into oblivion, but you’re not him. Now, get out of my way unless you want me to mummify you for wasting my time.”

      The guy’s eyes sharpened, eyes that sent a thrill down my body. “You’re being smart, Charlie,” he nodded in approval, “but it really is me.”

      “Prove it, then,” I demanded, anger buzzing in my chest like a smoking beehive. “Show me your face.”

      He sighed. “I can’t. The spell that keeps me looking this way is strong, created to resist any counterspells. Only the two people who put it there can take it away. It only needs a bit of magic from me to hide my vampire traits.”

      “How convenient,” I said. “And what about all this?” I waved my arms around. “The bus? The band? The popularity? There is no spell that can create all of that. It involves too many people.”

      “You’re right. That’s why we had to find a real person who would be willing to help us. Lawson Rush used to be an Academy student before he dropped out to play with his band. Luckily, at the moment, he’s having an existential crisis and is in Tibet, trying to find his true self with a Supernatural sect.” Lawson shook his head at the ridiculousness of a rich and popular warlock trying to find himself.

      “He’s taking an extended sabbatical that is very convenient for us. Not even his bandmates know where he is. Publicly, his existential crisis will be different. He’ll get his diploma at the Academy this fall and will make his daddy proud or whatever. I’m going to return to the Academy, Charlie.”

      He paused to let that sink in. “We’re taking no chances. Lawson Rush gives us a tight alibi. No one will suspect I’m there.”

      I shook my head as I tried to wrap my mind around the convoluted scheme.

      “Charlie, I couldn’t let you do this alone,” he said, lowering his voice and taking a step in my direction. “You won’t keep yourself out of trouble, so I have to.”

      “Stay away,” I said, deciding that it was time to confirm his identity by more definite means. Holding nothing back, I chomped on the tip of my tongue.

      I moaned as pain throbbed in my mouth. He screamed, then cursed, pressing a hand to his mouth and stomping his foot several times.

      “Oh, fuck! That hurts!” he exclaimed.

      My mouth filled with blood. I collapsed on one of the couches and started weaving a healing spell.

      Slowly, the pain subsided.

      “Did you have to bite so hard?” Lawson asked.

      I blinked up at the blond guy, still incredulous. This was really Rowan.

      “It felt like you almost split my tongue in two,” he said, his syllables awkward.

      “Your tongue?!” I mumbled around my swollen one. He could only feel the pain while I was the one bleeding, always.

      “Believe me now?” He glanced at me sideways, wiggling his tongue from side to side as if testing it.

      I shrugged, magicking away most the blood. “Got any water in this monstrosity?”

      He opened the door to a hidden mini-fridge and handed me a bottle of water. I took a few sips, wincing in disgust as I washed the rest of the blood down. When the pain was but a small twinge, I demanded the last bit of proof that would leave me absolutely no doubt of who he was.

      “Just to be sure, draw magic from me,” I said.

      He peered down at me in surprise. “But you told me never to do that again.”

      Just the reason I’d almost severed my tongue in the first place. I didn’t want him stealing my magic anymore, but what choice did I have now? I had to be triple sure.

      “Well,” I glanced away, “I guess our circumstances have changed.”

      “Okay,” he said warily, lowering himself into the seat right across from mine. “Look at me, Charlie.” His voice was gentle, undemanding.

      I met his dark eyes. The way he was gazing at me made me feel like melting, like my spine had turned to goo and I would just dissolve into a puddle at his feet, no matter how much I told myself not to. Some things never changed. I shouldn’t need any more proof that this was Rowan. He was the only man who’d ever had this effect on me.

      He didn’t move, didn’t weave his fingers or give any sign of what he was doing, but I felt it. It was a gentle tug in my chest, a lurching sensation like he was pulling me into his private abyss, a place that I knew far too well and I’d inhabited for the first two years after I met him.

      Suddenly, I wanted to fall into his arms and draw his body onto mine. I wanted to kiss him until the entire world fell away.

      Would it always be this way?

      No.

      I had changed, and he had changed. Maybe what I sensed wasn’t an abyss anymore. And if it was, maybe I now possessed better tools to navigate through its depths.

      “I couldn’t let you do this alone, Charlie,” he said when his tug on my magic faded away. “I convinced them to let me come. Basically told them I would go with or without their help.”

      “Why now?” I asked, emotions lurching up inside me. “You went with Tempest. You didn’t have a problem leaving me alone then.” I hated my own words. They sounded jealous, full of resentment. Maybe I hadn’t changed as much as I thought I had.

      “I was lost,” he said. “I wasn’t good for anyone, much less for you. You deserve so much better.” His hand reached out to caress my face.

      I stood abruptly. I couldn’t deal with these emotions right now. “Well, now that this is settled, I guess I’d better go find Disha. She’ll be worried about me.”

      Avoiding his gaze, I stalked to the front of the bus, pressed the button to open the hydraulic door, rushed down the steps, and ran smack into Cruise Knightley.

      He gave me a sneer, his beady eyes full of suspicion.

      “What were you doing in there?” he asked with a raised eyebrow.

      “That’s none of your business,” I snapped.

      He took a step closer just as Rowan descended from the bus. Moaning, Rowan stretched his neck and adjusted his crotch in a suggestive way. Lazily, he threw an arm around me and stared at Cruise with an annoyed expression.

      “Is it time for my next set?” Rowan asked.

      “How should I know, asshole?” Cruise huffed, then stomped away.

      When Cruise was out of earshot, Rowan spoke in his careless Lawson tone, “I think he has a crush on you, darling.”

      My stomach turned at the mere thought of it. “Oh, god! I hope not.”

      “I don’t blame him,” Rowan said, grabbing my chin, then giving it a little pinch. “Gotta go, babe. My fans clamor for me.” He walked away, walking with a swagger that made his ass look wonderful in his tight jeans.

      Gah, this can’t be happening. My head was spinning.

      Walking dazedly through the crowd, I searched for Disha. The only problem was she was gone.

      I searched everywhere. When I still hadn’t found her ten minutes later, I started to freak out and ran to the parking lot, hoping she’d gone back to her car to retrieve something. She wouldn’t just leave me. It didn’t make sense.

      The parking area was deserted with everyone swooning at “Lawson”. I slowly approached her BMW. In the dark, I saw two figures standing outside it. One was huge, covered in scaly skin, and it had Disha pressed against her car as it devoured her neck.

      Oh, god. Disha!

      My cuffs flashed. A wide beam of magic shot from my hands, hitting the creature square in the back. The beast arched its spine, roared in pain, then dropped to the ground like a rock.

      “Get off her, you monster!” I spat.

      “Oh, no, Drew!” Disha exclaimed, falling to her knees next to… next to…

      Drew?

      Oh, crap! What had I done?
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      I didn’t kill Drew. Thank God.

      However, I did burn him pretty badly. Lucky for all of us, Disha was as good at healing as she was at transportation spells. Acting with quick confidence, she got us the hell out of there, preventing a scene. A moment later, we landed in some desolate part of the forest, far enough from the party that I couldn’t hear the rock concert any longer.

      Drew lay on his side, moaning. At least, I thought it was Drew. He was much different from the hot and suave twenty-something I’d met last year. This Drew had huge muscles, scale-like skin and exaggerated facial features that made me think of a brown Hulk.

      What had I done?

      “Hold on, babe,” Disha said, waving her hands over his massive body. “It’s just a couple of burns.” In fact, the skin on Drew’s back looked like overdone steak and smelled worse.

      “Oh, my God. I’m so sorry,” I said to both of them, pacing and clutching my hands. “What can I do?”

      “Witch light. And cloak us,” Disha ordered as she wove her fingers in intricate patterns. The air buzzed with magical energy as she got to work. Soon, Drew’s burns healed before our very eyes. Crispy skin pinked up, appearing fresh and new, like flesh under a scab.

      Drew sighed and gazed at Disha with such gratefulness and affection even I had to avert my eyes. “Damn, she’s a powerful witch,” he said.

      “I told you,” Disha said, laying a hand on his arm.

      Soon, the three of us were sitting on logs, me on one and the love birds on another, staring at each other as moths flitted around our witch lights. Drew, towering over us, gave me a little wave with his massive, baseball glove hand.

      “Hi, Charlie. Sorry I scared you. We didn’t know where you were and Disha likes it when I look like this, so...” He trailed off. Even his voice was different, loud and resonant like bass amp rumble.

      “Again, I’m so, so sorry I blasted you. If I had known…” I glanced at Disha. We’d never kept secrets from each other, so I was having a hard time understanding how I’d known of Drew for a year and had no clue he could transform into this rocky Juggernaut.

      Disha blushed, leaning into Drew who wrapped a tree-trunk arm around her. “Sorry, hon. It wasn’t my secret to tell.”

      Drew nodded. “I asked her not to let anyone know. If people find out what I am, things would become difficult for my father.”

      As head of all international magic at the High Council, Drew’s father was probably one of the most powerful warlocks in the world. I’d kept this fact hovering at the back of my mind, knowing it wasn’t fair to use Disha’s relationship to aid my cause, but also knowing that having Drew and his dad on our side would be amazing. It would definitely turn the tide for us at the Academy. At least I hoped someone at the council was paying attention to what was happening in our neck of the woods.

      But, his comment gave me pause. “Why would what you are,” I gestured to his new shape, “make things hard for your dad? You look totally badass.”

      Drew sighed. “I’m a Lesser so that’s bad enough, but as a Goliath and a shifter, my father feels that people wouldn’t understand. Goliaths are feared. There’s still a lot of superstition around us. And no one trusts a shifter. They can literally be anyone.”

      At this, Drew began to shrink and change. Soon, he was sitting in front of us appearing as I’d always known him, a handsome, stylish man of East Indian descent with shoulder-length black hair and large brown eyes. Somehow he had new clothes on, too, which puzzled me. Could shifters “make” clothes?

      Disha moaned. “Ah. I didn’t get to be with Big Drew very long. No fair.” She pouted, crossing her arms over her chest.

      “Later,” Drew said, planting a kiss on the top of her head.

      Disha’s smile returned as she leaned toward me. “You should see what Big Drew can do in the bedroom.”

      Beside her, Drew turned beet red.

      I didn’t want to picture it, so I focused on the other questions in my head. “What are you doing here, Drew? I thought we wouldn’t see you for another week.”

      Drew was always traveling while he acted as a liaison to magical foreign dignitaries in his father’s stead. Disha didn’t get to see very much of him, which broke her heart, but the plan had been that he would stop by New Jersey for a week on his way to Ontario.

      “I’ve got some news.” He glanced between Disha and me as a smile spread across his handsome face. “My father’s given me a job to do. One I think will help all of us at the same time.”

      “What is it, babe?” Disha asked, tugging his arm.

      “My father wants someone at the Academy to oversee the new regime. Many in the international magic community are worried about what Nyquist is doing. Don’t get me wrong, many agree with him and his backward views. They think the academies are getting too liberal and a firm hand is needed, but it’s the High Council’s job to oversee things like this.”

      So the council was paying attention. That was good to know.

      Drew continued, squeezing Disha’s hand. “I was able to convince my father to send me. I will be the one reporting back to the council. I get to come with you guys back to the Academy!”

      Disha squealed and threw her arms around her boyfriend. I sat, basking in this new information. Drew would be fantastic to have around. And now that I knew what he could become… woof. If we could pull him to our side and tell him everything the regents had done, it would be amazing. Nyquist would poop his adult diapers.

      After Drew shared his news, we teleported back to Disha’s car and drove back to her house. It was late, but a few of the lights were on in Disha’s mansion as we pulled up the long drive. Viraj, Disha’s brother, kept late hours, playing video games and her mom was a night owl, too, as I’d learned by stumbling into her in the kitchen at one AM.

      No matter how many times we pulled up to the Khatri residence in the last few weeks, it still took my breath away. The six-bedroom, eight-bathroom house had more square footage than the abandoned warehouse Trey and I had lived—not to mention far fewer rats and meth heads. My room had its own bathroom and a built-in fireplace with a flat-screen TV over it. Disha’s had a closet you could hold U.N. meetings in. There were two full kitchens, a pool and a guest house where they kept antique pinball machines and a fancy ping-pong table.

      Talk about living in style. I wondered if all magical people were this wealthy. Was there a money-tree spell I was missing or something?

      As we entered from the five-car garage, Disha’s mom, Rhea, peered at us from behind her laptop perched on the kitchen island. Pulling her glasses down, she jumped up from her chair in excitement.

      “Is that Drew?” she cooed, rushing over and throwing her arms around him. “You’re early.”

      “Hi, Mrs. Khatri. So good to see you.” Drew gave her a warm hug. “How’s life treating you?”

      “Better now that you’re here. Staying the night?” She arched an eyebrow and became the spitting image of Disha.

      “Oh, no. I wouldn’t put you out like that.” Drew blushed bright red. “Just got in. I think I’ll get a hotel room or something.”

      Rhea batted the air, dismissing his words. “Nonsense. You can sleep in the pool house. I’ll go make sure everything looks as it should.” Without waiting for a response, she whirled and exited out of the double doors that lead to the pool area and guest house.

      “Boy, she likes you,” I said. Mrs. Khatri had been warm to me, but she was fawning over Drew.

      Disha rolled her eyes. “She wishes he were her second son. Hell, I think she’d trade Viraj for him. I would, too. All Vee does is game and sleep. He barely showers. You should smell him. In fact, don’t.” She pinched her nose and waved her hand in the air.

      We headed up the stairs. I could tell Disha and Drew wanted a little time alone, so I happily told them goodnight, though not before getting a moment with Disha where I told her all about Rowan and his disguise. As I described what had happened on the bus, she lifted an eyebrow, looking as if she were biting her tongue. I knew she had choice words to say to me about “boning the new Rowan” or something, but she held them back, probably so she could get back to her boyfriend. At least there was one benefit to being the third wheel.

      After that, I went into my room. The entire night had been exhausting and I wanted nothing more than a shower and about eleven hours of uninterrupted sleep.

      And maybe a sexy dream of Rowan/Lawson while I was at it.

      Peeling off my leather pants, I stumbled to the bed.

      Which is where I first noticed a magical letter hovering over my pillow.

      Staring at the note, I felt my heart reboot itself. My name was scribbled on the envelope.

      With shaking hands, I grabbed it and ripped it open.

      

      Dear Charlie,

      

      We request your presence tomorrow at nine a.m. sharp at the Knightley residence. There is something of urgent importance that needs your attention. Do not miss this appointment and come alone. Your position at the Academy depends on it.

      

      It was signed by none other than Dean Nyquist.
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      “Be careful, Charlie.” Disha grabbed my hand as I started to walk down her long driveway. Her brown eyes were wide with worry, and she had her other hand pressed to her chest.

      Even though my note said to come alone, there was no way I could keep it a secret from Disha. Plus, I wanted someone to know I’d gone to the Knightley’s in case I never returned.

      I stared down the long, cobblestone driveway, toward the gated entrance and the street that would lead to their house. The morning was bright, a shiver ran through me as I tugged my jacket tighter around my shoulders.

      “I’ll be fine,” I assured her, putting on a brave facade. My heart was hammering in my chest, and my throat felt tight, but I couldn’t let that show. No one could come with me. The instructions had been clear. I needed to go alone.

      Drew was standing a step behind Disha and moved closer to wrap a supportive arm around her as she let me go. “We’ll be monitoring from here. If anything goes wrong, we’ll know.”

      Disha clutched Drew for support. “If they do anything to my Charmander, I’ll blow their whole house up. There will be pieces of regent all over the neighborhood.”

      “I’m pretty sure you won’t have to do that, Dish,” I said. “But, I appreciate the sentiment.” I waved and smiled for her, then inhaled deeply and pressed forward.

      The Knightley’s house was just across the street, so I didn’t need to drive. Besides, the walk would help me set my thoughts in order.

      I’d barely slept last night, trying to figure out what was the something of “urgent importance” that needed my attention. Whatever Nyquist had in store for me, it couldn’t be good. Refusing was not an option, especially since the letter had said that my position at the Academy depended on my attendance.

      The morning was a cool fifty-two degrees. I had on skinny jeans, a thick hoodie, and black Converse. I hadn’t bothered with makeup, and I’d barely combed my hair. It was my crappy, passive-aggressive way of rebelling against Nyquist’s stuffy, patriarchal ways, but I had to oppose him some way or I would go crazy.

      At Disha’s gate, I punched the security code and walked through. I waited until the gate closed behind me to cross the street and walk up to the Knightley’s gate. Here, there was another pad as well as a camera.

      I pressed the “call” button and waited, my breaths hitching a few times. Surreptitiously waving my fingers, I doused myself with another dose of a calming spell. I was careful not to overdo it. I didn’t want to end up numb or giddy, the way Irmagard’s teas and incantations always left me. I needed to stay sharp.

      A minute passed with no answer. I was about to press the button again, but before I did, there was a buzz and the gate slid open.

      I waited for a moment, doing my best to calm my nerves and quiet my cuffs. They kept flashing on and off like broken Christmas lights. It seemed that, like me, they kept thinking this was a fight-or-flight situation, and I really wasn’t the kind to flee.

      It’s now or never, Double-O Charlie.

      I started down the long driveway, trying to look both carefree and pleased with myself. Being summoned by the Dean of the Supernatural Academy was no trivial matter. It was important, which in turn made me important. Any ambitious witch would jump at the opportunity and be glad for the summons, right? That was exactly the vibe I wanted to give off. Nyquist would not be surprised to find that a homeless witch on scholarship was some sort of brown-nosing gold digger. He would probably expect that. Maybe he would even think that was what I’d been doing with Lynssa McIntosh while she was dean.

      In front of a house even bigger than Disha’s and in the middle of its round driveway, a fountain gurgled. Was it magical like the Academy’s? I wasn’t sure, but I thought I sensed something from the depths of its sparkling water.

      Maintaining my self-satisfied attitude, I bounded up the wide front steps and searched for a doorbell. I found none, but I didn’t need to because, a moment later, the metal-inlaid door swung open all on its own.

      I peered inside with a frown.

      “Come in,” a voice echoed from inside as if from a tomb.

      Nice way to add to the creepy factor. Maybe a chattering skeleton or swooping ghost would pop out at me next. They were just trying to throw me off my guard and I wouldn’t let that happen.

      Hesitantly, I stepped into a large foyer adorned with polished hardwoods and a marble table topped with a fresh arrangement of flowers.

      The sound of heels tapping against the floor drew my attention. A woman dressed in a white pencil skirt and a black silk blouse walked around the corner. She had flawless makeup and shoulder-length brown hair arranged in perfect curls.

      “Good, you’re on time,” she said, looking me up and down as if I had leprosy. “I’m Michelle Knightley. The men are waiting for you.”

      The men? Really? What was this? The Middle Ages?

      She squinted beady eyes at me—now I knew where Cruise had gotten that particular trait—and led me down a long hall.

      The few decorations we encountered on the way were cold and impersonal, what you would expect from a rented house. I was still puzzled about the Knightleys’ presence here. And now Nyquist. Weren’t there better places for rich people to vacation? I don’t know… the Hamptons, for instance? Or the Maldives, wherever that was? They couldn’t possibly be here just to keep tabs on Disha and me, could they?

      At the end of the hall, Mrs. Knightley opened a door, entered, and stepped aside to let me in, her hand on the doorknob.

      “Your next appointment is here,” she said.

      I entered a long room occupied by a large conference table and a dozen men in suits and ties.

      From the head of the table, Nyquist looked up and greeted me with a smile. His bald head was buffed as usual, and the wisps of white hair on the sides slicked back. He wore a brown suit that seemed ancient and out of fashion like it might have belonged to his grandpa.

      “Charlie, so glad you could make it.”

      Like I had a choice.

      “Of course,” I said, forcing a smile. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. I was very… intrigued by your note.” I hoped I wasn’t overdoing it but felt certain he would buy this gold digger angle.

      “Glad to hear it, glad to hear it.” He pointed toward the empty chair at the closest end of the table. “Sit.”

      As I made myself comfortable, Mrs. Knightley busied herself refilling water glasses and coffee cups. Again with the Middle Ages gender roles. They were all perfectly capable of getting their own drinks. Dicks!

      Nyquist waited for Mrs. Knightley to finish and leave before talking. For my part, I took the opportunity to make mental notes of all those present.

      There were Nyquist and Knightley, of course. I also recognized Regent Huntington, Pierce’s father, Regent Winthrops, Regent Dromgoole, and other older men just as stuffy and misogynistic-looking. Some of them had fought us when we were trying to rescue Anama. The rest, I’d seen in portraits. These people wouldn’t know diversity if it bit them in the ass.

      “In the interest of time,” Nyquist said, “we’ll get started. I have called upon you, Ms. Rivera, to help in a delicate situation. I’ve told you in the past that I could use a talented witch like you to help in important matters and just the right opportunity has presented itself.”

      He pushed away from the desk, stood, and began pacing behind the tall, executive chair.

      “I will be honest with you,” he continued. “In the past few years, our fine Supernatural Academy—once of the best magical institutions in the world—has seen a very worrisome decline in the number and quality of its graduates. It’s gotten so bad that many influential warlocks have started enrolling their children elsewhere. As you can imagine, to the Board of Regents and myself, as new dean, this is unacceptable.”

      I nodded in agreement when he glanced in my direction for a reaction.

      “Many changes will be necessary to correct this problem,” he continued. “As you can see,” he spread his arms open, gesturing toward the other regents, “we’re already hard at work devising a plan to correct this issue.”

      “That’s really good to hear,” I said, the words ashy in my mouth.

      Nyquist huffed as if to indicate no one had asked me anything. I clenched my teeth. Good, it would be easier for me if I just sat here swallowing curse words.

      “One of the problems that plague us is the fae,” he said.

      My back stiffened at the mention of the fae. Why were the fae a problem? After the battle during which Sinasre’s father fought to free his son and daughter, Lynssa had told me that they had been able to escape. In my mind, I’d assumed they’d gone far away. Or was Nyquist talking about other fae?

      “There is a fae warrior by the name of Taurion,” he said.

      I tried to keep my face from giving away the fact that I recognized the name. Taurion was Sinasre’s father. He had fought Nyquist and won, and it seemed the old man was holding a grudge against that.

      “This Taurion,” Nyquist continued, “is one of the fae stuck in our world and has recently made a public vow to destroy the Academy.”

      “What?!” I exclaimed.

      Was this true?

      “It’s appalling, I know,” Nyquist said. “As if we didn’t have enough challenges already. Anyway, the reason you are here is because we need to do something to keep this fae savage from attacking our school. If we don’t, we would be unable to open our doors this upcoming fall semester. Unlike previous administrations, I will not put our students in harm’s way.”

      “I see,” I said. “But… uh… how do I fit in this scenario? I mean, I’d like to help, but I don’t see how I can.”

      Nyquist smiled condescendingly. “I’m glad to hear you are willing to help, Ms. Rivera because the regents and I have talked about this extensively, and we believe you are the perfect person for this mission.”

      “Mission?” I echoed.

      “Yes.” Nyquist sat back down and placed his interlaced hands in front of him. “We know you are amazingly adept at portal travel, and we also know you were friends with Sinasre and Anama, Taurion’s son and daughter.”

      I raised my eyebrows, trying to look surprised at this bit of news.

      “That’s correct, Charlie,” Nyquist said, “the fae warrior who is threatening our school is your friends’ father. He is a very dangerous individual who has committed many crimes against our people already, and we think the only way to stop him is to… hold some leverage against him.”

      Leverage, leverage, leverage.

      The word echoed in my mind like a bad omen. I didn’t want to know exactly what he meant by that. It couldn’t be good.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, only because I could tell it was expected of me.

      “Charlie, we would like you to go into the fae realm and convince Taurion’s wife to come with you,” he answered.

      “Why do you need his wife?” I asked. Sinasre and Anama would be able to see their mother again, and Taurion, his wife, if she came over to our realm, but not like this. I would I be putting her in danger, delivering her into Nyquist’s hands.

      He cleared his throat. “We hear she is the sensible one of the two. Maybe she can convince her husband to cease fire and allow both sides to learn to get along. Just think, if you do this, you’ll be saving so many from injury. Maybe even death.”

      I did want that, for both sides to get along, but I couldn’t trust Nyquist.

      “And if she doesn’t convince Taurion to stand down?” I asked.

      Nyquist simply shrugged, avoiding my question.

      I could very well imagine what he planned to do to Sinasre’s mother if she didn’t convince her husband to desist.

      The old man clasped his ancient hands together. “Ms. Rivera, we want you to travel to the fae realm and convince Taurion’s wife, by any means necessary, to travel back with you. She will be our leverage. If you fail in this task, I’m afraid your time at the Academy is through.”
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      I stood inside the Knightleys’ outdoor fountain, thigh-deep in water, shivering my ass off.

      It turned out the house had a minor portal, which helped to explain a lot, such as why Nyquist was here, why the Khatri’s had bought a house nearby, and why there seemed to be so many magic families in the area.

      A dozen stuffy, old douche nozzles circled around the fountain, watching me closely, and the worst part was that I had to act as if I liked being in their presence.

      What in the hell was my life coming to?

      “Do you know what to do?” Nyquist asked, his rheumy eyes piercing me like blades.

      I nodded as confidently as I could though my stomach was in knots. I had been tasked with traveling to the fae realm to offer Sinasre’s mother a way to see her family again in exchange for talks between her people and the Academy to broker peace.

      That was what Nyquist had mainly said, but it had been easily contradicted by his use of the word leverage and by his sly shrug. He didn’t intend to treat the fae with anything but disdain and brutality. I was perfectly able to read between the lines. I wasn’t stupid. Nyquist wanted to make Sinasre’s mother his prisoner, his guarantee against an attack from Taurion.

      I wanted to refuse and spit in their smug, rich faces, but I couldn’t do that. Lynssa had explained everything that was at stake. They needed someone on the inside, someone who Nyquist could trust without feeling threatened. She had assured me I was just the person. She’d said Nyquist saw potential in me and liked me for that promise of talent. He wanted young people to join his ranks, fresh blood. I ticked all the boxes, especially after saving his life. That had gone a long way to gaining his trust.

      No, I couldn’t refuse, not when it could mean losing the Academy or my own life. Nyquist would not be merciful if he found out I was spying for his enemies. So I smiled and nodded, a good little lackey. I would go to the fae realm. I would lie my face off.

      The decision made my heart ache.

      There was also the little issue that I’d never been to the fae realm. I didn’t even know what it looked like. Did it operate like our world? Or were things completely different? How would I know who Kiana, wife to Taurion, was?

      Nyquist said I just would. Helpful.

      Sure. What could go wrong?

      “I got this,” I said, more to myself than to the stuffy, old dudes. Still, they nodded. Either they were confident in my abilities or they didn’t care if I succeeded or failed. At least they could go back to their coffee and crumpets once I’d disintegrated into the fountain.

      Bastards.

      Before I thought better of it and started casting nose hair growing spells, I dipped my cuffs into the freezing water. They tingled, then pulsed, warming up to the idea of opening the portal and inviting it to suck me through. It always took a moment, and as it did, my eyes trailed past the men to a figure standing back by the garage.

      Cruise was watching it all go down. What did he think as he spied me hip-deep in his fountain? Was he jealous they weren’t trusting him with the task? From the way he was staring at his father, it appeared to me as if he was, as if he resented Regent Knightley for not taking him into account. Did Cruise truly want to be liked by these assholes? Was he as racist and hateful as they were? Or just trying to get their acceptance? I shook my head, realizing I didn’t care. I had more pressing problems. Big, big problems.

      Could I do this? I didn’t know. Lying was one thing. Tricking someone to follow me into a different realm was another. In the end, if we won, all fae would be better off. Lives would be saved. Peace truly would be restored. That’s what mattered, didn’t it? I had to focus on the greater good and not the horrible roil of self-loathing in my gut. Kiana was just one person. I had to think of the greater good.

      As the water began to bubble, I tensed my body, waiting for that disintegration feeling, the atoms of my body swirling away and reforming somewhere new. But this time, it felt different. There was a numbness, starting with my toes. Soon, I couldn’t feel my feet, then my legs. The deadened feeling extended up my body, paralyzing my arms.

      Something was wrong.

      This was not what traveling through portals had felt like before. Terror flooded my veins as if the ice-cold water had replaced my blood. I tried to free myself, but my body wouldn’t respond to any commands.

      “Something’s wro—” I started, but my lips froze.

      The men around me exchanged glances and frowned, stroking their chins as if puzzled, but not a single one lifted a finger to help me.

      Before everything froze into blackness, my last thought was to invent a castration spell that would leave them all howling for their bits.

      For a moment, there was nothing.

      Then there was… something.

      I sensed a hardness underneath me. My body ached as it lay against what felt like metal bars. I’d landed flat on my back somewhere cold and unforgiving. Slowly, I pushed up, hands wrapped around the slatted bars beneath me. When I opened my eyes, I discovered my instincts had been correct.

      I had materialized inside a huge birdcage.

      Panicked, I grabbed the sidebars and hoisted myself up, eyes scanning the foreign surroundings below me.

      My metal cage was suspended about thirty feet in the air and hung from a chain that was secured to a giant tangle of roots. The roots hung downward, extending in every direction as far as I could see and angling down the dirt walls of a fifty-foot diameter underground cavern. An earthy, damp smell clogged my nose.

      Where the hell was I?

      The sounds of shuffling feet below drew my attention. I peered down, heart pounding.

      A handful of fae gazed up at me from the ground.

      Most of them held spears and appeared to be fae warriors.

      “Oh, hi,” I called, waving. “Um, I’m Charlie. I just transported here from the human realm.” My voice wavered as I tried my best to explain to the very unfriendly fae below what in the hell I was doing here. “I seemed to have landed myself into a cage. My mistake.”

      “No mistake,” a voice said.

      Weaving through the fae warriors, a statuesque woman stepped into the room. She was taller than the spear-holding guards and far more regal. On her head, she wore a crown of glittering twigs, so simple and yet so very beautiful, it instantly marked her as fae royalty. Fawn horns poked out from behind the crown and long green hair trailed beneath it. Her resemblance to Anama was so clear, I knew right away I was staring at Taurion’s wife, Sinasre and Anama’s mother.

      This was Kiana.

      “What are you doing here, human?” She angled her long, fawn-like neck to stare up at me. Spots like a baby deer’s trailed from her collarbone and disappeared under her pale yellow shift. Her feet were bare and her eyes were piercing.

      What was I doing here? Being held prisoner, apparently. Had Nyquist set me up?

      “I was sent by the Supernatural Academy regents. They want to discuss peace with your husband and children.”

      Her mouth dropped open and her hands fluttered to her chest. “Taurion.”

      The ache on her face was so clear it cut through me high in my cage. She’d suffered such anguish already, and I was bringing her more.

      “He’s alive,” I said. “Your children are, too.” I wanted to offer her comfort. As if it would make a difference once I stabbed her in the back.

      She nodded, still holding her hands over her heart. “I hadn’t… When they never returned, I assumed…” Her words stopped and her expression hardened. “Why are you here?”

      Swallowing hard, I spurred myself on, sticking to the truth so I didn’t choke on my words.

      “I swear I mean you and your family no harm. I was friends with Sinasre and Anama. That’s why the regents sent me here. They think I can convince you to come help stop the brewing war that your husband is instigating.”

      “What can you possibly say to convince me, human? Why should I trust you?” Her voice had taken on a biting edge.

      There was no reason she should trust me. Anything I had to say from here would be a downright lie. My stomach clenched as I forced out my next words. “I care very much about your family. I’d like to try to help. I know what it feels like to lose someone.”

      Her eyes narrowed. Even from here I could see they were catlike like Sinasre’s.

      “Get her down.” She gestured to her warriors, then strode out of the room.

      While the men advanced, I tried my magic in case they came at me with blades. My cuffs did absolutely nothing. They might as well be decorative bangles for all the good they did me. I would have to use my wits. But how in the hell would I get back? I hadn’t thought about that part. Dammit!

      As I was worrying about my escape, one of the warriors touched his hand to a wide root and my cage began to lower. The roots elongated and extended to bring me down. Fae magic still baffled me, but I had to admit it was amazing to see a tree respond to touch.

      Once my cage had landed on the ground, they opened the metal door, and, keeping their spears pointed at me, gestured toward the cut in the wall where Kiana had exited.

      “Okay, fellas, okay. I’ll go,” I said, holding up my hands in placation. “Just don’t use those sticks on me, huh?”

      None of the warriors responded. I tried not to stare at their interesting features but caught glimpses of a goat-like beard and leaf-like hair. One was only four-foot tall and completely black with cloven hooves. Another was nearly as treelike as an Ent.

      The hallway was an earth-smelling, dirt tunnel with little light that led into a forked pathway with six more tunnels. The goat-like guard gestured toward one on the right and I took it, trying desperately to remember my path back as if that would save me. A few more forked tunnels and we wound up in a dining hall.

      Here the walls rose up toward a stained-glass-window ceiling that cast rainbow light around the room. The lounge chairs and the huge oak table running the center of the space were dappled in every imaginable color. The technicolor swirl made my head spin and reminded me of Nyquist’s dreamscape. Had Anama projected that vision into the ethereal landscape of her prison? Was this the room she had been picturing in her sleep? How lovely and how sad. How long since she’d shared a meal with her family at this table?

      Kiana sat at the end of the table in a chair made of antlers. Her long neck swiveled to peer at me, her face once again conveying no emotion. One arm swung out, gesturing to a chair beside her.

      I walked, trying to take everything in as I went. I counted at least twenty chairs at the table, all made from different materials—silver, dirt, branches, seaweed. The one she offered was made of bark. I scraped out the chair and sat, trying to seem as emotionless as my host.

      “May I offer you something?” Kiana gestured to the table which was spread with more food than I’d ever seen in my life. There were plates, bowls, and platters stacked precariously high. They overflowed with ruby-red grapes, fragrant biscuits, pies with steam rolling from their golden-crusted tops. There was a succulent pig, pheasant, and spit-roasted rabbit beside giant cheese wheels and fragrant decanters of what appeared to be wine.

      It all looked so delicious. My stomach rumbled, but I knew better. If I ate any of their food, I could become enchanted or worse.

      “No, thank you,” I said, clasping my hands at my lap to keep them from reaching for the tea cakes between us.

      She took some grapes. Sharp teeth split the skin before she sucked the gored fruit into her mouth.

      “Tell me of this offer from your regents,” she said.

      I swallowed, quickly running through exactly what to say. Fae couldn’t lie, but they knew humans could. She would be on high alert. I used as much of the truth as I could.

      “I’m not going to lie and say the regents are good people. The men I represent are greedy. They want power and lots of it. But the thing is, a war with your husband would be too costly, and they’d rather use their resources elsewhere. They want Taurion to stand down so they can focus on other avenues.”

      Kiana pounded the table with a clenched fist. “If my husband wants war, it is because humans have provoked him! You have done this. You have cut us off from each other!” Her finger jabbed in my face and I worried she might strike me.

      Maybe, I would let her. I deserved her ire.

      But I had a job to do, others to think about.

      “What you say is true. Humans caused the fight,” I conceded. “But now the regents say they want to end it. They’re afraid. Your husband is a formidable opponent.”

      At this, she smiled, showing off her hooked teeth. “That he is, my Taurion. Has he made you suffer?”

      “Me, personally? No. But he fought bravely to save your son and daughter. The regents had no choice but to comply with his wishes.”

      She nodded again. “Then why should I convince him of peace when he sees it right to make war? When he desires to kill all of you?” Her eyes focused in on me, watching me very carefully, like a cat with a mouse.

      Taking a deep breath, I thought of Sinasre, of Anama. I thought of their pain at being so far from home and their mother. Even if Kiana was captured, they’d see each other again, right?

      “I don’t know why you should seek peace when your husband calls for war, but what I do know is that the Academy’s leaders—Dean Nyquist and the other regents—offer you a chance to see your family again. To be together.”

      I took a deep breath as emotions got the best of me. It was all a lie. They wouldn’t be together. They might not even be able to see each other. Still, I went on, appealing to her emotions.

      “If it were me,” I said. “I would come, no matter the cost.”

      Under the table, I gripped my leg, holding back tears. Kiana might have thought they were tears for my lost loved ones, but they were tears that marked the internal war raging inside myself. At that moment, I hated myself. Hated everything I had become. Was this really what I wanted? To lie and deceive? Was this really for the greater good? What would the cost be after everything was said and done?

      Kiana was silent as she drank in my words. Suddenly, she was standing.

      “We shall see, human. For now, we will test you. We’re in no hurry. Follow me.”

      I did as I was told. We left the dining hall through another dirt tunnel, the warriors’ eyes tracking my every move, deep distrust etching their strange faces. My heart hammered out of control.

      We will test you. What had she meant by that?

      Crap! What had I gotten myself into?
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      The fae realm was a paradise, a dream-like world that made my own feel withered and sickly.

      Mother nature, or whatever the fae called it, was undisputed queen. She was pristine and exquisitely beautiful, a celebration of the senses that made me drunk as soon as we exited the dirt tunnel and stepped into a luscious forest of green and wonder.

      I was awestruck.

      My eyes widened as I took in the bright green, moss-covered path that extended before us. Teal, purple, and golden flowers carpeted the bases of trees with massive trunks the width of a car. Branches swooped down like swan necks, reaching for the ground but never touching it. Lush, sweet-smelling fruit hung invitingly within arm’s length. I stuffed my hands in the pockets of my skinny jeans, fighting the temptation to snatch one and eat it.

      Kiana walked lithely down the path, beckoning with a slender hand as I lagged behind enthralled by the sights.

      I hurried ahead, tearing my eyes from a cluster of butterflies that seemed to be performing a synchronized dance around a huge, swaying sunflower.

      Kiana stopped where the path dropped and waited for me. When I joined her, my awe turned to abject reverence.

      Below, at the base of a gently-sloping hill, lay a city, unlike anything I had ever seen. It was like a California redwood forest had conceived a baby with the forest from that Avatar movie, then had delivered it under the iridescent sky of a Tolkien novel.

      The place was a fairytale of tree-shaped homes, hanging vine bridges, gentle paths that bent organically, weaving through the woods. A crystalline river also wound lazily through the fae city. It sparkled in the sunlight, gurgling and lending its turquoise surface to ducks, geese, and other birds I had no name for.

      “Welcome to Alanthyl,” Kiana said, sweeping an arm forward. “This is my Queendom.”

      The stern expression went out of her and was replaced by pride. Her chin rose. A slight smile touched her lips. Her green hair blew in the breeze. She looked royal and grand, a creature who knew her place in the world and fit it well.

      We descended the small hill and entered the city, which only meant we went from one patch of trees into another. Still, I could feel I’d crossed some sort of boundary.

      As we wove through one of the paths, the people who noticed us immediately abandoned what they were doing and came forward.

      Their attention homed in on me the moment they realized I was human. Kiana slowed her pace, then stopped as they surrounded us—almost as if this inquisitive congregation had been her plan all along.

      The first few who approached us elbowed each other and stared as if shy in Kiana’s presence. My shoulders curved inwardly. As I focused on the dirt on my white shoelaces, more came closer. They asked quiet questions behind cupped hands. The mood quickly changed, then there came raised voices and pointing fingers, and, finally, a demanding question.

      “How is this human here?” a fae male, nearly seven-foot tall, distinguished himself from the circle by taking a step forward. Violet eyes glanced down at me, giving me a quick assessment that seemed to strip me to my bare bones. He appeared to be in his mid-forties, but with fae, one never knew.

      “Well met, brother,” Kiana said with a slight bow and a disapproving air.

      My gaze flicked from one to the other. Were they brother and sister? They both had horns, though they were much different in size. His were thick and curved like a ram’s. His skin was golden, not green, but there was still a certain resemblance. He even reminded me of Sinasre. He was shirtless, wearing a pair of brown leather pants that molded perfectly to his long legs. His plate-size pectoral muscles and corded arms were heavily scarred and tattooed. He was a fae warrior if I ever saw one.

      The male straightened to attention and bowed back. “Well met, my Queen.” He held the position for a fraction of a second, then dropped it just as abruptly. “How is this human here?” he demanded again.

      “She came through the portal, Phraan,” Kiana said.

      Gasps and sharp inhales sounded through the crowd.

      “What?!” Phraan inhaled sharply. “The gate is open?” His features opened up somehow. As if they had been pinched into a permanent frown and it had suddenly relaxed. Was that relief?

      “No,” Kiana said. “The gate remains closed to us, but the humans have sent an emissary.” She glanced in my direction.

      Phraan’s strange-colored eyes assessed me again. If looks could pulverize, I would have turned to dust on the spot. He opened his mouth to say something, but the crowd behind me lurched as someone pushed their way to the front.

      “Excuse me. Excuse me,” a distressed voice said. “Is it true? Excuse me!”

      A young girl that appeared to be in her late teens popped out of the crowd and entered the intimidating circle that had formed around me. She was tall and athletic with long legs and arms. Her skin was like cream, white and smooth, except for a smattering of freckles at the bridge of her nose. Her eyes were large and round, like a toddler’s. They matched the intense violet of Phraan’s eyes.

      She wore a pair of thigh-high black boots over tan leggings. A tight, sleeveless bodice held back small breasts and revealed toned biceps. A belt with double buckles circled her waist and held a sheath with a small dagger. Two-toned white and violet hair tumbled down her shoulders.

      Her presence filled the circle like foam expanding and making itself known. She was lovely, beautiful beyond anything humanly possible, but there was an edge in her expression that made my bones shiver as if in warning. This wasn’t someone you wanted to mess with.

      She was panting and sweating as she stopped and focused her round eyes on me. A frown parted her forehead as she appraised me, her upper lip curling slightly as if she were seeing an alien for the first time. I figured she was.

      “A human?” she said, sounding halfway certain. “It is true then.” She turned to Phraan, her eyes filling with tears. “Father.” The girl took a step forward and grabbed Phraan’s hand. “We can get Lancer back.”

      Lancer? Was she talking about the same Lancer I knew, Anama’s white-haired friend?

      Phraan shook his head and extricated his large hand from his daughter’s. “No, Tally. They’ve only let this one human through. The portal is still closed.”

      Tally’s face seemed to crumble.

      “There seems to be hope, nonetheless,” Kiana said, lifting her eyes toward the crowd. “This human girl brings news of Taurion, Anama, and Sinasre.” Her voice trembled slightly as she pronounced the names of her husband and children.

      “What sort of news?” Phraan asked.

      “A chance for peace, perhaps. An opportunity for me to go to the human realm to negotiate peace between our kinds.”

      A general hum traveled over the crowd. Pointed ears perked up, noses twitched, hooves stamped the ground. A sea of strange faces—some dark, some pale, some dappled—angled in my direction. Distrust clung to their features, but there was also hope. It pierced me like an accusation. How many hearts would my lies break in the end?

      I’d gone too far, and now there was no turning back.
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      That night I slept inside a fragrant, petal-soft bed.

      Panic gripped me when Kiana informed me that we were not going to attempt to cross the portal today.

      “But I have to go back,” I’d told her, worrying about what Disha might do if she didn’t hear from me. “My friends are expecting me. If I stay, they will worry.”

      Kiana gave me a contemptuous glance. “One night of worry is nothing. Try ten years.”

      That had shut me up. Tally’s assertive eyes did too as she later led me up a set of knobby steps protruding from a thick tree and showed me to my bed.

      We reached a small platform midway up the tree.

      “There,” she pointed at a weird concave shape that looked like a giant peapod. It hung from a branch about twenty feet off the ground.

      I stared at it with a frown.

      Tally sighed and parted the thing open, revealing a sort of pocket that made me realize the peapod was a hammock of sorts. I nodded, awkwardly sat in it, and started removing my shoes.

      Night had descended over the fae city, and I felt physically and emotionally exhausted. My stomach growled. I’d been offered food more than once, but I’d refused it every time. If my cuffs would work, I would have cast a hunger-dampening spell, but they seemed as good as dead.

      Tally stood off to the side, watching me from the corner of her eye while she pretended to peer at the ground below.

      “How can we trust you when you won’t trust us?” she asked after a moment.

      I stopped, one foot propped on one knee, and tilted my head.

      “Oh, drop the act,” she said. “You won’t even eat our food.”

      Heat rose up my neck and flared in my cheeks. “Um, well, I’ve been told your food can do weird things to humans. That’s all.”

      Her violet eyes met mine. “Only if we want it to,” she said in a cold, calculating tone that made me tense.

      I focused on untying my shoelaces, working at the knot with exaggerated interest.

      “So… you met Lancer?” Tally asked in a choked tone.

      I glanced up. All day since my arrival, Kiana and her brother, Phraan, had grilled me with questions. Tally had been there, listening. She already knew I’d met Lancer. In fact, she knew everything, while I knew nothing except for what I’d been able to infer. I’d kept my questions to a minimum, whether out of politeness or fear, I didn’t know.

      “Yeah, I met him,” I said.

      “Is he fine, as you said?”

      “He is,” I lied. I didn’t think that telling her Lancer had disappeared through a rigged portal and I had no idea whether or not he was alive would help my case. “Is he… your brother?” I ventured a guess.

      Tally nodded once and sniffed, nonchalantly thumbing her nose.

      “I’m sorry you haven’t been able to see your brother in such a long time, Tally.”

      She spun on her heel and drilled me with her big, round eyes. “My name is Tallyndra. Only my friends call me Tally.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t know,” I said.

      “You could have asked.”

      “Like you asked me?” I said, lifting my chin. No one had bothered to learn my name. I was just the human girl.

      Tallyndra huffed, a white eyebrow tilting arrogantly. “I don’t care to know your name. No one does.”

      She spun again, facing the edge of the platform, then jumped off.

      I gasped, dropped to my knees, and crawled to the border. I don’t know what I expected to see: a haughty fae female smashed beyond recognition? Whatever it was, I should have known better because as soon as I reached the ledge, Tallyndra rose in midair, hovering, a large pair of dark wings beating rapidly behind her.

      Holy crap! She had wings!

      They were unlike any other wings I’d ever seen. They weren’t feathered like a bird’s or flimsy and iridescent like a dragonfly’s. They looked strong and steady and utterly beautiful. Their surface was gently ridged and shone with moonlight, making it impossible to determine their color.

      I sat back, open-mouthed, and admired the easy way she just hung there, like some sort of silent hummingbird. Her wings made absolutely no sound. How was that possible? A glamour of some kind?

      She regarded me scornfully for a moment—a hawk realizing the prey she’d been hunting was insignificant and not worth her effort. Then she flew away.
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      I slept like a baby in the peapod.

      It should have been impossible. I was in a strange place surrounded by people that looked capable of eating me alive. I was plagued by guilt, racked by hunger, and yet… I woke up rested.

      The song of birds drifted through the air. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves above me, tempting back to sleep.

      “The Queen wants to see you.”

      My eyes sprung open and peered at Tallyndra through the folds of my bed. The peapod swung wildly as I tried to rush out of it. Awkwardly, I got out and put on my shoes.

      As we descended the tree, Tallyndra leading the way, I stared at her back, trying to figure out where she kept her wings. Her bodice-like top was open in the back and her long hair went down in a single, thick braid. Still, I saw no sign of wings. None.

      We climbed back up the hill toward the dirt tunnel. I glanced back toward the fae city, feeling a strange pang in my chest as I tried to imagine what it would be like to live there.

      Tallyndra led me back to the dining hall where Kiana and her brother waited for me. I was instructed to sit to Kiana’s right. Tallyndra took the other chair at my side. No one said a word as a squat, round fae male served everyone steaming tea and colorful slices of fresh fruit.

      Kiana, Phraan, and Tallyndra began to eat while I stared at my food, my stomach rumbling.

      How can we trust you when you won’t trust us? Tallyndra’s words from last night rang in my ears.

      Hesitantly, I picked up a tiny, two-prong fork and stabbed a piece of strawberry. Feeling like I was gambling with my own life, I stuck it in my mouth and chewed.

      We finished our meal in silence while I waited for something odd to happen to my body. Nothing did. When we were done, Kiana put her teacup down and stood.

      “Take me to my family,” she said.

      “I think you’re making a mistake,” Phraan said. “You shouldn’t trust this human.”

      “We’ve discussed this already,” Kiana said, giving him a pointed look.

      “Why did they send you? Why didn’t this Nyquist come in your stead?” Phraan asked me. He’d posed this question and many others yesterday while they grilled me for hours. I answered just the same.

      “Because of my friendship with Sinasre and Anama, and because of these.” I lifted my hands to show my cuffs, same as I’d done yesterday. It was the same rehearsed answer I’d given him already.

      “If your leader wants peace, why not open the gate and let our families come home?” Phraan demanded.

      “It’s not only up to him, but he’s… willing to appeal to the High Council on your behalf.” The lie almost choked me, but I said it convincingly enough.

      “Enough, Phraan,” Kiana snapped. “We’ve been through this already.”

      Phraan took a deep breath as he seemed to rein in his temper. Then he stood, too, a disapproving expression shaping his strong features. He had the look of someone trying very hard not to say something more. He didn’t want his sister to go anywhere, but she was the Queen.

      I got up before I thought better of it and told them everything. I avoided Phraan and Tallyndra’s piercing eyes. She was agreeing to come without the huge speeches and persuasions I’d been practicing in my head since I’d arrived.  Could it be this easy? Had I done such a good job or was this some kind of trick?

      Kiana gave her brother and niece a long, regretful look that made me suspect she knew this was a trap. Had she guessed that the price for seeing her family again would be her freedom?

      With a heavy resigned sigh, she turned to me and said, “Follow me.”

      We left the dining hall and entered another dirt tunnel. The guards from yesterday were there. They stalked behind us with Kiana in the lead and me in the middle.

      The fae Queen took a series of turns down a labyrinth of identical tunnels. In minutes, I was so thoroughly lost that I was sure I would die in that place if Kiana decided to leave me behind.

      At last, the path ahead opened into a huge cavern with a rushing river in its center. I stared at the space with wide eyes. It was lit by the river itself, which glowed a turquoise green as it hurried past the rocky ledges that bordered it. Above, stalactites dangled and stalagmites reached up to grab their brothers. They glowed with bioluminescent swirls and symbols. Fae runes, I realized.

      The guards laid their weapons at the door and entered with their heads bowed while Kiana approached the water.

      The river rumbled over rocks, rushing like whitewater rapids.

      “This place is sacred,” she said over the noise. “Bow your head.”

      I did so, wondering why she was exempt, but I guessed royalty had different rules. Even so, when she got to the water, she hunched over, taking off her glittery twig crown and placing it at the water’s edge.

      “We enter here,” she said.

      “Here?” I studied the current. If we got in, we’d be swept away in a hot second and who knew where we’d end up since, just a few yards ahead, the river disappeared under a rocky wall that seemed like it led to the depths of hell.

      When I didn’t advance to the water’s edge, Kiana turned back to me. “You can open the realm gate, right?”

      I glanced down at my cuffs as if that explained things. Kiana nodded in understanding and gestured toward the water.

      There was no way I could get in there. “Isn’t there another way?”

      “There is no other way.” Kiana turned away from me and stepped on a half-submerged stone near the edge. She was getting in.

      “Wait,” I said, edging closer. “How do we know we won’t drown?”

      “If your cuffs are true, we won’t,” Kiana said calmly.

      “And if they aren’t?”

      She shrugged and stepped onto a totally submerged stone, moving further from the edge. Turquoise water rushed past her ankles. She held her hand out to me.

      So I had to enter this rushing river and hope my cuffs somehow open the portal? This was madness. Maybe the regents had sent me to die. Maybe Kiana was suicidal with longing for her family.

      No. That didn’t make sense, though neither did jumping into a rushing river with only a slim hope of survival.

      “Don’t you trust yourself, human?” she asked.

      I swallowed hard. That was the sort of life-altering question one usually pondered while watching Dr. Phil, not while about to drown in another realm.

      Slowly, I approached the river, but I didn’t step in. Instead, I leaned down and slipped one hand into the water, letting it rush past my cuff. It gave a pulse, the first I’d felt since coming here.

      “See,” Kiana said as she took another step into the water still holding out her hand.

      I took her offer, sliding my palm into hers. “My name is Charlie. I want you to know that in case we die.”

      She laughed. “Humans are funny.” Then she yanked me forward.

      It happened so fast. One minute I was on the shore, then next I was wrapped in a watery embrace, dragged by the current at full speed. Water rushed around me like I was inside of a typhoon. I tumbled and tumbled.

      Holding my breath, I struggled to find the surface, but there was no up or down only rushing water. I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. Panic wrapped its arms around me, squeezing out all thought.

      I was going to die. Maybe karma was real, after all.

      My cuffs flashed, then pulsed as my body disintegrated.

      I came to, sputtering and clutching the wall of the Knightleys’ fountain.

      I’d made it. I was alive!

      Slowly, I pulled my waterlogged body out in time to see several men shoot spells at Kiana who had appeared beside me. In seconds, she was wrapped in twisting magical ropes, her arms pinned and her legs bound as her body rose out of the water.

      “Don’t hurt her!” I whirled around in time to spy Nyquist with a self-satisfied look on his smug face.

      “You did it, Charlie. I knew you could.” His eyes locked with mine. His smile deepened. The praise made me sick, but I managed to smile back.

      Kiana’s fierce eyes followed his until she too was staring at me. Her expression dissolved from shock to anger. Her words rang in my head long after she was gone.

      “I believed in you, but you were never worthy of my trust. You have betrayed me. You have betrayed us all!”
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      After my night in the fae realm—a night that had transpired in a matter of minutes in our realm—three months passed in a barrage of guilt and second-guessing.

      During that time, there were pool parties, Manhattan parties, private family parties, every kind of party imaginable, but they did nothing to distract me from what I’d done to Kiana. To every fae I’d met and betrayed.

      There were also more invitations to the Knightleys’ that I could not turn down no matter how badly I wanted to. They made me part of a few of their preparation meetings, asking concerned questions about our classes, teachers, dorms, cafeteria, and every imaginable aspect of campus life. Whatever they were planning, they weren’t leaving anything to chance. The infuriating part was that they wouldn’t tell me anything specific. So much for gathering info as an inside spy.

      Nyquist was not there for those meetings. After I had given him what he wanted, he vanished. Kiana disappeared with him. I didn’t dare ask where they kept her for fear of raising suspicion.

      Through her father, Disha had found out that Taurion’s threats had ceased shortly after my return from the fae realm. A war had been averted. That was a good thing, right?

      Still, what I did to Kiana haunted my dreams. Her eyes. The way she’d glared at me as they captured her. I shuddered every time I thought about it. What would I tell Sinasre or Anama if I saw them again? What would they do to me? Whatever it was, I would deserve it. But I’d make it up to them. If I didn’t, how could I ever sleep soundly again?

      As promised, Disha kept my secrets. She hadn’t told anyone what a horrible thing I’d done, but it weighed on my shoulders the same as if the entire world knew what a despicable person I’d become.

      Today, it was time to return to the Academy for my last fall semester. I couldn’t wait to bring the fight to Nyquist, to uncover his plot and find out his weaknesses. In the meantime, I trusted Lynssa and the others were trying to figure out a way to neutralize the Loopers’ powers, so we could have a fair fight against the crooked regents and their warped leader.

      There had been only radio silence from them (Rowan/Lawson included), but they had warned me about that. They didn’t want to put me in danger by getting in touch with me unless it was absolutely necessary.

      “We’re here,” Disha announced as we stepped out of our Uber ride and blinked at the scorching August sun.

      It was a muggy, ninety-seven degrees outside, and I couldn’t wait to cross the street to the Senior Dorm and get out of the hellish heat. I had not missed the Hotlanta weather at all.

      Hauling our bags behind us, we climbed the steps toward the double glass doors, but none other than Pierce Huntington blocked our path as we tried to enter. He was wearing khaki shorts, flip-flops, and a fluorescent muscle shirt. His reddened face and blond hair were damp from the misting of a battery-powered spray bottle and fan he was using to keep cool. He was such a poor warlock he couldn’t even manage a cooling spell. Why did all the stupid ones get picked to have power now? Easier to control?

      “Sorry, girls,” he said, giving the word a twist that made it sound as if he were saying something dirty, “this is now an all-male dorm. You need to go to the Administration Building to find out where you’ve been assigned.”

      “Quit the crap, Pierce. Let us through,” Disha said, blinking and blowing at a curl that had fallen across her face. Her hands were too busy holding on to her possessions to push her hair aside.

      “No can do.” He waggled a finger in our faces. “No girls are allowed inside this building. No more shared dorms. Move along to the Administration Building, unless you want to be written up for breaking rule…” He pulled a thin folded booklet from his back pocket, flipped a few pages, and squinted as he read, “Uh… rule 26 of the new student handbook.”

      Quick as a striking snake, Disha snatched the booklet out of Pierce’s hand.

      “Hey,” he protested, but Disha ran down the steps, leaving her luggage behind.

      Mumbling under her breath, Disha read from the first page, “As a center for higher learning, the Supernatural Academy nurtures the social, emotional, and magical growth of all students to help them reach their highest Supernatural potential. In partnership with our families and magical community, we empower our students to become mature, responsible, and productive members of our society in a proper and well-supervised environment.”

      Her dark eyes flicked in my direction, then toward Pierce. “What the hell is this?” she asked, shaking the piece of paper.

      “Something you two should read very carefully,” he said, trying to look cool after losing the booklet to Disha.

      The sound of little wheels dragging across pitted asphalt got our attention. A group of girls was walking away from the Junior Dorm headed toward the Administration Building. They were tomato-red from the heat or more likely from the news they’d just received.

      “Don’t tell me,” Disha said, “the Junior Dorm is also an all-male dorm now.”

      Pierce smiled, green eyes full of twisted satisfaction. “That’s right. More boys are enrolling and the girls are dropping out. Seems they can’t hack it.”

      Disha started up the stairs, looking as if she would blast him right through the glass door, but I put a hand on her elbow and stopped her.

      “Dish,” I said.

      She glanced back over her shoulder, anger etching her beautiful face.

      I cocked my head to one side. We need to lay low. I tried to convey the message silently.

      She hesitated for a long moment while I prayed she wouldn’t get us expelled before classes even started.

      “I want to get inside and cool off,” I said, doing my best to hide my own anger. “Let’s go find out where we’ll be staying.”

      “You’re right,” she said, putting on a cheery voice that didn’t match her murderous expression in the least.

      She started down the stairs without a backward glance in Pierce’s direction.

      “Hey, you can’t leave your bags here,” Pierce barked as we walked away. “Take this crap with you.”

      Disha quaked as her fingers started weaving a spell, which I was sure would leave Regent Huntington without a son.

      “No worries, Disha,” I added in a hurry. “I’ll get it.” Quickly, I cast a levitation spell and made sure our luggage followed close behind us.

      As we passed in front of the Sophomore Dorm, three more girls joined us, looking quite confused.

      “You’d think they would let us know,” a petite girl with a pixie cut was saying under her breath. “I mean, that’s a pretty big change, don’t you think?”

      Her friends bobbed their heads in agreement.

      We followed a line of girls toward the Administration Building. Everyone talked in hushed tones as if they sensed something wasn’t quite right and their questions and complaints would not be well-met.

      Inside the Administration Building, the scene was completely different, however. Judging by the uproar of voices, everyone had left their good nature at the door. These women were pissed.

      The entire female student body was packed in the foyer, their baggage strewn across the marble floor. Some had formed a line toward a large desk in the back while others stood around, furiously talking into their phones or to each other.

      A voice rose above the murmur.

      “You have got to be kidding me. I’m not staying in the Alumni Hall. Why do the men get all the dorms?” There was a pause as someone answered her, then the same voice again. “No way! That place is a dump. It’s not even a proper dorm. I am not staying there.” Another pause. “You know what? I’ll do just that. I’m out of here. You’re not going to treat me like a second rate student because I’m female.”

      The sea of girls parted to let a serious-looking brunette pass. Her name was Annette González, a senior witch who was the daughter of a Democratic senator. She was a fashionable dresser, like Disha, and her high heels tapped firmly against the marble floor as she made her way out.

      I stared with envy as her flowy sundress billowed behind her, and she disappeared through the front door. I wanted to have that kind of confidence and power. She didn’t have to worry about her future. Mommy and Daddy would take care of her even if she decided to lounge around the pool all day long. Me, on the other hand… not so much.

      Enough! Quit feeling sorry for yourself, Charlie.

      This was the exact reason I was here. Nyquist was trying to twist things into unrecognizable shapes. Not all of us could give up and walk away. Someone had to fight. If everyone just lay by the pool waiting to see what would happen, the next time they took a look, everything they held dear would be gone.

      I straightened my back and walked to the back of the line.

      Disha joined me. “Did Annette say Alumni Hall?”

      I nodded as I glanced around, trying to find Bridget. Whenever she heard about this, she would blow a gasket.

      “That is, like, the crappiest building on campus,” Disha said. “And Annette is right, it’s not set up to be a dorm. It’s just a big clubhouse with lounge areas, conference halls, and a lousy restaurant.”

      “Maybe they repurposed it,” I said distractedly, still scanning the crowd. A young freshman girl was crying as she spoke into her phone. Surely, this was nothing like what she’d been expecting.

      “It’s all the way at the back of campus,” Disha complained. “We’ll have to get up early to make it to class on time. This sucks. Are you ready to reconsider that sabbatical, yet? Poolside?”

      I was about to answer when the din of the crowd died down and Nyquist appeared from around the corner, followed by Regent Huntington and Regent Dromgoole. They walked to the middle of the foyer, sidestepping the luggage, their eyes full of disapproval.

      Nyquist shook his head, then whispered something in Huntington’s ear who quickly went the way he’d come, ready to run whatever errand his leader had assigned him. The dean was supposed to answer to the Board of Regents, not the other way around, but clearly, they were done with trying to keep up appearances.

      “Mrs. Rivera!” Nyquist exclaimed when he spotted me even as I tried to hide behind the student in front of me. He hooked a finger and made a “come here” motion.

      Bile burned in my throat as I took my first step in his direction. I felt like a dog called to heel, and it took all I had not to flat-out refuse.

      Bide your time. This is just the beginning. He’ll pay for this.

      I chanted the words inside my head, and they managed to give me the strength I needed not to launch forward and choke him. I wanted to demand where he was keeping Kiana and what he thought he was doing to my Academy, but that would get me nowhere.

      “Dean Nyquist,” I said, putting on a smile as the girls around us watched with quiet interest.

      “Would you mind helping get our young witches situated until we can get more personnel down here?” he asked, looking displeased at all the luggage and disoriented students.

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

      He shook his head. “The welcome packages were supposed to inform everyone of the changes, but for some reason, they never made it out on time.”

      The way he’d said “some reason” made me suspect he thought foul play was afoot. Maybe a little sabotage from the subversives to make Nyquist look bad?

      As Nyquist left, I began casting spells to push luggage out of the way and make a clear path to the desk. Most of the students watched me with envy while the few who seemed to realize what was truly going on threw resentful glances in my direction.

      Only Disha looked at me with pity.

      I clenched my teeth and kept moving luggage. When that was done, I started ushering out the girls who already knew their room assignment, telling them to go get situated before their rooms got assigned to someone else. After about twenty minutes, half the girls had gone on their way.

      That was until a male student walked in, all the female students I’d already dismissed following in his wake.

      Lawson Rush cut the line and stepped toward my desk, his eyes lingering on my face. “Hello, Love. Long time no see.”
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      “Ladies, ladies, calm down. There’s enough Lawson to go around.”

      In, he swaggered, dragging a wake of fawning fans behind him. Lawson, also known as Rowan Underwood in disguise, was dressed in his usual rock star attire. This time he wore his blond curls down to the nape of his neck, pushed back and perfectly messy. His pink shirt was unbuttoned to his mid-chest, which showed off several magical tattoos that appeared and disappeared as he moved. Tight black jeans and black boots completed the high-fashion look, which Rowan would not have been caught dead in.

      Rowan wouldn’t have waggled his eyebrows and signed pieces of paper thrust at him by swooning girls, either. But this was Rowan, wasn’t it? My head whirled.

      He took three selfies with giggling girls, then waved graciously.

      “Excuse me now, dolls. I need to speak to whoever’s in charge here.” Lawson spun around and let his smoldering brown eyes fall back on me.

      “That’s you, right? You’re in charge here? Lawson needs a word, please.”

      My eyes couldn’t roll hard enough. He was referring to himself in the third person now? Gag me with a fairy spear.

      “I’m in charge right now, yes,” I said, hoping it sounded authoritative even though it hadn’t really been established that I had any official capacity to make decisions. However, Nyquist had asked me to handle things, so I guess it all fell to me. “What do you need, Lawson?”

      He stepped over and threw an arm around my shoulders, leaning in like he was doing me a favor.

      Even though I was annoyed, the proximity of his body made my heart flutter. His smell floated around my head, some mix of expensive cologne and, underneath that, a scent so familiar I nearly lost my footing. It was Rowan’s smell. The smell of night’s pressed together, my head in the crook of his arm, our bodies intertwined.

      My lips tingling and goosebumps broke out down my skin. It took everything in me not to twist around and sink my hands into his hair and draw him near. It had been so long and my body yearned for his the way lungs yearned for air.

      Then he ruined the moment by speaking.

      “I need to talk about my room assignment, Love. It simply won’t do. I need something more private. Can we…?” He gestured to an empty administration office as if what he needed to tell me had to be done alone.

      When I glanced back, I noticed at least two dozen girls following our every move.

      “Right this way, Mr. Rush,” I said, leading us forward.

      He glanced over his shoulder at the crowd. “I knew you wanted to get me alone.” His voice was flirty and flush with confidence. The ladies murmured with jealousy.

      God, this was going to be an exhausting year.

      We walked into the office and I shut the door, pressing my back to it in time to see Rowan weaving a cloaking spell.

      “These spells will be illegal soon if they aren’t already,” he muttered as he wove his fingers in intricate patterns.

      “How can you do magic?” I said, watching him. His body was more slender than I was used to but still muscular and lithe like a cat’s.

      He finished and twisted a ring on his middle finger. “I’m drawing from this, but it won’t last forever.” His eyes flicked up to mine, and I had the impression he might ask if he could draw from me again, but he let the moment slip past.

      “How are you holding up?” he asked, running a hand through his overlong hair.

      I shrugged. Two years ago, I would’ve spilled everything, the times with Nyquist where I wanted to kill him, the moments when I thought I might fling myself from the closest window, the way I couldn’t sleep because of what I’d done to Kiana. The crushing, suffocating guilt.

      “I’m okay,” I said. “You?”

      He shrugged. “It’s not hard to be a rock star. Kind of fun, actually.”

      “Lucky you,” I said sarcastically.

      He caught my snark and instead of firing back, his face took on the expression of concern I was used to seeing from him. “Charlie, if there’s something wrong—”

      “Everything’s wrong,” I blurted before reeling it back in again. “But I’m handling it.”

      His expression was dubious. “I’m here to help.”

      “Did you know the girls are all being moved. Housed in the Alumni Hall. I haven’t even been over there, but I’m sure it’s awful.”

      “I heard,” he said. “We knew it was going to be bad.”

      “You saw the new rule book?”

      He picked up a paperweight from the dusty desk. “Parts of it. I know the drill. Warlocks from the right families with the right connections are good. Everyone else bad.”

      “Pretty much.”

      His eyes lifted. “Nyquist likes you, though. He put you in charge of all the women on the first day.”

      “Great,” I said. “A megalomaniac and murderer likes me. Can’t wait to write that on my resume.” Swallowing hard, I realized suddenly that I might cry. It was all too much. Whirling to face the closed door, I fisted my hands, letting my nails bite into my flesh so I could feel something other than terrible.

      Fingertips brushed my shoulder. “Hey. You don’t have to do that.”

      “Do what?” I said into the door grain.

      “Hold it all in. Hide it. This is me.”

      “I don’t even know who you are,” I said, staring at the whorls in the wood.

      “Yes, you do,” he coaxed, placing his hand on my back. The gentle touch was so soothing. I leaned into it.

      Then, without thought or reason, I turned and slipped my arms around him.

      The feel of his Lawson body was unique and exquisite like embracing someone I’d just met, but I focused on the gentle stroke of his fingers down my back. How I’d missed him holding me like this. All those aching nights alone. I’d told myself I didn’t need it. That I didn’t need him. But, clearly, all that self-talk and reasoning had been empty. Even the anger I’d felt toward him for all the time he spent with the subversives, keeping secrets from me, seemed to melt away.

      His arms were so strong, circled around my back, anchoring me here and now. Nothing could hurt me right now and my cares seemed a million miles away. I breathed out, rustling his hair.

      “You feel different, but the same,” I murmured.

      “I’ve missed you so much, Charlie,” he said in a deep whisper, one thumb drawing circles on my lower back. “I can’t tell you how much.”

      A knock on the door sent us apart.

      “Charlie, are you in there?” Disha asked from the other side of the door.

      I straightened, self-conscious even though we didn’t have anything to be embarrassed about. Then, I opened the door.

      Disha stood on the other side, two dozen girls behind her. All their eyes darted over my shoulder to see if their beloved Lawson had been tarnished.

      “There you are,” Disha said, eyes large. “And Lawson Rush.”

      “In the flesh,” he said with his normal swagger. He held a hand out for Disha to shake as if they’d never met, then slipped through the crowd. “Pardon me. Business to attend to. But, I’ll see you later, eh… What was your name, Love?”

      “Charlie,” I said, faking annoyance.

      “Right.” Lawson winked and shot finger-guns my way.

      The act was going to be the death of me, but at least now I knew my Rowan was underneath it all.

      He parted the crowd, slipping through grabby hands, and left a trail of sparkling kisses in the air before exiting the building.

      “A bit much?” Disha whispered to me.

      “You have no idea,” I said. “What’s up?”

      “Come on. You have to see this.”

      Disha pulled me out of the Administration Building and down the steps. At the bottom, she gripped my shoulders and worked her magic, transporting us with her spell all the way to the Alumni Hall. Girls milled out front, their bags strewn across the crumbling brick steps. Some talked on their phones. Some cried. Others spoke in loud voices with lots of angry finger waving.

      “It’s bad, huh?” I asked.

      Disha’s face was livid. “You can’t even imagine.”

      “Let’s see it,” I said with a sigh.

      She stomped up the stairs with me in her wake.

      I’d never been inside the Alumni Hall, but it truly was the most outdated of the buildings on campus. Parquet floors, low windows, and drop-ceilings made it obvious this was a 1980s construction job. The place even smelled old, thanks to its musty carpets and drippy, water-stained ceiling tiles.

      The front entryway was clogged with girls and bags. Some stared up at me as I passed as if I could somehow remedy this situation. I gave a weak smile and continued down the dim corridor.

      “Here,” Disha said, extending an arm into a dimly lit room.

      The space was a long, narrow, low-ceilinged rectangle filled with metal bunk beds. They ran in rows of seven or eight and extended to the back wall. It reminded me of pictures I’d seen of summer camps, or, worse, women’s minimum security prisons.

      “The rest of the rooms are the same,” Disha said. “They’ve turned every available space into this.” She waved her arm around as if she didn’t have words.

      I wondered how I could help my very rich friend see that there were worse things than dated decor and uncomfortable sleeping arrangements without making her feel like crap. The old “I used to be homeless and slept in a warehouse” routine might not float right about now. Instead, I settled for expressing my surprise.

      “Shit!” I exclaimed.

      “Yep,” she agreed. “Should I call my dad?”

      I shook my head. “There’s not much he can do that won’t draw attention to us and make things worse. We’ll have to make do.”

      “Are you serious?” she asked, eyebrows disappearing into her wilting hairdo. “We aren’t criminals. This is ridiculous.”

      “Amen!” a girl who’d been listening to our conversation said. “Let’s protest.”

      “Yeah!” several other girls shouted, jumping up. Soon, a crowd was around us, talking all at once. The words “revolt,” “mob,” and “protest” were shouted more than once.

      This was bullshit. They were right. But, as the dean’s female liaison, it was up to me to quell this before it began. As much as it pained, I had to put a shine on it to stay in Nyquist’s good graces.

      I placed two fingers to my throat and projected my voice over the crowd. “Ladies, ladies, let’s calm down. Can I talk for a minute?”

      They stopped shouting and turned to me. I took a deep breath and thought about what I needed to say before continuing.

      “I know this situation seems awful. It is pretty awful, but there has to be a good explanation for it. Our administration doesn’t want us to suffer.”

      “Yes, it does!” someone shouted. A few others agreed.

      I swallowed hard. “That can’t be right. Many of us are daughters, nieces, or granddaughters of the men in charge here, right?”

      There were a few murmurs of agreement.

      “I’m sure this is really a matter of safety. I have it on good authority that this building is the easiest to defend if there is an attack.” Lies, all lies.

      A few girls nodded.

      “And, the men are at the entrance, ready to be the front line of defense. Don’t you want to be safe? Don’t you want to make sure you can sleep in peace? Plus, we’re witches. A little thing like uncomfortable beds can’t stop us, right? We can make it better.”

      Speaking those words made my throat raw and my chest hurt. What I wanted to say was, Screw the patriarchy. Let’s burn those dorms down. Instead, I bit my lip and waited to see their response.

      “Um, we can clean it up with a few spells, make it really cozy,” I added.

      “We shouldn’t have to,” one rich-looking girl complained. “Our parents are paying plenty in room and board. Besides, we are not maids.”

      A group of them nodded in agreement, glared at me, then left the room. But some, far too many, stayed back, eager for the chance to use their magic—especially the freshmen.

      My speech had worked. And I hated myself even more.

      When I turned, Disha stared at me the way I’d stared at Lawson, like she had no idea who I was.

      Maybe I didn’t know who I was, either.

      “Whatever,” she said, turning from me. “I’m going to claim a bunk before the good ones are taken.”

      She’d barely taken a few steps when a commotion sounded outside the room. Bridget burst through the entrance, her red curls forming a crazed halo around her head.

      “This is utter crap,” she yelled. “This will not stand. We are strong feminist witches who can fight for themselves and will not let a bunch of misogynistic apes treat us like this.”

      The girls who hadn’t bought my speech crowded behind Bridget, arms up in the air, chanting their agreement, while the ones who had started getting situated stopped what they were doing and focused on Bridget.

      Crap! She was about to undo what I’d accomplished.

      I started in her direction. “Hey, Bridget, maybe we—”

      “Let’s take the fight to Nyquist,” she went on, completely ignoring me. She was deep into one of her euphoric crusades. “Follow me!” she demanded, turning on her heel and leading all the irate students out of the room. The rest followed, if only out of curiosity.

      I rolled my eyes to the ceiling. “Why?” I asked whoever was listening, then ran after my psychotic friend.
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      “Bridget, wait!” I exclaimed, trying to push past all the girls who were packed in the hall. Several yards ahead, Bridget’s cloud of red hair darted to and fro. She was totally ignoring me.

      When we got outside of the building, I ran around Bridget’s loud supporters. Tempers had already been high. It hadn’t taken much for her to get the female students riled up again. They only needed a few signs reading “Off with their heads!” to complete the look.

      Finally, I made it to the front and blocked Bridget’s path. She stopped, her green eyes so wide they seemed ready to roll onto the lawn. She was seriously amped.

      The rest of the girls also stopped, seeming unsure of what to do without their leader. Good. if I could convince Bridget to chill, maybe the others would go back inside.

      “Bridget, what are you doing? This is not safe,” I said, speaking in a calm, reasonable tone.

      She had some trouble focusing on me, and when she did, she didn’t even seem to fully recognize me. It reminded me of the time Disha drank that alertness tincture. Had Bridget gotten her hands on some of it? Either way, she became so intense when she was mad. She was wearing a long tie-dye dress that I was sure came straight out of Irmagard’s closet, adding to her disorienting appearance.

      “Get out of my way, Charlie,” she said through gritted teeth.

      Well, at least she could still remember my name through all her fury. She had been through a lot, most recently getting snatched by M.L.E. when she dared speak against Nyquist. But clearly, she was not the type to give up. I didn’t think this would get her into as much trouble as before, but she might end up expelled for instigating unrest.

      “Bridget, the dean already has it in for you,” I whispered close to her ear. “He’ll expel you if you cause trouble.”

      “Let him try,” she said, jutting out her chin. “My parents are so lawyered up. That old fart can’t touch me.”

      “Bridget, I—”

      She put a hand on my shoulder and pushed me aside. “You can stay out of this if you’re too chicken to fight, but don’t get in my way.”

      I grabbed her by the wrist, but she yanked it free, throwing me a death glare that almost singed my eyebrows off. Then, she marched forward, starting a chant that the other girls echoed with gusto.

      “We want proper dorms. We want proper dorms!”

      Disha stepped next to me, looking exhausted. “What now?”

      I shook my head at a loss for words.

      “You can’t really blame her,” Disha said. “I’m actually considering joining her. This is bullshit.”

      “Please don’t.” My voice sounded tired even to my ears.

      I considered what to do next. Should I worry about this protest? Or should I just let it run its course and see what would happen? Would Nyquist blame me if I didn’t do anything? Probably.

      Either way, the best I could do was ingratiate myself with him, look as if I was on his side every step of the way, all while I tried not to puke in disgust at my own actions.

      I heaved a heavy sigh. “Can you transport me to the front of the Administration Building? I should get there before Bridget does.”

      Disha shook her head and, looking resigned, grabbed my hands. In a blink, we were transported back where we’d come from. We landed on our feet in front of the steps, only stumbling a little bit. Disha had really improved the landing.

      A girl with jet-black hair and intense green eyes who had been headed inside jumped and blinked at us in surprise. When she recovered she said, “Wicked. I want to learn how to do that! When do they teach you?” By the way, she was looking at us with near reverence, she had to be a freshman.

      “My friend, Disha, can tell you all about it,” I said. “I need to…” I hooked a finger toward the building’s entrance.

      Disha rolled her eyes. “Go ahead,” she said, then turned to the girl with a proud smile. “They actually don’t teach you this spell. You have to learn it on your own,” I heard her say as I hurried up the steps and through the door.

      Inside, it was much cooler, which was a relief. I let my eyes adjust as I walked slowly through the large foyer. A few more students were in line, waiting to get to the desk to ask about their room assignment. Now that the space wasn’t so crowded, I could see that the person manning the desk was a severe-looking man in a sweater vest and horn-rimmed glasses. I’d never seen him before.

      Hurrying forward, I turned down the corridor that led to Nyquist’s office. I passed in front of the door that used to belong to both Mcgregor and Bonnie Underwood. The black-lettered decal on the glass read “Dean of Admissions,” but there was no name under it. Had they appointed someone to fill the vacant spot yet? They probably had—I didn’t think Nyquist would leave a post like that unattended. Maybe the information had been in the welcome packages that never arrived. I really needed to get my hands on one of those.

      As I went, I rehearsed what I would tell Nyquist as well as the expression that would accompany my lies. I decided that acting freaked out would be my best option. He couldn’t expect me to control a mob of pissed off witches.

      When I reached the door with the plaque that read “Dean Raymond Nyquist,” I shook myself, took a deep breath, and barreled through the door.

      “Dean Nyquist, I need your help. There’s—”

      I froze.

      The flickering images of a young girl reflecting against the bookshelves to my right stole the words out of my mouth. The oversized image of the girl was smiling and waving a hand in the air.

      At first, I almost screamed, thinking it was some sort of ghost or apparition, but thankfully, I managed to bite my tongue and take a closer look.

      With a flick of Nyquist’s hand, the image faded, then disappeared. I’d barely had a second to look at it, but it was imprinted in my retinas like the quick flash of 4th of July fireworks.

      Something about it had been terribly familiar, and that was making the image stick.

      Nyquist stood up from his chair and glared at me over his wide desk. He looked seriously peeved. I blinked, trying to focus on the moment, but my mind kept going back to that night when Rowan’s mother had played a movie-like sequence of his high school graduation. That same night she’d been pretending Rowan was not on campus visiting her in secret. The images I’d just seen had possessed that same quality, which must mean they were Nyquist’s memories, right? But if so, why had they seemed so familiar?

      “What possessed you to barge into my office in this way?” Nyquist demanded. “Don’t you know you’re supposed to knock?”

      “Uh… Sorry. So sorry,” I said, remembering to don a freaked out expression. “But I wanted to warn you, Dean Nyquist. The female students have organized in protest about their new… accommodations. A large group of them is headed this way. I tried to stop them, but they wouldn’t listen. They are angry, and I fear for their safety.”

      Nyquist’s annoyance at my barging in was quickly deflected. I could tell by the way his gaze slid away from me and went over my shoulder as if he expected a stampede of pissed off women to push into his office.

      He froze on the spot, a primal sort of fear entering his features. He was scared, terror-struck by all the estrogen-ridden creatures headed his way. I almost laughed. He’d killed people and he was scared of a few pissed off women? I had to literally bite the inside of my cheek not to start laughing.

      Well, that’ll teach him not to mess with females, though my satisfied thought evaporated as soon as he picked up his phone and called for M.L.E. officers to come to the Administration Building and help “calm down a rowdy crowd.”

      Magical Law Enforcement officers? Were they now at his beck and call? There had never been officers stationed at the school in the three years prior. Last semester, when a battle had been waged on school grounds, their presence had made sense, but now? We were dealing with angry students who had a right to protest, not criminals. Dean McIntosh would’ve just gone out there and talked them down.

      It took a lot of self-restraint to keep a straight face, then follow Nyquist out of the office as if I were a good little lackey who thought everything he was doing was justified.

      “This Academy needs a strong hand,” he said as he ambled down the corridor toward the foyer. “When I went here, witches and warlocks didn’t intermingle like nowadays. Don’t get me wrong, Ms. Rivera, I have nothing against your gender. You are strong and resilient, even talented—some of you, anyway. But warlocks get too distracted by your guiles and don’t focus on what's important. The changes I’ve instituted will be good for everyone. If people would just learn to listen without causing a stir at every turn.”

      Our guiles? Christ, he was old.

      “Um, yes,” I said, unable to think of a proper response for all that ridiculous patriarchal bullshit.

      When we reached the grand foyer, the chant of angry voices could be heard drifting through the large front door. The few students still inside glanced from the dean to the exit. They watched me too, which made me wish for the marble floors to crack open and swallow me. I hated that they would think I was in league with Nyquist.

      “Stay by me, Ms. Rivera,” Nyquist said. “Your fellow students need to see a good example, a witch with a real future ahead of her, someone who knows her place and takes advantage of what is offered to her.”

      He charged ahead and shambled outside, his old man shoes squeaking on the tile floor.

      A sea of young faces—Bridget in the lead—turned in his direction. At the sight of him, the chants rose in pitch and meanness. At first, Nyquist didn’t try to talk, he just stood there coolly and regarded the crowd with detachment. He didn’t seem scared of them anymore.

      “Witches have rights,” Bridget said using a voice-magnifying spell and casting a dirty glance in my direction.

      The other students changed their previous chant of “we need proper dorms” to this new one.

      “Witches have rights. Witches have rights!”

      Still, Nyquist did nothing.

      I scanned the crowd for Disha and found her sitting on a bench all the way in the back, looking so done with this whole affair. She seemed to be on her phone, talking to Drew most likely.

      There was a pop to my right and left, and I had to jump when two M.L.E. officers materialized at each flank. They were dressed all in brown with wide bands around their arms that had the M.L.E. initials etched in black ink. Short cloaks hung at their backs. I was surprised to find that they were both women, tall and broad, with their long hair pulled into tight buns at the top of their heads. They looked commanding and very intimidating.

      The crowd went silent at the officers’ surprise appearance. Judging by their simple uniforms, the women were of low rank, but if the severe way they carried themselves was a requirement of success within the force, they would soon be getting into higher stations.

      At last, Nyquist pressed two fingers to his throat and spoke. “Ladies,” he said in a pacifying tone, “I understand the unrest, but I assure you, it is completely unnecessary. If you had received your welcome packages, you would know that the changes taking place are for the good of the Academy and all its students.”

      “Lies,” Bridget yelled.

      The dean ignored her, not even bothering to look in her direction. “The old Alumni Hall,” he said, “which has been renamed to Witch Cove will soon be one of the best-equipped dorms on campus.”

      The students exchanged glances, looking intrigued by Nyquist’s words. Was this true? I didn’t think so. I actually had the feeling that the old man was making shit up on the spot.

      “This Supernatural Academy has a certain prestige to uphold,” he said. “So it is ludicrous to think that we won’t provide the best for all our students. Still, changes can’t happen overnight, even in our magical community. Permits are needed, funds must be approved, designs have to be finalized. All kinds of boring things your young minds have no time or inclination to understand.”

      Judging by the blank stares on some of the students, Nyquist wasn’t far from the truth. They were already looking bored. Even Bridget appeared at the brink of dozing off.

      “As your new dean, I promise you the current situation at Witch Cove is strictly temporary. Bear with us and, in the end, you will not be disappointed with the state of the art facility we will provide for you.”

      As my gaze roved over the crowd, I could see the fight had gone out of most of the girls. Several had just traveled many miles to get here today. They were tired, and the blazing afternoon sun bearing down on them was surely draining the last bit of energy left in their systems. Nothing a tall mocha coffee couldn’t cure, but there were none of those around.

      At the fringes of the crowd, the protestors started peeling away, appearing mildly satisfied with the lies Nyquist had so masterfully pulled out of his sagging behind. Little by little, the group walked away.

      After a few minutes, only Bridget was left at the bottom of the steps, an intense expression on her face. She didn’t have the look of someone who had given up. Maybe she was planning something. God only knew what.

      Nyquist sniffled and threw his head back in triumph. He turned to go back inside and seemed surprised to find me a step behind him.

      “Oh, Ms. Rivera,” he said. “I should thank you for your timely warning. Very much appreciated.” He bared his yellowed teeth.

      “You’re welcome,” I said, clenching my hands behind my back to keep them from reaching for his neck.

      “Now, I must go back to work. I need to make sure the student welcome packages get delivered. Please let me know if there are any more… flare-ups. I’m counting on you.” He hurried inside, though not before instructing the M.L.E. officers to stay put and keep an eye out for more signs of unrest.

      Feeling exhausted, I went down the steps.

      “C’mon, Bridget,” I said as I passed next to her. “It was a valiant effort. At least now we know the bunk beds are temporary.” I patted her on the shoulder and headed toward Disha.

      She stayed behind, her eyes fixed on the Administration Building’s facade.

      “What a mess,” Disha said as I sat next to her.

      “I know.”

      “And we’re right back where we started ‘cause I don’t buy anything Nyquist just said. He’s a clever geezer, probably made all that up on the spot. I bet that later he’s gonna say the budget for the remodel is not being approved by the board or some such crap. All of that for nothing.”

      “I don’t know if it was all for nothing,” I said, thinking back to the glimpse of Nyquist’s memory.

      Disha cocked her head to one side. “Oh? Spill.”

      “I saw something,” I said. “I’m not sure what it means yet, but I’ll find out.”

      While I’d been standing next to Nyquist on top of those stairs, the images of that girl had nagged at me, tugging at a memory of my own, a memory of two long summers ago: me in a beet farm, thumbing through old photo albums of Irmagard and her sisters.

      The young girl in Nyquist’s memories had seemed familiar because I’d seen her in those photo albums. That young girl was one of the McIntosh triplets, either Lynssa, Irmagard, or Espelth.

      What could Nyquist possibly want with one of them?
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      If I’d had any thought that classes would be better than the disaster of the first day, I had another thing coming.

      The girls and I spent the first few days magicking our new “dorm” into something livable. We erected soundproof barriers, rearranged furniture and used cleaning spell after cleaning spell until our space was mostly livable.

      Now, each bunk had a little cubby that was semi-private. With twinkling fairy lights and new curtains, the place took on a certain charm. However, it was still small and cramped and had terrible grimy bathrooms that no amount of spells could clean. A few girls left on account of the conditions, and all I could feel was relief that the shower line would be shorter in the morning. Most stuck around, though, probably hopeful about Nyquist’s promises.

      Bridget wouldn’t speak to me. This wasn’t new behavior as she’d pulled a similar stunt last year, too. But I couldn’t risk telling her my secret. Knowing how impulsively she tended to act, I had to let her believe I was the bad guy. Another thing to regret, it seemed.

      However, I was too busy putting out fires and calming girls’ nerves to worry too much about Bridget. The first night, a sophomore girl had hexed a freshman who snored too loudly. And the second night, the freshman retaliated, giving the sophomore such deformed elephant features she had to be taken to the new nurse, Nurse Horrace, a severe-looking woman who seemed to like causing pain more than soothing it.

      As I watched her tweak the girl’s nose-turned-trunk and scold her for not defending herself, I made a mental note not to get sick this year. She was nothing like Nurse Taishi. One more reason to fight. We had to get him back.

      Besides Witch Cove’s responsibilities, I still had spy duties to attend to. I needed to figure out what Nyquist was doing with the memory of one of the triplets. I was certain it was one of the McIntosh sisters, but the problem was none of them were around to ask. And, Rowan was no help.

      In his Lawson disguise, we couldn’t talk in public. His fans hounded him, and with the new rules about men and women fraternizing on-campus—private conversations between couples were highly discouraged—it was impossible. I’d tried a few note-sending spells with dummy messages, but with M.L.E. officers almost everywhere that seemed like a great way to get caught.

      I’d pictured my senior year to be the year when I would hit my stride, both magically and personally, but so far, it had been more like ten tons of horse crap in a five-ton cart.

      In other words, shitty.

      And yet, classes were somehow worse. Our schedules had changed. Now, instead of Potions and Defensive Magic, we were taking Domestic Spellcasting and Medicinal Skills for the Modern Witch. It was more male-dominated garbage, making me feel like I was attending college in the 1950s. Maybe Nyquist had figured out how to use the Loopers to turn back time, or maybe he was finding a way to usher in decades’-old ideals with a sweep of his hand.

      And I was helping him.

      Today, Disha and I sat in Domestic Spellcasting. The class was held in the Spells Cave, but the curriculum was much changed. The stone seats that ringed the main stage were filled with women. Standing on the platform was one of our new teachers, Mrs. Bass. She appeared to have been dug up from an archive and reanimated before they took the embalming fluid out. Her skin was pasty and with a greenish tint. She was in her sixties but dressed much older, right down to her brown orthopedic shoes, pearl necklace, high-necked dress, and pantyhose. The curly gray hair she wore looked more like a cheap costume wig than an actual hairstyle, but here we were.

      “Ladies,” she shrilled, “sit up straight. Eyes on me. Now repeat these words exactly. Lustrant per sordes. Redige auferat cibum.” She flicked a wand—yes, an actual wand—at a pile of dirt. It disappeared.

      “Rocket science, I tell you what,” Disha whispered with a roll of her eyes.

      “What was that?” Mrs. Bass’s eyes darted up, pinning us like moths.

      “Um, nothing,” Disha said. “I was asking Charlie about proper finger placement.” Disha twiddled her long, brown fingers and smiled.

      Mrs. Bass frowned. Disha’s chipper demeanor, which had gone far to impress the young male teachers of the past, did the opposite for our new ones.

      “Another word and you’ll get a foible,” Mrs. Bass said.

      Foibles were the new staff’s fancy way of doling out demerits. It was a cute term that disguised major consequences. Get enough of them and you were grounded to the dorms. More and you could be expelled.

      Disha bit her lip and nodded, but below her books, she was squeezing my leg hard enough to bruise. Damn, my friend had the hand strength of a lumberjack.

      For all our sakes, this had to stop. The male students were still following the real curriculum, learning advanced spells on teleportation and conjuring while we had to do this crap. It was so unfair.

      After an excruciating hour watching Mrs. Bass teach us laundry spells and cooking spells, we were finally turned loose into the hot September sun. Disha pulled me along campus to a bench and quickly cast a cloaking spell.

      “I swear to all that is holy,” she began, “I’m going to broil off her eyebrows—the four hairs she has left, anyway. Then I’m going to make her eat her own wig after I use her sautéing spell on it!” She kicked at the grass, cursing. “I’m going to—”

      There was a popping sound as the air around us whooshed out. We stared up in time to see Cruise Knightley knocking our cloaking spell away with a wave of his hand.

      “Cloaking spells are illegal, ladies. You know that.” His mouth curled up in a snide smile. God, he loved torturing us.

      Some of the boys had been given the ability to police their fellow students as if we needed Hitler Youth storming around to add to the welcoming atmosphere.

      “Arg!” Disha howled, clenching her hands. I had to hold her back from broiling his eyebrows.

      “Sorry, Cruise,” I said, holding her tight. “Disha is having some, er, private girl troubles if you know what I mean.”

      I nodded down to Disha’s lady parts as if to indicate we were talking about periods.

      Cruise took a step back, making a face. “Gross. Go to your dorm to talk about that.”

      To my surprise, he left without giving us a foible or harassing us further. I counted it as a win until I turned and saw Disha’s face. Tears were streaming down her cheeks.

      “Oh no,” I said, wrapping her in a hug. “It’s okay. We’ll deal with that teacher situation later.”

      Disha gripped my shoulders. “That’s just it, Char. I don’t think we will. We can’t deal with anything anymore.”

      I hugged her for a moment before holding her at arms’ length and staring into her eyes. “We can deal. We’re badass witches, remember?”

      She sniffed, not ready to give up her sadness.

      “What about this?” I added. “I was saving it for later, but Drew and Lawson have come up with something for tonight.”

      Her eyebrows lifted.

      Drew had been around campus, making notes and reporting back to his father—to Nyquist’s deep displeasure. He’d taken up an office in the Administration Building but had to go back and forth a lot. The good news was that he was back for the weekend and had conspired with Lawson to take Disha and me off-campus where we could breathe and talk without the likes of Cruise Knightley hovering around.

      “A double date,” I told her.

      She stopped crying. “Somewhere nice and expensive?”

      “I’m sure,” I said.

      A smile graced her tear-streaked face. “I hope really expensive.”

      “How could Lawson Rush be seen anywhere else?”

      I was nervous, not only to venture out on a double date but to spend time alone with Rowan dressed as Lawson. Lately, I’d spent my nights dreaming of being with him as a nice distraction from all that was going on, but when it came down to it, I just didn’t know how to be around him. Plus, there was so much baggage, and Lawson was recognized everywhere we went. It complicated things.

      Yet, by seven PM that night, Disha and I were sufficiently dolled up and waiting on the curb by the Administration Building.

      When a stretch limo pulled up, with Lawson sticking out of the sunroof, I couldn’t say I was shocked.

      “Dolls!” he shouted, “are you ready for the night of your lives?”

      Girls walking from the cafeteria took notice and started to flock to us. Lord, couldn’t he do anything without drawing attention?

      “Come on,” I said, grabbing Disha’s hand and hurrying her to the limousine. “Get in before the mob arrives.”

      We clomped in our high heels to the door the driver was now holding open for us. As we slipped inside, Drew greeted me with a smile before Disha sat down on top of him. He wore an expensive black suit, black dress shirt, and slim purple tie. His hair was slicked back and his beard was professionally trimmed. He looked like a high-powered Wall Street executive.

      Lawson, who had managed to extricate himself from the sunroof, was the stark opposite. Rocker to the bone, he wore a silk shirt in a navy and gold geometric pattern. It was unbuttoned so that his entire chest and abs were bare for all to see. Magic tattoos—a Chinese dragon, a black pirate ship, and a string of Arabic letters—cavorted on his chest, traveling around before settling down on his taut stomach and round pecs. He was in exquisite shape, not an ounce of fat to be seen. I wondered if he spent his days working out instead of studying magic as he was supposed to be doing. Or maybe it was some kind of spell.

      Instead of shoulder-length golden curls, his hair was cut short and colored a verdant green, a shocking look, and yet so damn sexy I found myself staring for a beat too long, especially because his dark eyes were entirely Rowan.

      He patted the leather seat beside him. “Come over here, darling, and get a better look,” he purred.

      “Stop it,” I snapped, angry at myself for revealing how hot I thought he looked. “Be normal.”

      He laughed and then reached behind him to knock on the security glass that divided us from the driver. Slowly, the black divider rolled up. Still, that wasn’t enough, so Disha wove one of her cloaking spells to be sure, probably picturing Mrs. Bass’s trampled wig as she did so.

      “There,” she said, returning to her place curled around Drew. “Now we can talk.”

      Lawson shook himself. “I’ll try to drop the act, but it’s difficult. I live and breathe Lawson now. It’s grown into me.” His eyes flicked to me. “Don’t get mad, okay, Love?” He reached out and trailed a finger down my neck, making me shiver.

      “Don’t call me Love,” I said. “But I get it. It must be hard to just snap out of it.” I offered him an understanding smile.

      The smile that returned was all Rowan and my heart clenched. I gripped my bag and breathed deeply as the driver took off.

      “Have you made any progress in your quest?” Rowan asked.

      I shook my head. “Only one thing. Nyquist was watching a memory spell of one of the McIntosh triplets. She was a young girl at the time. He didn’t want me to know he’d been watching. It felt important.”

      Drew frowned. “Are you sure?” By now, he knew all about my job as a spy. He’d seen, first hand, how bad things were at the Academy and agreed with our stance. There had been no need to hide things anymore.

      I nodded. “I know it was one of them. I saw pictures of them as children when I spent time at the beet farm. I think that was where they grew up and that was where Nyquist’s memory happened, too.”

      Drew stroked his beard with a thumb and forefinger.

      “Nyquist hates Lynssa. Always has,” Rowan offered. “I’ve heard he was pissed when she became dean. He wanted the job for himself and was jealous they gave it to her.”

      “And we know how he feels about women in power,” Disha added. “You know what that means, small penis.”

      I had to laugh. “Please don’t make me think about Nyquist’s penis.”

      “What?” Disha said dismissively. “I’m sure it’s like a little white raisin.”

      “Gross,” I responded, laughing.

      Rowan chuckled. “Or like an old hotdog left in the bag in the back of the fridge.”

      “Too big,” Disha said, laughing. “A Vienna sausage.”

      “Oh, God! Help me. Drew?” I glanced at him as I giggled and cringed at the image.

      Drew’s lips curled up in a smile. “I bet it looks like a baby carrot, one of the weird, crooked ones. Pale, too.”

      We laughed and talked and shared stories and theories all the way to the restaurant. When we pulled up, I realized that we’d made it all the way to Jekyll Island in an hour, a spot nearly three hours east of campus. Magical transportation had to be involved, though I hadn’t noticed any spells.

      As we stepped out of the limo, the pounding of ocean waves and the smell of sea salt filled my senses. It was just past sunset and the pinks, oranges, and purples that streaked the sky were magnificent. On the beach, large driftwood trees sprouted out at odd angles, eerie and beautiful.

      “Oh,” I said twirling around to take it all in. “This is amazing.”

      Carefully, Rowan, in his Lawson suit, took my hand. “Hang on, doll. There’s much more.”

      I let him lace his fingers through mine and take us down a sidewalk trail beside the beach. There, a concrete barrier appeared, which turned out to be a stairway heading deep into the sandy underground. A large, suit-wearing man nodded at Lawson and stepped aside, allowing us to enter.

      As we walked down the steps, the dim twilight faded and purple neon lights took their place. Three sets of stairs later, we came to another door where a second suit-wearing man nodded at Lawson and allowed us to proceed.

      He opened the door and led us into an aquarium.

      Gazing at the ocean all around us, I realized we were underwater. A glass tunnel kept the sea life and waves from crashing down at us, yet gave us a perfect view of darting, colorful fish. The water was crystal clear and lit outward so we could see beyond our surroundings.

      “Drew!” Disha squealed, hugging his arm. “This is killer.”

      “I knew you’d like it,” he said, leaning down to kiss her.

      Rowan let his shoulder brush mine. “Do you like it? You’re not as showy as your friend there.” He nodded at Disha.

      “I like it,” I said flashing a huge smile. This was beyond amazing. I’d had no idea that eating under the ocean was possible, but I was totally willing to make this once-in-a-lifetime dinner happen.

      We sat at a private table in the center while waiters brought water, wine, and sparkling champagne, then a series of small courses, none of which I recognized or could describe except to say they were for a culinary palate vastly exceeding my own. They were delicious and fishy and light, each plate more beautiful and colorful than the last.

      By the time dessert was served, I was sure I’d eaten a dozen things I’d never even heard of.

      We sipped champagne and gazed at the fish that schooled in clusters by the glass. At some point, the waiters dimmed the lights and lit candles. Drew and Disha disappeared to who-knew-where and the waiters made themselves scarce.

      Rowan’s arm had found its way around me. I leaned into him, drawing strength from the warmth of his body.

      “I think your shoulders have finally relaxed,” he whispered, his breath stirring the hair at the nape of my neck. Tingles slipped over my skin and down my arms like bubbles in my champagne glass.

      “I want to stay here forever,” I replied, sipping more champagne and enjoying the sparkling feeling in my veins.

      “Lawson has enough money. That might be arranged.” He trailed a finger down my neck with delicious slowness.

      I sighed. “I feel guilty about enjoying this when people are suffering.”

      Rowan shook his head. “That’s so like you, thinking of everyone else. One of the things I’ve missed about you, among many others.” His finger slid along my jaw, gently tilting my head until our mouths were mere inches away.

      “I’ve missed these,” he said, brushing his thumb over my lips. It took everything I had not to jump on him at that moment.

      “Is it a good idea?” I said, staring at his full, wet lips. “I just don’t know.”

      “Me, neither,” he said, his breaths coming faster. I could see the rise and fall of his bare chest, his nipples taut.

      When he slipped his hand behind my head and drew my mouth to his, it felt like the best idea in the world.
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      Making out with Lawson was a guilty pleasure, and it had become my favorite thing to do—not that I got to do it as much as I would’ve liked, but it was a reprieve from all the bullshit going on at school.

      It was odd. I was definitely attracted to Lawson. What was there not to like with his slim, taut body and endless confidence? But I was sure I would not be so turned on by him if he weren’t really Rowan. Sometimes I still struggled with reconciling the two and had to remind myself I wasn’t cheating on two guys.

      At Witch Cove, I’d chosen a top bunk, above Disha, and most nights, I just stared at the peeling ceiling paint, replaying our latest make out session in my mind until exhaustion took me away.

      A few times, during a couple of escapades outside of campus, things had gotten pretty intense between us, and I’d had to put the brakes on to keep it PG. I felt comfortable with Lawson, but not that comfortable. I still yearned for Rowan’s handsome face, his dark hair, and solid, muscular body. Only the full version of him held the key to all I wanted to give.

      If I was honest with myself, I had to admit that, at the moment, I was going through some serious withdrawal. I hadn’t seen Lawson in three days unless spying him all the way across campus with a gaggle of freshmen girls trailing behind him counted. They had followed him to the cafeteria where he bought them lunch and sat at their table. I’d watched from three tables over, poking at my meatloaf, envy turning my vision green while he laughed and flirted.

      Did he enjoy the attention? He certainly seemed to shine in the spotlight. How much of it was acting? And how much was real? Did he even have time left to do any spying? I didn’t think so.

      These were common thoughts that I had to tell to piss off, reminding myself that Rowan had been hung up on me for the last three years, just the way I’d been hung up on him. The thought gave me endless pleasure, even if he’d never used the “L” word. Not that I had said “I love you” either, not out loud anyway. I’d only admitted it to myself last year, but I had yet to tell him how I felt.

      Something else that needed to be reserved for Full Version Rowan.

      My stomach rumbled as I walked across campus after a trip to the library. On my free time, I’d been reading all I could, trying to learn the skills required during senior year. I didn’t want to fall behind while fools like Cruise got to learn the good stuff.

      A month had passed since I’d walked in on Nyquist’s memory spell, and I still had no clue what it meant and if it was important. Some spy I was. It wasn’t easy, though. When I signed up to help, no one told me there would be M.L.E. officers at every turn, classmates who would tattle, and trigger spells that let our tormentors know when we stepped a toe out of line.

      But not everyone was taking it lying down. Someone who called herself the Rogue Witch was causing a certain degree of trouble for Nyquist and the M.L.E. The witch had taken credit for the disappearance of the welcome packages at the beginning of the semester and for a certain rash that only seemed to affect the male students. How she was getting away with these antics I had no idea, but at least someone was having fun. I envied her.

      Late September was still hot as Hades, and I was starting to sweat from the short walk. I paused and wove my fingers in a cooling spell. It traveled down my spine like an ice cube, feeling wonderful.

      As I stood there enjoying the sensation, I wondered where Disha might be. Drew was in town today, so she’d skipped two of our classes, which earned her two foibles. She was racking them up at an impressive speed and, at this rate, she would end up expelled by the end of the semester. I’d tried to talk sense into her, telling her that one more infraction would get her grounded for the weekend, but when it came to Drew, she had none. He trumped everything. I worried she might leave the Academy to elope or something.

      It seemed I would be eating lunch alone again, hopefully not across from Lawson and his fan club, though. If only Bridget would chill. We’d talked a few times since her botched protest, but it had been awkward. It made me fear our friendship would not survive this. It was a sad thought. There were enough casualties in this fight already. I didn’t want our friendship to be another.

      I was about to start toward the cafeteria when the sight of Cruise and Pierce reclining against the side of the Administration Building caught my attention. They seemed to be trying very hard to appear casual, but something about their pinched expressions spoiled the effect.

      I took a step back and hid behind a tree. They were close to a window, which, if I wasn’t mistaken, belonged to one of the first-floor conference rooms.

      What were they doing?

      As I watched, Pierce twisted his fingers into a pattern that I had no trouble recognizing: an eavesdropping spell. He was trying to hear whatever was being said past that window. I wondered who was in there.

      Pierce was using a pretty basic incantation we’d learned during our freshman year, and his hand placement wasn’t even that good. Moreover, it was one of the banned spells.

      What the hell? Why weren’t bells and whistles going off? Where were the M.L.E. officers with their little foible counters? These magical devices told them exactly how many more infractions someone had before being sent to their dorm or worse.

      My blood started boiling as I realized they must be exempt from the new rules and allowed to use spells from the “forbidden list.” What had I been thinking? That Cruise Knightley and Pierce Huntington—the precious, shining male heirs to two of the regents—had to follow the same rules we did? Of course not!

      I wondered how that worked. Could I be exempt, too? Something to figure out later. But forget all that, the golden boys were spying.

      My hands itched to cast the same spell they had. It was too weak to allow me to hear inside the building from this distance, but I would definitely be able to hear Cruise. He seemed to be complaining to his buddy about something.

      I glanced around, trying to figure out a way to get closer. There were a few other trees and bushes I could use for cover, but I wouldn’t get far. It was too open. Damn, I really missed being able to use magic without someone dropping from the ceiling tiles to hand out a fresh foible.

      I was still pondering how to get closer when the two moved away from the window and started walking toward the cafeteria.

      My thoughts raced as I considered different possibilities to learn something useful from the situation, but everything that occurred to me was too convoluted or stupid. Hmm… stupid like Cruise and Pierce.

      An idea hit me, and I jumped into action.

      I rushed ahead, making sure Dumb and Dumber didn’t see me, and went into the Administration Building. I hurried through the foyer and down a long hall toward the conference room Cruise had been spying on. I was halfway down the hall when the door at the end open. Heart thumping, I tried a narrow door to my right. To my relief, it opened, and I slipped inside, easing the door closed and leaving a thin gap to peer out. I was in a broom closet, it seemed, based on the smell of stale floor polish and the prickly bristles at my back.

      Through the thin crack, I saw Nyquist walk by first. My shoulders tensed, but I shouldn’t have been nervous. No one glanced in my direction. Not Regent Huntington or Regent Winthrops, or Regent Dromgoole, not the entire Board of Regents. They were too confident in their new regime for that.

      After all the stuffy old suits passed by, I waited a few minutes before slipping out and heading toward the cafeteria where I hoped to find my targets. Now that I knew exactly who they’d been spying on, I could try to trick them into revealing something.

      Once there, I grabbed a tray, went down the food line, and got the lasagna and salad. As I used my student ID to pay, I scanned the tables.

      To my dismay, Lawson was there, eating with a group of five girls. They were his most eager fans. In the common room of our crappy dorm—it had once served as a gentleman lounge for cigar-smoking alumni—I’d overheard them lay out an elaborate plot on how to ambush him. They were dedicated. I had to give them that.

      Lawson’s gaze caught mine. He always seemed aware of where I was, always protective and ready to jump to my aid if I needed him. I was still amazed by his alertness and strength. There had been a time when Rowan had needed spells from his father to walk in the daylight. He had looked harried and tormented, craving for things he couldn’t have. But, now he was so different. I had yet to talk to him about what brought about the change. Had it been Tempest? I was afraid to ask. However, if there was any hope for us to move forward, that was a conversation we could not put off for too long.

      Shutting my mind to the distraction that was Lawson/Rowan, I wove through the tables and sat with my back to Cruise and Pierce. Lawson didn’t miss a beat. He knew I was up to something.

      I took a few bites of my lasagna, enjoying the gooey cheese, waiting to see if I’d be noticed. It didn’t take long.

      A chair scraped against the floor. “Have you reconsidered what Cruise told you? Or are you just trying to eavesdrop?” Pierce’s voice asked.

      I smiled, thinking how easy it was to get a rise out of these two. Slowly, I set my fork down and turned in my seat. Pierce had angled his chair in my direction and was facing me. He was too close for comfort, but I did my best to appear as if that didn’t bother me.

      “Reconsider what Cruise told me?” I repeated, sounding innocent.

      “Yeah, about finding better friends. You sure seem to know how to pick them.” He sneered in Lawson’s direction.

      I batted my eyelashes, putting on what I hoped was a dreamy expression and took a full thirty seconds to admire Lawson before simply shrugging.

      “It seems you’re too stupid to choose wisely,” Pierce said.

      He glanced at Cruise, who was staring at me from across their table, his lips unusually tight.

      “So…” Pierce said, looking peeved at the lack of support from his friend. “I guess she’s just an eavesdropping bitch.”

      “Takes one to know one,” I said. “Though I would suggest something better than a freshman-level eavesdropping spell. It takes a Gordian monitor spell to cut through the cloaking magic the Board of Regents uses.” I smiled coolly and turned toward my lasagna again.

      My heart was beating fast. I was making a safe guess about what it would take to cut through the type of advance cloaking spells the regents must use, but if Cruise and Pierce knew more than I gave them credit for, they would see through my scheme right away.

      “What are you talking about?” Cruise asked in a hissed whisper, finally perking up.

      I inhaled in relief.

      Ignoring his question, I stuffed a big lettuce leaf in my mouth and crunched on it like a rabbit. Chairs scraped the floor again, and both golden boys appeared in my line of sight. They planted their food trays down and sat without asking for permission.

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Lawson perk up, pushing his tray aside and backing his chair to give himself room to jump into action if needed. I almost rolled my eyes. I could take these two with my eyes closed. I knew just the spell to set their balls on fire.

      “You guys really need to be more discreet,” I said, spearing a cherry tomato with my fork. I pointed it at Cruise. “Your dads would be pissed if they knew what you were doing. It… looks bad.” I wrinkled my nose.

      “No one saw us,” Cruise said.

      I stuffed the tomato in my mouth and spoke around it. “I guess I’m no one.” I sighed dramatically. “Guys, if Dean Nyquist is not telling you stuff, it’s because…” I paused and let the air get thick with doubt. “Well, it’s because of reasons.”

      I put the fork down and pushed a lock of hair behind my ear, trying to look self-important. There were rumors circulating that I was Nyquist’s favorite. I had saved the man’s life and he’d, very publicly, given me a Dandelion Wish, after all. It was only fair that I should take advantage of the misinformation.

      “What reasons?!” Cruise demanded.

      “Oh, I don’t know.” I waved a hand in the air, acting clueless.

      “Well, they’re wrong,” Pierce said, beet-red with anger. “We can help. We’ve learned tons in the past few weeks. Advanced stuff that has nothing to do with cooking and keeping your warlock husband happy.” He made an obscene gesture like he was sticking something in his mouth and moving it in and out.

      He sneered, and I had to stuff my hands under my legs not to deck him right then and there.

      “Besides, Nyquist is not what he’s cracked up to be,” Pierce went on. “He’s already failed. Time travel ain’t for old chumps. He needs to let someone else try.”

      I almost choked on my own spit and had to hold my breath to make sure I didn’t give away my surprise. Time travel? The subversives were right. That was his plan for the Loopers.

      Cruise crumpled his milk carton and stood up, his expression revealing his frustration. “I don’t know why he’s so obsessed with that bitch, anyway. So what if she was dean before he was? He already kicked out the Lessers and put women in their right place. What else does he want?” The question had an edge of desperation to it.

      “Yeah,” Pierce added. “That Lynssa bitch is already dead. It’s not like he can kill her again.”
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      “We have to contact them, Lawson. I’m telling you. Something bad is going to happen to Lynssa.”

      I stared into Lawson’s eyes, trying to convey my panic as he appeared nonchalant. I knew he wanted it to seem, to the three girls staring at us across the quad, that I was upset by his womanizing, but the smug smile on his face was infuriating.

      “Are you listening?” I said, grabbing his shirt and tugging.

      "Oh, hey there. Hands off the merchandise, doll. This cost eight-hundred dollars." He extricated my fingers from his oversized Rorschach-patterned T-shirt.

      "Did it really?" I asked, incredulous.

      He shrugged. "Lawson’s got money."

      Whatever. It didn't matter how much his shirt cost. What mattered was the tidbit I'd learned from Pierce and Cruise, which I had shared with Lawson under a cloaking spell on a quick trip to town that we had to cut short when some of his fans spotted us.

      Nyquist was trying to get to the younger version of Lynssa. Why? Cruise implied that Nyquist hated the fact that Lynssa had become dean before he did—the same thing Lawson had said. Did the old man’s desire to travel back in time have anything to do with that? Was he so bitter about losing the post to a woman that he was willing to mess with time travel? Or was there another reason? What if he somehow knew that Lynssa was alive and she would soon return to reclaim her rightful place? The subversives needed to be warned and the only person I knew who might be able to contact them was my sexy and incredibly infuriating boyfriend.

      Was he my boyfriend? I had no idea and I didn't have time to ask now.

      "How can we send a message?" I said, trying to stay cryptic in case others were listening.

      He glanced over his shoulder, surveying the scene. It was the middle of the day, between classes. The weather had cooled off a bit and people were out enjoying the sunshine without the sweltering heat. Boys hung in groups trying spells or glancing at girls who sat on benches or blankets strewn across the manicured lawn. Now that they couldn't fraternize in the dorms, a lot more flirting happened out in the open, which made what Lawson and I were doing seem pretty commonplace, but still, we couldn't risk being overheard.

      "We'll talk later," Lawson said, getting up and running a mule-ringed hand down his eight-hundred dollar shirt. Then he leaned over where I sat on the bench, his lips brushing my ear in a way that made my spine tingle. "Meet me at eight by the lake."

      "I'm not allowed down there that late," I whispered back, hoping no one noticed how flushed I was with his lips so close to mine.

      "I spoke to someone we both know the other day. He reminded me of a gift he gave you last year. You'll find it very useful tonight when you come to see me. And bring a friend if you want. The more the merrier." He winked.

      He was pretending to be crass but letting me know to bring Disha along as well. But what did he mean the gift I'd been given last year? Nyquist had presented me with a Dandelion Wish but that was gone as soon as I used it.

      Then it hit me—the little silver box Fedorov had given me right before I'd traveled back to the Academy. When I'd gotten back to my dorm room the night of the big fight, I found it in my bed. I’d seen Fedorov use it to snuff out Nyquist's protection spells, but that was the only time I'd witnessed what it could do. I'd been too afraid to test it out at school with the M.L.E. around and, when we'd been at Disha's, I'd worried I might blow up her house on accident. All this time, it had been packed in the false lining of my suitcase, shoved under my bed in the hopes I would see Fedorov again and he could instruct me.

      Was Lawson saying it could help me break the rules and sneak around a bit? If that was true, it could open up all kinds of possibilities.

      But how could I test it out before tonight?

      As Lawson sauntered off, I grabbed my bag and headed back to our dorm. As luck would have it, Disha was there, splayed out on her bunk with a book on her stomach. The cover read, "The Modern Witch: Fifty Practical Housekeeping Spells and Recipes."

      "Hey," I said, running over and slinging my bag on the top bunk. "I need to talk to you."

      "But how can I pull myself away from this mildew cleaning spell? It's just too good." She chucked the book to the end of the bed and looked like she might engulf it in flames with one of the roasting spells we'd learned. "What's up?"

      I sat next to her as I slid my suitcase from under the bunk bed. Checking to see that no one was around, I unvelcroed the false lining and showed her Fedorov's little silver box.

      "Remember this?"

      She nodded. "What about it?"

      "The person I went to meet today told me it might be useful. For, you know, getting around some things. Things that we didn't have to worry about before."

      I met her gaze so I knew she was following me. We had to be careful what words we used since listening spells had been detected. Certain words or strings of words would alert administration or the M.L.E. so we'd begun to speak in code.

      Disha nodded along. "I think I understand. But what are you suggesting?"

      "What are you doing later?" I asked. "We need to study at eight PM." I made my fingers look like walking legs at the word study.

      "Where do you want to study?"

      I pondered this for a while. "Remember where you met Juan Carlos?"

      She nodded, her face going dreamy. "He was so sexy. But, Drew is sexier," she added, growing serious.

      "Of course. But you remember?"

      "Yes. We study. Eight o’clock. With Juan Carlos. And this will help us." She pointed to the box.

      "Hopefully.” The plan sounded crazy as she said it. And we risked, not only foibles, but my spy status and possibly our freedom if we were caught.

      "If you have plans with Drew, I understand," I told her.

      My beautiful friend pushed hair out of her eyes. She looked tired. We all did, but she was as steadfast as ever. "Charlie, if you're studying, I'm studying."

      I leaned into her, throwing an arm around her slim shoulders. "I wouldn't make it without you."

      She hugged me back. "I know. Your hair would be a mess."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      At seven-forty-five, Disha and I "headed for the library." Other than the dorms, it was one of the few places females were allowed to go during the weekdays after seven PM. Most other locations had to have special permission. It made me long for the days of wandering around campus late at night, getting into trouble. Sure, a lot of bad had happened during those times, but a lot of good too. Plus, being policed like toddlers felt increasingly suffocating. It was supposed to be for our “safety.” What a load of crap!

      Either way, when we got to the tree-lined path between our dorms and the quad, I pulled Disha behind a large clump of foliage and drew out Fedorov's secret box.

      "Keep a lookout," I said. "I need to see if this thing can cloak us somehow."

      "You got it." With her hands in her black hoodie, Disha scanned the surrounding area as I mulled over the box.

      It was rectangular with two buttons on the top, very simple in construction with no directions or words on it whatsoever. I knew that Fedorov had cast some magic over it and then pressed one of the two buttons, but I had no idea what he'd said or even which button he'd pushed. Plus, what I was trying to do was different than disarming spells inside a person's house. I was trying to cloak Disha and me without setting off any alarms, but any attempt could instantly bring the M.L.E. down on us.

      Frustrated, I bit my lip. "Should I just press a button?"

      Eyes darting about, Disha shrugged. "Fedorov didn't say anything about how to use it?"

      "Nope. He couldn’t have known we'd be in such a lockdown mode and I would need it. Or maybe he thought he'd see me in time to tell me what to do."

      "Or maybe he thought you could figure it out," Disha added.

      I chewed on this. Would Fedorov have assumed I knew how to use this thing? Did he think I understood enough to be able to make it happen on my own? To be fair, we'd been under extreme stress during that time and my memories were foggy.

      Dammit. I was letting people down again. Anger heated up my cheeks, but I felt another heat, as well. This time it grew steadily from the cuffs. The box had also grown warm as if keeping it in close proximity to my magical items had awakened it. Maybe Fedorov used his cufflinks in a similar fashion. Either way, hope sprouted out of my dismay.

      "Hold on," I muttered. Then I closed my eyes and tapped into my cuffs.

      Instead of trying to look at the box, I tried to feel the box. Using my cuffs as a guide, I let my mind flow from the magical energy at my wrists to the magical energy in my hand. It was a different sort than I was used to, a chocolate to my vanilla, but I could feel it. Each button on the top also had a different signature. I hovered my fingers over them, testing out their magical flavor. The one on the left seemed cold and the one on the right was hot.

      If I was trying to cancel magic, didn't I want to freeze it? Chill it out?

      It was the best guess I had.

      "Get ready to run," I told Disha as my finger hovered over the button.

      I thought of a cloaking spell in my mind and then slowly pressed the button.

      There was a whoosh of air as a tingle of magic swirled around us. When I looked up, Disha was staring at a semi-transparent bubble that had formed in a six-foot diameter around us. As I watched, she reached out and brushed its surface with her fingers.

      "Is it working?" I asked.

      "I don't know," she replied. "Only one way to find out."

      She took my hand and, together, we stepped out of our tree cover. We headed toward the library until we saw a group of guys gathered around some sort of light show.

      When we approached their circle, we saw that one of the boys was projecting something from the palm of his hand, a memory spell like I'd seen from Bonnie and Nyquist. And judging from the moaning, he’d captured some sexcapade and was replaying for his friends.

      Asshole.

      "Great wholesome values from the men at the Supernatural Academy," Disha murmured.

      "Nyquist would probably pat them on the back and say, ‘Good job,’" I replied with growing rage.

      "Hey," I said, out loud. "You guys are jerks."

      None of them responded.

      "They can't hear you. Let's try something else."

      Before I could stop her, Disha began casting, her fingers moving at prodigious speed before shooting outward.

      At first, they kept watching the memory spell with no effect, but then, one began scratching his chest. Then another. Soon, all three were examining their chests as small mounds began to form under their shirts.

      "Oh, God. What's happening?" They stared down their collars, horrified as their breasts began to swell.

      "Disha, what did you do?" I asked, a small panic building.

      "One of my textbooks had a boob enhancement spell sketched into the margins," she grinned. "Don't worry. It wears off in twenty-four hours."

      "Oh, my God. Let's get out of here before they call M.L.E." I tugged her away. She glanced at them one more time, grinning like a maniac as they crossed their arms over their chests.

      "You have to admit it was pretty damn funny," Disha said as she ran.

      "Can you imagine them going to class tomorrow with D cups?"

      “They’ll probably spend all night between horror and the desire to touch themselves.”

      We laughed as we sped toward the lake. No officers appeared to give us foibles or tell us we were out of bounds. The bubble was working and the possibilities now seemed endless.

      The sun had disappeared beneath the tree line as we made it to the lake. Disha and I had decided against a transportation spell. Now that we knew our cloaking bubble worked, we didn't want to risk popping it by trying to make it travel. Before we figured out exactly how Fedorov's box worked, the fewer risks the better. There was no way I wanted it confiscated now that I knew how much it could help in my quest.

      We approached the water. Tall trees surrounded the quiet, mid-sized lake that rippled in the night breeze. As I glanced around, two figures stepped out of the shadows. Drew and Lawson advanced toward us.

      Disha waved excitedly but seemed to think better of leaping onto Drew from inside our bubble. Because of this, the boys couldn't see us and stood waiting patiently as we approached.

      "Let's sneak up on them," I offered.

      We walked toward the boys until we were only a few feet away. Then, I felt for the magical signature until I could sense which button would turn it off. While I pictured a ceasing spell in my head, I pressed the button.

      Another whoosh let me know it had worked.

      "Holy shit!"

      Lawson and Drew jumped back, startled by our sudden appearance.

      "Gotcha," Disha said, strolling over to throw her arms around Drew.

      I glanced away, turning my eyes to Lawson. Our friends’ public displays of affection were always awkward, given that our situation was much more tenuous.

      "That was some stunt, doll," Lawson said, smirking. His hair was mid-length and pink-tipped this time, though he seemed to be wearing the semi-normal attire of a Braves t-shirt and ripped jeans.

      I glared at him for the doll comment and he held up his hands in defense.

      "Sorry. Not doll. Woman. Esteemed female of the witching kind. So, the box worked?"

      I nodded. "No proximity alarms out here?"

      He shook his head. "Drew checked. He has access to all their alarm spell locations. Helpful."

      "Extremely," I said. "This box, too. Why did Fedorov wait so long to tell me? I could have been using this thing from day one and making my life a hell of a lot easier."

      "They've been busy," Lawson said, his smile turning down.

      "What does that mean?”

      Drew brought Disha closer so we could all talk. "Charlie, Turkey has been... compromised. They're on the move now. And being pursued."

      My throat constricted. "What? Is everyone okay?"

      Drew and Lawson exchanged a look. "We don't know."

      "You don't know?" I gripped the metal box so hard I worried I might break it. "We need to find out. Fedorov. Nurse Taishi. The McIntosh triplets."

      Lawson put a soothing hand on my arm. "We're worried, too, Charlie. I tried to contact them tonight to tell them what you've learned and that’s when I found out what happened. I've thought about leaving and joining them, see if there's anything else I can do to help."

      "No!" I said, reflexively, then backed off. "I mean, don't we need you here?"

      He raised an eyebrow but didn't press. "Let's see what they have to say. I'm going to need your cloaking bubble around all of us, though. This communication spell is certain to set off alarms if it isn't blocked. Last time I did it, I was a hundred miles from here."

      Quickly, I used the box to project a larger bubble around the four of us while Lawson made a circle on the ground with ashes and animal bones and began chanting. When the incantation was complete, the four of us held hands.

      Lawson's face was serious now. "Our spirits are about to travel to where our friends are, but we won't be able to move. They can see us and hear us, but not touch us. It's kind of like astral projection. And it only lasts for half an hour."

      Lawson leaned down and lit the circle on fire with a flick of his fingers.

      I felt the magic immediately, a hand of energy traveling up and down my body. The taste of metal filled my mouth and my heart throbbed.

      Then, I was falling.

      I landed in long grass. It swayed around me, tickling the tips of my fingers. A gentle breeze caressed my face.

      Light streamed down from a big, bright moon, highlighting a field that extended as far as the eye could see. Disha, Drew and Lawson were in their positions around me. Their features wavered a little like they were holograms of themselves. I, too, felt... less than.

      My spirit is here, but my body is back on campus. Weird!

      But where was Lynssa?

      An explosion of light and sound rumbled the earth behind me. Drew turned to look and his eyes grew huge, as blue and red light reflected in his pupils.

      Whirling around, I saw what had drained the color from his face.

      There were our friends, only a few yards away, engaged in a magical battle against none other than Mystro Ponomarenko, the powerful mentalist who had fought alongside Nyquist and the regents the day we rescued Anama.

      And our friends were losing.
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      Time slowed as red and blue sparks rained down from the sky like tiny shooting stars.

      It was a beautiful and horrific kaleidoscope of color, marking the powerful magic that had caused the explosion.

      My heart froze with unyielding terror. My friends were in terrible danger.

      Mystro Ponomarenko stood at the center of it all, his profile illuminated. He wore a flowing, hooded cloak that obscured his features. Its fabric swirled with blue runes. Though I couldn’t see his face, I knew it was him. There was something about his posture and the way he held his magic-illuminated hands that would always be imprinted in my mind. It was arrogance. He was powerful, and he knew it. So powerful that he stood alone against four.

      They crouched in front of him, battle-ready, but with fear on their faces. We were about thirty yards away, but I immediately recognized all of them: Lynssa McIntosh, Yuri Fedorov, Tempest, and Smudge Face.

      My mind twisted in a strange way at the sight of those four standing shoulder to shoulder against a common foe. The four of them were supposed to be enemies, fighting on either side of a battle that raged all last year. I still hadn’t wrapped my head around the fact that they were on our side. One of them had killed Trey and I would always hate him, no matter what side he claimed to support.

      Lynssa was a step ahead of the others, her hands extended in a blocking spell that had surely saved them from the explosion. Though they seemed unscathed, the broken structure that lay smoldering behind them was not. Large logs had collapsed on top of each other and burned with blue fire. Pieces of roof were strewn around the field. A broken door sat flat against the ground.

      From the looks of it, Ponomarenko had blown up my friends’ hideout, what must have been a charming log cabin in the middle of a large field. How had he known they were here? They had just fled Turkey, and they’d already been found. Was there a spy in their ranks? Maybe I wasn’t the only one playing a double game.

      My eyes immediately homed in on Smudge Face and Tempest. If they had done this, I would kill them.

      As I finished processing the scene in the seconds since our arrival, Ponomarenko took a step forward. Keeping his left hand in front of him, he lifted the other one toward the night sky.

      Crimson electricity descended from above in a fork of lightning. It flowed into him as if he were a metal rod. What the hell?! I blinked in confusion. I’d never seen anyone do anything like that. How could he take that much power and survive?

      Crap! They really were in trouble and there was nothing my astral-projected self could do to help. I exchanged glances with my party, seeing the same realization on their faces. This was bad and we were helpless.

      My panic grew into a straightjacket, suffocating me as I watched.

      Lynssa and Fedorov began casting. A protective wall went over their group.

      Distantly, I felt something warm around my wrists. It took me a moment to recognize the feeling. Back by the lake where my body stood, my cuffs were urging me to fight. I obeyed,  weaving my hands in a defensive spell, but nothing happened. I might as well have been casting shadow puppets in front of a candle.

      “You can’t do magic in this state, Charlie,” Lawson said, his voice a slight whisper that I barely heard over the crackling of the burning wood.

      “But we gotta help!” I said just as weakly.

      “We can’t,” Lawson said in a growl of frustration. “They’ll be alright. It’s four against one.” He didn’t sound convinced.

      “Can’t they see us?” I asked, wondering if this would blow our cover.

      Lawson shook his head. “Lynssa was supposed to cast a spell to reveal our presence.”

      “How is he doing that?” Disha asked, staring at Ponomarenko, open-mouthed. Blue light danced in her dark eyes as well as Drew’s.

      Lawson took a second to answer her question as red lightning continued to pour into the mentalist’s body while our friends seemed to be arguing inside their protective bubble. When Lawson finally answered, his voice nearly trembled.

      “I think he’s drawing magic from the source. He must’ve broken open the portals.”

      Drew swore. “That’s against the council’s rules. It’s far too dangerous!”

      The phantom of a shiver traveled across my shoulders. What did Drew mean exactly? What would someone like Ponomarenko be able to do with unlimited magical power? I feared the knowledge, and it seemed Fedorov did, too, because he grabbed Lynssa’s arm and pulled her back.

      He mouthed something that looked suspiciously like “We have to get out of here.”

      As Fedorov tried to tug her away, Lynssa didn’t budge. Instead, her expression grew more determined. Wasting no time, she wove and twisted her hands in a near blur. Thrusting them forward with force, she released a huge ball of fire. It went through their protective bubble and shot toward the mentalist. I held my breath, praying her magic would turn him to dust bunnies.

      Ponomarenko’s red lightning ceased as, with a flick of his left hand, he dismissed Lynssa’s powerful spell as if it were no more than a child’s attack and not one from possibly the most talented witch in the world.

      Faraway, my body twitched. My instincts urged me to join the fight, but it was useless. All I could do was watch, transfixed and useless. “We have to do something!”

      “Drew!” Disha cried, trying and failing to tug on his arm. He stood there helpless as did Lawson.

      “Shit!” Tempest cried out loud enough for us to hear. She took a step in front of Lynssa. “Take her out of here, Fedorov. I’ve got this asshole.” She stood tall and slender, her long legs clad in leather. Silky, black hair flowed behind her. She moved her hands in quick circles and two vicious tornadoes came to life.

      Lynssa opened her mouth to protest, but before she uttered a word, Fedorov wrapped her in a bear hug, and they crumpled out of existence. He had taken her away in a dematerializing spell.

      Ponomarenko let out an earth-shaking growl and, at last, lowered his energy-charged hand. It glowed a blinding red as if he’d plucked an electrified sun from the sky. He crouched as if he intended to go after Lynssa and Fedorov, disappearing into nothing.

      “Try this, asshole” Tempest released the twin tornadoes like spinning tops on steroids.  They tore through the field, making paths in the tall grass. She didn’t intend to let him go anywhere.

      “Ana, no!” Lawson cried out, lifting a hand in her direction.

      A pang of jealousy flared in my chest at the concern in his voice. It was quickly replaced by anger. This was not the time for jealousy. Lynssa was on the run, the good guys who used to be the bad guys were losing. And worst of all, we couldn’t do jack shit.

      I growled and kicked at the ground, my impotent foot swiping through the grass with no discernible effect. Should I break out of this astral plane and head back to the Academy? Then what? No one there would send help.

      Beyond frustrated, all I could do was watch as one of Tempest’s tornadoes caught Ponomarenko’s cloak and twirled it upward, pushing it over his face. The mentalist growled. With a careless flick of a hand, the cloak vanished. His face and bald head glowed red, reflecting the light from his hand. His mouth was twisted in a sneer and his eyes shone completely black—no whites, just a sea of horrific darkness.

      He sent a death glare at Tempest. Even though his eyes were nothing but pits of evil, there was no doubt where his attention lay. He prepared an offensive spell, but before he struck, Smudge Face threw himself on hands and knees and began vibrating until he was nothing but a blurry shape with near-invisible edges.

      The ground shook.

      I felt it faintly through the soles of my shoes, but it was undeniable. The tableau before me was swaying while I stood still, watching the earthquake as if through a television set.

      “Get out of there. Now!” Lawson screamed, but they couldn’t hear us.

      We were nothing but useless ghosts, the four of us trapped in the most morbid nightmare, a cage of impotence and pent-up rage.

      Tempest raised herself up, using air powers to avoid being tossed aside. But, Ponomarenko wasn’t so lucky. As Smudge Face’s earthquake raged, he was thrown off balance and, for an instant, I thought there might be hope. But just as quickly as Smudge Face’s surprise attack had come, the mentalist bounded off the ground, throwing himself straight into levitation.

      Not shy to meet him at his level, Tempest rose higher on winds of her own. She swept an arm in a semi-circle, releasing a powerful gale at her opponent. The tall grass around us was blown flat to the ground, but none of it seemed to touch Ponomarenko—not even his clothes stirred.

      With an unimpressed twist of his mouth, he pulled his hand back and threw his blazing sun straight at Tempest. It flew forward like a celestial object bent on destruction.

      “No!” Lawson exclaimed, reaching out a hand.

      His cry was echoed by Smudge Face, just as he jumped into action, leaping to his feet and into one of Tempest’s rogue tornadoes. In the blink of an eye, the twisting mass of wind lifted him off the ground, then sent him straight into the path of the speeding comet.

      It hit him square in the chest.

      There was a loud hiss, like hot metal meeting cold water. One instant, Smudge Face was aloft in Tempest’s tornado, the next only steam remained.

      “Rick!” Tempest cried out just as Ponomarenko sped in her direction, moved his hands into a circular pattern that ended in a clap.

      As if she were made of nothing but wind, Tempest disappeared. An instant later, all of her tornadoes dissolved into nothing.
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      We broke out of astral projection a second after Tempest succumbed to Ponomarenko’s spell. Trembling, I fell to my knees beside the lake. My chest pumped at a rapid rate and sweat trickled down my back and brow. My ears were ringing. My eyes were burning as if someone had poured hot sauce into them.

      Tempest was dead. Smudge Face was dead. They must be. Trey’s murderer had finally paid for his sins, and I felt no satisfaction.

      I blinked repeatedly. Even the little moonlight reflecting on the water’s surface seemed too bright to handle. I rubbed my eyes, then squeezed them shut, trying to clear my spotty vision. I lifted a sweaty hand to cover my brow and found that I was still clenching the small box Fedorov had given me.

      Panic hit me like a slap in the face as all the events of the night rushed back.

      I glanced around, expecting M.L.E. officers to come running through the trees, but no one else was there. Just us four. Fedorov’s box had worked perfectly. If only it could've helped him.

      As my breathing slowly went back to normal, and I convinced myself that our magic-making hadn’t attracted any undesired attention, I looked to my friends.

      Disha was kneeling on the ground with Drew tending to her.

      “Shh, it’s okay,” he was saying, smoothing her hair.

      Strands were plastered to her forehead, shining with sweat. She was staring at the ground, blinking and rubbing her eyes, the same way I had. Her hands shook slightly. She seemed to be in shock.

      Drew, for his part, appeared no worse for wear. He was a Goliath, a sort of being that was known to be strong and resilient. It seemed like this had been no harder than a walk in the park for him.

      Me? I was falling apart.

      My gaze fell on Lawson. For some reason, I had been avoiding glancing his way, and when I drank in his stricken expression, I knew why.

      His hands were pulling on his pink-tipped hair and he was shaking his head, dark eyes staring straight ahead. It was like he was still on the field, replaying the moment when Tempest had vanished out of thin air.

      Ana. His Ana.

      He was on his knees, breathing hard, air hissing past clenched teeth, on the verge of hyperventilating. As a vampire, he needed no air, but he sure was taking in tons of it.

      Satisfied with Disha’s calmer state, Drew turned to Lawson and placed a steady hand on his shoulder, trying to capture his gaze.

      “Are you alright, mate?” Drew asked, shaking him slightly.

      Slowly, Lawson seemed to come back to the here and now. His eyes drifted to Drew’s. As if noticing his own agitated breaths for the first time, he snapped his mouth shut and stopped taking in air altogether.

      After a short pause, he said, “Ana and Rick are dead.” His voice sounded like a scared child's.

      Drew inhaled deeply, then said, “I’m sorry, Rowan.”

      Drew’s words of sympathy seemed to strike a chord in Lawson. He jumped to his feet, fists clenched. He shook with rage as if ready to tear Ponomarenko to pieces.

      “Calm down, Rowan,” Drew said. “Look, I don’t want to give you false hope, but Ponomarenko didn’t kill Ana.”

      Rowan’s attention snapped back to Drew. Hope remade itself on his features. His eyes grew wide, his mouth stopped frowning.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “He cast a seize and arrest spell on her. It confines people,” Drew explained. “Only M.L.E. officers are permitted to legally use it. It’s not injurious, but…”

      He glanced down without explaining the obvious… that there was no telling what Ponomarenko or any of the others would do to Tempest while they held her prisoner. We had heard nothing back from Kiana, and every day that went by, my hope that she was still alive shrank a little more. We might never hear from either of them again.

      “We have to find her,” Rowan said, glancing around as if Tempest was nearby, maybe hiding under a rock or behind a bush.

      Good luck with that. You won’t find her any more than I’d found Kiana.

      The thought was spiteful, bitter. It surprised me, and I tried to smother it, but a mixture of twisted emotions was unfurling in my chest. Seeing him so upset about Tempest highlighted all the questions I had about their relationship and made that conversation we’d been postponing seem more pressing now.

      “Lynssa and Fedorov are okay,” I said in a near whisper. The words were out of my mouth before I had time to understand their full meaning.

      Rowan glanced at me for the first time, his eyes narrowing, a frown creating a deep line between his eyebrows.

      “What are you saying, Charlie?” he asked, his tone as quiet as mine.

      I shook my head and laboriously got to my feet.

      “Nothing.” I dusted my pants, wishing I didn’t feel so weak. Was this a side effect of astral projection? Or was I feeling this way because our bodies had been tense as guitar strings while we’d witnessed the battle?

      “You mean Rick and Ana don’t matter,” Rowan stated, plain and simple.

      The mention of Smudge Face sent my blood into an instant boil. “Rick,” I said, my words tipped with venom, “murdered my best friend. So forgive me if I don’t mourn his… departure.”

      Rowan took a step forward, a challenge in his posture. “He wasn’t proud of that. He said it was a mistake. He thought Trey was dangerous.”

      In a snap, tears spilled down my cheeks, and a burning ache flared behind my breastbone. The pain of Trey’s death assaulted me as if he’d died just yesterday, making me realize that the wound left by his sudden death hadn’t healed as well as I’d thought.

      “He. Murdered. My. Friend,” I said through clenched teeth. “Nothing that monster thought will ever make that alright.”

      “Guys,” Disha said, getting to her feet with Drew’s help. “This might not be the best time for this conversation.”

      I blinked at her, trying to let her advice hit home, except Rowan’s emotions seemed more out of control than mine and he kept right on.

      “And what about Ana? I guess it’s okay if she dies, too?” he demanded.

      “I didn’t say that. Don’t put words in my mouth.” I held his intense gaze. “But I don’t think she’s exactly trustworthy. She stabbed Bridget’s brother and almost killed him. She was in league with Sebastian Mink.”

      Bringing up Sebastian Mink was the stupidest thing I could have done. I knew it the moment when—even through all the glamours that made Rowan look like Lawson Rush—his eyes flashed red, dark veins snaked around them, and his fangs unsheathed. He hissed, his face a combination of brutality and pain.

      He had a wound of his own that hadn’t healed and probably never would. Sebastian Mink had killed his father and that same night the darkest side of Rowan had been unleashed.

      “Mate!” Drew shouldered himself between us and pushed him back.

      Rowan glared at Drew and seemed ready to rip his head off, but after a tense second, he shook himself and grabbed his head in confusion. His features settled back into a harried semblance of Lawson.

      He sent a regretful glance my way, then turned his back on me. His shoulders moved up and down as he breathed in agitation.

      I ran a hand across my forehead, feeling feverish and embarrassed. Why didn’t I listen to Disha? I’d wanted to talk to Rowan about some of these things, but not this way.

      “I’m sorry, Rowan,” I said, staring at the ground.

      “I’m sorry, too,” he said, though he kept his back turned.

      “Charlie, we should get back before someone notices we’re missing,” Disha said. “We can talk tomorrow, figure out what we should do.”

      Drew nodded. “I’ll go back and speak to my father. After this, the High Council needs to act. They can’t maintain this neutral crap for much longer.”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Disha said, peering warily from Rowan to me.

      She sidled next to me and gingerly put an arm around my shoulder. “Let’s go, sweetie.”

      I let her take me, but my eyes remained glued on Rowan as we left.

      He never turned to watch me go.
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      The next week swirled by in a blur. Even though Disha, Drew, Rowan, and I had witnessed violence and suffered trauma, the rest of the campus moved on as if nothing had happened. And for them, nothing had. Classes continued with their monotonous slowness. Couples flirted, friends studied together, and M.L.E. presence became somewhat normal, even mundane.

      Sitting in the cafeteria one day, I realized I hadn’t even registered the uniformed officers at the door until one of them went over to a group of noisy students and wrote out a few foibles. Was this how dictatorships began? Slowly, a trickle at a time until you didn’t even notice you were being worn down to nothing?

      What did I know? We weren’t allowed to study history any longer, and I didn’t have time to go out of my way to study it on my own. My life consisted of learning cleaning spells and dinner party etiquette until I wanted to gag on my freshly polished silverware set.

      Even the Rogue Witch seemed to have lost a little steam. She was still “disturbing the peace” like Nyquist called it, but not as eagerly as at the beginning of the semester. Though, a week ago she’d made all males grow donkey tails if they simply dared glance in a witch’s direction. It had been quite fun to watch.

      We hadn’t heard anything further from anyone, no word yet on Tempest or Fedorov or Lynssa. I’d done a bit of skulking around the Academy, but there was no sign of Tempest. No word from Nyquist about the fight at all.

      He was busy, talking about some sort of event he’d named the Magic Leadership Summit, planning the invite list which included Drew’s father and some other International Magical Dignitaries. He had me writing out addresses in calligraphy until my fingers seized up. Worse, I had to arrange table seating, making sure not to sit any of the stuffy so-and-sos next to someone they disliked. And, apparently, a lot of wizards in the magical community hated each other.

      The party was scheduled for Homecoming weekend, still three weeks away, but it seemed to be Nyquist’s biggest priority. I’d heard from Drew that his father, though not totally convinced by what his son was saying, was concerned by what he was hearing and wanted to see the campus for himself. Nyquist was likely feeling the pressure. If he didn’t make it seem like the Supernatural Academy was thriving under new leadership, he might lose his position and his access to all the power he’d gained.

      It was curious. After all the things I’d seen him do last year, all the power he’d collected by abducting those Loopers, killing one of them and using their power to slow down time, I hadn’t seen any evidence he was using those powers now. He seemed perfectly content to let Ponomarenko do his dirty work while he controlled things using manipulation, fear, and reward, old tricks that always seemed to work. People craved power and prestige no matter what decade.

      Either way, the party was the priority and he had me working late hours in his office, long past when I should be in bed. The good news was I could pass my new course load in my sleep. The bad news was I would often catch up on lost sleep in class, which made Mrs. Bass and my other teachers pretty irritable.

      It didn’t matter. I was Nyquist’s pet. No one could fail me. I tried not to enjoy the power I received just by being associated with the dean. If I did, I’d be just like those asshats, Pierce and Cruise.

      One night, after a particularly vigorous letter-stuffing session, I dragged my aching body off to a spare office next to Nyquist’s, stretching the kinks out of my back and neck. It was long past office hours and all the other doors down the administration hallway were closed. Wiggling my sore fingers, I magically closed Nyquist’s door and locked it, intent on getting to bed as soon as possible.

      That is until voices stopped me.

      Several males with baritone and tenor tones were having a conversation from deep inside the building, an area I’d never visited. The main entrance led to the wing of administration offices where I stood, then a fancy lounge, some restrooms, and some larger meeting spaces. There was a second floor and a basement that I’d yet to set foot in, but I assumed it was more of the same—polished wood, leather furniture, and men discussing the merits of object magic versus gesture magic.

      I was about to dismiss the conversation as something mundane when I heard a word that stopped me in my tracks.

      “... Tempest.”

      My ears pricked up. Had I heard right?

      “What a ridiculous name,” they went on. I thought I recognized Cruise’s father’s voice, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Stupid.” This voice was definitely Cruise, and the insipid laughter had to be Pierce’s.

      “Enough talk,” Nyquist cut in, silencing all. “Let’s get this business over with.”

      “Someone is listening,” another voice said.

      Shit, they were onto me. I turned to run, but suddenly my legs were stone. Magic wove around me, trapping me on the spot as my heart pattered against my frozen rib cage.

      Footsteps pounded in my direction until six male figures turned the corner—Regent Knightley with his son, Cruise. Regent Huntington and his son, Pierce. And Regent Dromgoole and Dean Nyquist.

      “Oh,” Nyquist said, spying me. “It’s just Charlie.”

      “Just Charlie?” Regent Knightley said with narrow eyes. Somehow he’d never trusted me, even after I’d captured Kiana for them and had been their good little girl this whole time.

      Nyquist waved a hand and the motionless spell fell from my limbs. I stumbled forward, glancing awkwardly between the men.

      “I was just completing the envelopes for the summit, sir. I was going to go home and come back to finish the rest tomorrow.” I tried to sound subservient, taking solace in the fact that I was lying to six powerful men who seemed to believe me.

      “That’s fine, Charlie. Just fine,” Nyquist said, waving a hand to dismiss me.

      Perfect. They would let me go and I would circle around with Fedorov’s box to find out exactly what they were planning with Tempest. Could she be here on campus?

      Regent Knightley’s voice cut in before I could scurry off. “Charlie should come.”

      The men exchanged glances.

      “Charlie?” Nyquist asked.

      “Yes,” Knightley said firmly.

      An older version of Cruise, his blue eyes were cold and emotionless and he used them to look down his nose at people, just the way he was using them on me right now. Thinning gray hair clung to a shiny head that seemed to be shedding its covering, though I guessed Knightley used spells to keep the few strands he had. His regent’s robe matched the others, long and dark brown with a gold pin that marked his status on his chest. He wasn’t bad looking for an older man until you factored in his personality. Then, he was an absolute nightmare.

      “Let her prove herself,” he added.

      “She’s just a witch,” Cruise said dismissively, running his eyes down my body before screwing his face up in disgust. “She can’t handle it.”

      My eyes darted to him, wanting to show him exactly what I could handle, but I let it drop.

      “I can help if you need me,” I said to Dean Nyquist.

      His old eyes studied me for a moment. “Fine. We could use another set of hands. Come.” He gestured that I should follow.

      My heart beating out of my chest, I walked behind the group toward the back of the building. We took a left and suddenly there was a set of descending steps I’d never seen before. They were dimly lit and narrow as if they were hewn right out of the earth.

      “Down there,” Knightley said, indicating I should go first.

      It all felt like a trap, these creepy stairs and the men glaring at me, but I had to go. This was the opportunity I’d been waiting for.

      With as much confidence as I could, I held my chin high and began to descend. The air grew preternaturally cold. The farther I went, the darker it became. Soon, I needed a witch light just to see the next step. The stairs seemed to continue down into the bowels of the earth, twisting around in strange ways before finally leveling off, revealing a long, dark cave.

      The men came down behind me, their own witch lights casting long, ominous shadows. Nyquist shambled down last, running a hand over his wispy white hair.

      “Where to?” I asked.

      Knightley gestured around the bend, a space just out of view. The crackle of dark magic tingled my senses like a foul smell.

      Every muscle in my body tightened, but this was a test in a long series of them. They wanted to see how I would react.

      Steeling myself, I strode around the corner.

      And there she was.

      Tempest was suspended in the air, hovering over the dirt floor, her long hair obscuring her face as her head hung limp. Her limbs stuck out as if she were being pulled in four directions by invisible ropes. But where arms and legs normally extended in straight lines, hers were twisted at odd angles as if they’d been broken and repaired improperly.

      Torture. They’d tortured her.

      Bile rose in my throat. I didn’t like her, but this…

      “She… this Tempest knows where our enemies hide,” Nyquist said her name like a curse, stepping beside me. His foul breath tickled my ear. “We need to find out exactly where they are. She has been… difficult to say the least.” He glanced up at her and then at me. “Why don’t we see if you can get the information out of her, Charlie? See if you can talk some sense into her.”

      “Me?”

      Everything in me recoiled. I couldn’t torture Tempest. It was wrong, not to mention the fact that Rowan would never forgive me. She was one of the only people he’d been able to turn to when he hit bottom, and for all I knew, he had feelings for her.

      Then again, she’d trapped us in that warehouse with Sebastian Mink. If it hadn’t been for her, maybe Macgregor Underwood would still be alive. Maybe none of this awful new reality would be happening.

      As I stared at her sagging form, her head lifted. Bloodshot eyes found me.

      “Charlie?” she asked through cracked lips. Her face pleaded for mercy and a small flicker of hope lit in her eyes as if I was here to rescue her.

      If I wasn’t quick, she’d give me away. Everything I’d done so far would be for nothing, and I would find myself next to her, strung up like a cut of beef.

      I couldn’t let that happen. If I got trapped here, I’d be no help to anyone.

      Charging my cuffs with electricity, I gave her a cold stare. “Where are they?”

      Her split lip trembled. “Don’t. Please.” Her voice betrayed how broken she was. How much she’d already endured.

      It gutted me.

      Still, I had to. I had no choice.

      Nyquist stepped closer. “Do it.”

      I closed my eyes. The magic gathered at my wrists and shot out of my hands.

      Tempest screamed.

      The sound gutted me further, but I kept the magic flowing as her screams crescendoed and turned into the tortured howl of a dying animal.

      “More,” Nyquist shouted over the sound. “More!”

      This was insane. I was going to kill her. God, what was I doing?! It had to stop. It didn’t matter if my cover was blown.

      I cut off the flow of magic, falling to my knees as tears gathered at the backs of my eyes. What had I become?

      Tempest made tortured moaning sounds at the back of her throat and I was soon to join her. They’d all seen me for what I was.

      A figure stepped over me, blocking me from the others. When I glanced up, Cruise met my gaze with a strange look on his face.

      “I told you she couldn’t handle it,” he said. “Weak female. They don’t have the stomach for it. Pathetic.” His voice was laced with disgust as he leaned down and grabbed my arm.

      “Get out of here. You don’t want to see this,” he whispered in my ear before yanking me to my feet. “Stupid witch,” he said out loud. “Go back to the kitchen where you belong.”

      Pierce laughed.

      I blinked through tears at the hard male faces regarding me. They didn’t think I was a traitor. They thought I was a little girl, too weak to stomach the violence.

      Nyquist shook his head as if disappointed, but he didn’t slap me in irons. “Leave us,” he said, shooing me away.

      My eyes landed on Cruise who was ahead of the rest so they couldn’t see his expression. He gave me a small nod, then twisted his face into a mask of hatred before readying a spell to shoot at Tempest.

      He’d saved me. Why?

      But it didn’t matter. I had to get out of here and get help. I couldn’t save Tempest alone, not now with six powerful wizards around me. The best I could do was leave and return with backup.

      I didn’t look back as I bolted up the stairs and away from the torture as Cruise began his work.

      Her howling screams echoed in my head long after I’d left.
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      I ran through campus headed toward the all-male Senior Dorm, passing a group of guys horsing around on the lawn. They jeered as I rushed by, but I ignored them. I had to get to Rowan. I needed help to rescue Tempest. They were going to kill her if I didn’t do something. I had used magic on her to cause pain. God, if she died, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.

      I would be no better than Nyquist and the rest.

      My heart pounded in time with my legs. The sound of my breaths filled my head, and I wanted to drown in it so I wouldn’t have to hear the echoes of Tempest’s screams.

      Rowan would know what to do. We would rescue her and make it all better. I wanted to believe this even as a small voice inside my head told me we couldn’t do such a thing. If we acted now, we would make everything worse. We would get captured and be no help to Lynssa and the others. We had to think of the big picture, of all those whose lives were at stake.

      Still, I couldn’t do nothing. I’d tried that last year and things had gotten much worse.

      Tears streaked my face, slashing down my cheeks. I blinked and blinked but they kept coming, blurring my vision, preventing me from seeing what was right in front of my path: an M.L.E. officer.

      I slammed into him and bounced back. Arms windmilling to regain my balance, I staggered to a stop. My face hurt as if I’d hit a wall. I pressed a hand to my cheek. He regarded me from his considerable height as if I were a flea. He had a broad face with a jaw like that of a horse. Blond, almost white, spiky hair topped his flat head.

      “You’re out past your bedtime, little girl. This will cost you ten foibles,” he spat, pulling out a counter from his pocket and clicking it ten times. The number twenty-nine glowed in midair, an orange color that was just one shade below red.

      The M.L.E. officer huffed, disappointed. Thirty foibles would get me into the red zone, which meant lockdown in Witch Cove for two full days.

      “Get back to your dorm right this second or I’ll give you one more foible,” he said through a crooked smile that let me know he was about to do just that. Apparently, he got off on punishing female students while males acted like asses just yards away.

      The desperation that had kept me running slowly morphed into fury. This man wore the face of everything that was wrong with the Academy. Before, when Lynssa had been here, the campus had felt warm and welcoming. Now, it was cold and disquieting. More and more students were leaving, including males who were too decent to put up with this crap. Some had even tried to protest, but they had been expelled on the spot. However, other males were arriving to take their places, and they had far less scruples. In fact, they were enrolling precisely because of the new rules and regulations. Like the M.L.E., they got off on their new-found power and status.

      Slowly, anger seething in my chest, I took a step forward, holding the man’s gaze. My cuffs flashed brightly in obvious defiance.

      “Ho, ho,” he laughed in pleasure and clicked his little counter again. The number thirty glowed above my head accompanied by a warning siren. “I’ve got me a little rebel.”

      He tried to grab my wrist—M.L.E. officers wasted no time in teleporting you straight to your dorm to begin your punishment—but, as soon as he touched me, he snatched his hand back with a foul curse.

      “You burned me,” he said, just as the smell of charred meat hit my nostrils.

      “Don’t touch me,” I said and his face seemed to morph into Nyquist’s, the one I truly hated. “You have no right. I will kill you if you lay another finger on me.”

      I let my cuffs charge with the same magic I’d used on Tempest. He would feel what she’d felt.

      His eyes flashed to my wrists, then he lifted his hand, preparing his own attack. This was it. All that I’d endured trying to discover Nyquist’s plans would be for nothing. Still, I didn’t care. Aradia’s cuffs would serve me right tonight. I would test their limits.

      The M.L.E. officer’s eyes went wide, his back stiffened, then he fell unconscious to the ground.

      I blinked, stared at my cuffs, then back at him.

      What the hell? Were the cuffs that powerful? All this time, had I only needed to use my thoughts to make them work?

      “Well, that was about to be a disaster.” Bridget materialized behind the officer. Her shape solidifying out of a cloaking spell.

      My mind went askew. Bridget? What? When?

      I shook myself, trying to understand. How was she using a cloaking spell? More importantly… how had she knocked down an M.L.E. officer without causing all the rest of them to come down on us like angry wasps?

      While I stared unable to process, she leaned down and touched the M.L.E. officer’s temple with the tip of her finger. A zap of blue electricity shot into his head, causing his entire body to twitch.

      “There,” Bridget said, straightening. “He won’t remember a thing when he wakes up. Plus, I cleared your foibles down to zero.” She gave me a friendly smile, the kind I hadn’t seen from her for a long time. “Come.” She wrapped an arm around my back and, next thing I knew, we were materializing in front of the lake.

      I glanced around, realizing we were standing near the same spot where we’d astral projected a few days back. It seemed Bridget also knew the tattling spells didn’t reach this far.

      Bridget waved a hand at one of the trees. One of its branches came down, creaking and shaping itself into a bench much like the ones the fae were known to make. Damn. Impressive. It seemed she’d been studying this summer.

      Grabbing me by the shoulders, she made me sit, then joined me.

      “Are you alright?” she asked, smoothing down my hair in a tender gesture that was nothing like Bridget.

      I shook my head in response.

      “I could tell,” she said. “I saw murder in your eyes, and that’s not the Charlie I know.”

      A knot formed in my throat as I fought back tears.

      “What is happening, Charlie? You can trust me.”

      Could I? In the beginning, I’d decided that the least amount of people who knew about what I was up to, the better. I hadn’t wanted to put anyone else in danger. Moreover, with Bridget, I feared the risk of her volatile personality. Had I been wrong? From the looks of it, maybe I had. It seemed Bridget had figured out a way to skirt the rules. She was already putting herself in the path of danger. What had made me think she would stay out of trouble?

      “How did you… ?” I asked, leaving the question open to see what she would decide to share, to see if she would trust me.

      “How did I use those spells without getting caught?” she finished for me.

      I nodded.

      In response, she pulled out something from her pocket and offered it to me on her open palm. I grabbed the little box, realizing it was exactly like the one Fedorov had given me.

      “It’s a canceling case,” she said. “It lets you fly under the radar of localized spells, like wards in houses and stuff like that. You can use it to enhance spells, too, but that’s much harder. I still haven’t figured out how to do that.”

      “Where did you get it?” I asked.

      “My parents have two of them. Yuri Fedorov made them. They pack some powerful magic of his own creation. I think he’s made like four or five of them and only shared them with people he trusts. He would probably be mad if he knew I took one without telling my parents.” She cocked her head to one side, pondering. “Anyway, I’ve been using it to… you know…” She wiggled her red eyebrows.

      “Wait… are you the Rogue Witch?” I asked.

      “The one and only.”

      “I thought it might be you, but couldn’t be sure.”

      “I couldn’t be sure you hated the M.L.E. either. I thought you…”

      This was it—the moment when I decided whether or not to confide in Bridget. As she glanced at me expectantly, I realized I’d shut her off, pushed her away even. But she was my friend. We’d been through a lot together. And wasn’t it times like this when you relied on the people you cared about while, in turn, they relied on you? She’d found her way into trouble without me all the same.

      I made up my mind and said, “You thought I was with Nyquist.”

      She put two hands up and mimicked weighing something in them. “I didn’t want to believe it, but the way you’ve been acting, well…”

      “I don’t blame you,” I said. “At least that means I’ve been doing a decent job.”

      “Not too shabby, to be honest. The only reason I didn’t buy it one-hundred percent was because I know you better than most.”

      “Well, I’m actually… a spy.” Out loud, it sounded ridiculous. I sighed. “A mediocre one at best.” I deflated, my shoulders caving in.

      “These are hard times, Char. Don’t be so rough on yourself. I got my start vanishing the welcome packets. Amateur hour for sure.” Bridget put a hand on my shoulder and gave me an encouraging shake. I glanced up and found her green eyes were full of sympathy.

      That was when the dam broke open, and I told her everything. About the battle to rescue Anama last year, about Lynssa being alive and how she recruited me to be a spy, about Kiana, about Rowan and his disguise, about Tempest and what I’d just done to her.

      When I finished, I was exhausted. The magnitude of what I’d already gone through and what was to come fell like bricks on my shoulders and left me feeling utterly hopeless. How could I ever succeed? How could I keep my soul from turning dark?

      “Holy shit,” Bridget said when I finished. She had listened without interrupting, not once, not even to disapprove of Rowan. This was also unlike Bridget. Maybe she’d changed in the past few months, and I’d completely missed it. She’d been through a lot, too.

      “That’s just…” She seemed to find no words to describe it.

      “And they’re still torturing her,” I said. “As we speak. I should do something.” I tried to stand, but Bridget put a hand on my arm.

      “It’s okay,” she said. “I saw Nyquist and the others come out of the Administration Building right after you did.”

      I exhaled in relief.

      “What do I do?” I asked after a quiet moment. I didn’t really expect a useful answer from Bridget. I was just at a loss and maybe hoped for the cosmos to send me a solution. “I’ve accomplished nothing.”

      “Stop being so hard on yourself, Charlie,” Bridget said again, taking my hand in hers. “Just the fact that you’ve gotten this close to the regents proves that Lynssa picked the right person for the job. You’ve been able to fool them. They’re letting you into their circle. Whatever you’re doing… it’s working.”

      “I guess,” I said, trying to get over the fact that I was having this conversation with Bridget. What had happened to her during the time we’d been distanced? She had matured so much.

      “And Tempest…” she paused. “I can’t say I don’t like the idea of her paying for what she did to my brother. What I can say is that you made a huge sacrifice. You put aside your convictions and morals for the benefit of others, to save us from whatever Nyquist and the regents are planning. It takes a lot of strength to do that.”

      “It takes more strength to stand by what you believe,” I argued.

      “Does it?” She let the question hang for a moment, then continued. “It will take more than just one virtuous student to stop Nyquist. He’s powerful, and after what you’ve just told me, I see he’s even more powerful than I realized. It will take a clever plan to defeat him, a trap from which he can’t escape, something he would never see coming.”

      A clever plan.

      It was what Lynssa and the others were working on, wasn’t it? But could they do that if they were on the run? I’d been unable to get a single word out to them, and I didn’t know if any type of communication would be possible between us at this point.

      What if we were it? What if it was up to us and, instead of working together, we were scattered, relying on others, acting rashly, infighting. We had to do better than that. We had to come up with a strategy and bide our time if necessary, even if waiting ate us alive.

      And in the meantime, maybe we could do some good and help some people around here, just as Bridget had been doing all along.

      I straightened, a new resoluteness bracing my spine. I squeezed my friend’s hand. “Thank you, Bridget.”

      I smiled. She smiled back. We stood at the same time, and the tree branch creaked back into place.

      “I have to talk to Rowan,” I said. “I have to tell him what I did. He’ll have to understand. I have to convince him to stay put until we make sure everyone Nyquist has taken is safe. Then we can lay out a trap and make sure he pays with his life for all that he’s done.”

      Bridget shrugged. “And if that doesn’t work, we can blow some shit up.”
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      I stood outside Rowan’s door, my heart in my throat. What would I say?

      Hey, Rowan. Just wanted to stop by and tell you that I tortured your friend. I made her scream in pain, then I ran away like a coward. Okay, good talk. See ya later.

      I ran a trembling hand through my hair.

      It was late, long past midnight. Bridget and I had walked through campus under a cloaking spell, talking the whole way. I’d learned about her incarceration with the M.L.E., which was very unpleasant, and the rescue her parents had managed.

      Her parents might have a werewolf son and an unruly daughter, but they had provided security for nearly all of the powerful magic families in the world and they knew incriminating secrets. That gave them enough clout to keep both of their children safe and out of law enforcement’s hands, thank God.

      Others were not so lucky.

      Bridget had also told me about the intense magical training she’d done prior to returning to campus this summer. Like those badass spells I’d seen her do… she’d learned them on her own, drilling herself during every spare minute, knowing she’d need them when she returned. It made the summer I spent partying and feeling sorry for myself look downright pitiful. What was wrong with me? Did I rely too much on the Aradia cuffs?

      I made her promise to start training me immediately. Then we parted ways as I headed to the Senior Dorm.

      Rowan/Lawson had managed to procure himself a private lodging off the back of the main building, which had its own independent entrance. Once belonging to faculty, not only was the apartment posh and private, it was easy to sneak in and out of.

      Still cloaked, I stood outside the broad oak door as the night wind blew around me and the moon glared down like an accusing eye. The building behind it sat in judgment too, all the windows dark and foreboding.

      It was getting late. I couldn’t postpone this any longer.

      I pressed my hand to the door and pushed magic through it. An awakening spell to drive Rowan out of bed.

      It didn’t take long before the knob turned and a disheveled rock star tore out, nearly barreling into me.

      He was shirtless and wore only designer boxer briefs that fit him so perfectly I wondered if they’d been specially made for him like some of his other clothing. The magical tattoos were in full view, but they didn’t cavort around his chest or the hard planes of his stomach. They were still. Asleep. Seeing him nearly naked made my mind wander, my thoughts far too naughty for the conversation we were about to have.

      “Charlie, is everything okay?” Dark eyes searched my body and then behind me, looking for danger.

      “Everything is… We need to talk. Can I come in?”

      “Sure. Do you have the box?”

      I held up Fedorov’s device.

      Wary, he stepped back and let me inside.

      A light clicked on and illuminated the apartment. Where Rowan had been clean, Lawson was messy. On top of his expensive furniture, bowls, cups, wrappers, and clothing lay in scattered heaps. An open container of Chinese take-out sat on the acrylic coffee table and a laundry basket spilled its contents on the leather couch. The kitchenette was hidden by shadows and for that I was thankful. Was the food for appearances? Or had he learned to enjoy it again? The fact that I didn’t know the answer to that highlighted how little we still knew about each other. How far apart we still were.

      “What? No maid?” I asked, trying to use humor to cut the tension.

      Rowan’s eyes darted around at the mess. “My bedroom is cleaner.”

      His bedroom? I’d never been in there. I hadn’t been allowed in any boys’ residences, but now, with the cloaking box, things were different.

      I followed him down the hall, my body tense. It wasn’t like anything was going to happen. He was likely going to kick me out as soon as he found out what I’d done.

      His bedroom was cleaner. The queen-sized bed was rumpled, but he’d likely just bolted out of it when I sent that wake-up spell. Twin end tables topped with lamps stood on either side of the bed frame. They gave a warm glow that I hoped my cloaking spell kept concealed from the outside. We couldn’t risk someone spotting our shadows through the window on the east wall.

      Rowan quickly slipped on a pair of jeans he retrieved from the floor, then smoothed the comforter down and sat on the bed, eyes watching me.

      “I’m in a bit of a panic, Charlie. Can you tell me now? What happened? Is it Lynssa?”

      I shook my head. “It’s… I found Tempest.”

      He bolted upright. “Where is she?”

      When I didn’t move, his eyes narrowed. “What is it? Is she dead?”

      “No.”

      “Then, what?”

      I swallowed hard. “Nyquist has her.”

      “Where?”

      I dropped my eyes to the carpet. “Here on campus.”

      He started towards the door again. “Then we need to go get her.”

      I held a hand out to stop him. “She’s being held captive in the basement of the Administration Building, but there are multiple restraint spells, cloaking spells, alarm spells, and God knows what else. We wouldn’t get far.”

      “We need a plan.” He got up and began to pace, but I grabbed his hand.

      “Something happened,” I said, though my throat was constricting.

      After this, he might not ever want to speak to me again. After all we’d been through, after everything we’d seen and done together, this could be the last moment Rowan looked at me as anything other than a monster.

      He put his ringed hand on my shoulder. “What is it, Charlie? Whatever it is, you can tell me.”

      I shook my head, biting my lip as tears began to pool in my eyes. Those screams. What I’d done to her.

      Rowan drew me in, wrapping strong arms around my body as I silently shuddered. His hand stroked down my hair, soothing the tension.

      “Rowan, I’m so sorry.” I curled into him, inhaling his scent, a mix of a spiced cologne and musky maleness that reminded me of times with him back when life was simpler.

      He said nothing, stroking my hair. He was waiting for me to confess my sins.

      “They… I had to get her to talk. Nyquist and the others told me to, but no one held a gun to my head. I was the one who electrocuted her. Me. I did it. I could’ve said no. I could’ve run.”

      His hand stopped stroking my hair. “They’re torturing her?”

      “They were, have been from the looks of it, but they’ve left her alone for now. Bridget saw Nyquist and the others leave after I did.”

      His hands slipped off my body and he took a step back. “You mean you left Ana there with them?”

      “I had to. Our mission…” My words choked off. His face had twisted from shock to concern to rage. The black veins appeared around his eyes and his fangs elongated, a sure sign he was about to lose it. And I him.

      “Look out!” He moved me out of the way, intent on storming after her.

      Waving my hand, I slammed the bedroom door shut and blocked his path. The lamps snuffed out at the same time, plunging us into darkness. Through the curtained window, moonlight barely illuminated his twisted features and heaving chest.

      “Rowan, you can’t. Did you hear me? There are too many spells, too much to lose. The M.L.E., Nyquist. They’ll catch you and it will ruin everything. Then they’ll kill you and what good will that do? I know you love her, but this isn’t the way.”

      He shouldered around me, gripping the door handle as if he would rip the door away, but then he stopped. “Wait… what did you say?”

      “I said there’s too much to lose. There’s no way the two of us can get her out without alerting all of campus.”

      “Not that,” his dark eyes searched my face. “The part about me loving her.”

      My lips pinched shut. Had I said that? “It’s alright. I understand. She was there for you in a way I couldn’t be.”

      Using magic, he lit a lamp again before gripping my arms and staring into my eyes. His vampire passion faded as he looked at me, seeming to understand there was nothing we could do.

      “Charlie, Ana is my friend. Maybe we can’t help her right now.” This seemed to pain him, but I could see the acceptance descending on him. “We have to think of something, though, and soon. She was the one who saved me last year. She helped me become who I am, taught me to appreciate being a vampire even if I never will like it. I stopped wanting to kill myself and started living. And it was because of her help.”

      I nodded, swallowing his words like barbs, going down hard and sharp. Why couldn’t I have done all those things? Because he wouldn’t let me, that’s why. Or had it been me, pushing him away when he’d needed me most? Here in the dark, it was so hard to remember.

      He gripped my chin and pulled my head up, locking our eyes once more.

      “Through all that, I never, ever loved her. Not once. It was you.” His fingers traced the curve of my chin. “Charlie, it’s always been you.”

      My body broke out in goosebumps as his words crested over me. “Rowan, I…”

      “Did you hear me?” he asked. “I love you, Charlie. I always have.”

      It felt like falling, like dropping through the sky into an expanse of stars. If any words could buoy me, those were it. Rowan loved me. My hands tightened around his bare back, dragging him to me. I wanted his skin on my skin, I wanted to feel his heartbeat, feel his breath on my face as he said it again and again.

      “I love you, too,” I whispered.

      His fingers slipped around, curling into my hair as he took my mouth in his.

      The soft brush of his lips curled my toes and warmed my chest. His kiss felt like a vow, something sacred and holy, and I returned it, knowing I would pledge myself to him again and again. This was Rowan, the man I loved, not despite of what he was but because of it.

      “Charlie,” he whispered, his lips brushing mine and sending shivers through me.

      The sweetness and gentleness of our kisses evaporated by the heat between our bodies. His cool fingers fell from my face, trailing down to my collarbone. My hands clutched his skin as he cupped my head and parted my lips with his.

      Where Rowan had tasted of the metallic tang of his new race, Lawson tasted of mint and spring grass, reminding me of the difference. This body I held onto like a lifeline was relatively new to me and needed exploring. I wanted to trace each tattoo with my fingers and take in every new sensation. But now was not the time. Not with all we’d learned and all we had yet to do.

      I pulled back, caressing his cheek with my thumb. “I thought you would hate me.”

      He pressed his forehead to mine. “Never. Everything you’ve done, you did for all of us. You sacrifice every day because you put everyone’s needs ahead of your own. You’re amazing, Charlie.”

      I leaned into his embrace, wishing I could stay here forever, but knowing there was much more we had yet to do.

      “One thing’s for sure,” he said, holding me in his arms. “We have to stop Nyquist. Tempest doesn’t deserve to suffer.”

      “Don’t worry,” I said, trying to sink into his warmth. “I have an idea. We’ll try tomorrow, see if we can do anything to keep Nyquist distracted.”
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      The next night, Rowan and I attempted to sneak back into Nyquist’s office to save Tempest, and possibly any others that he might be keeping captive, but from the minute we walked up, I knew something was wrong.

      There was a lot more activity around the Administration Building, even this late at night. Rowan and I hid behind a bush, cloaked by Fedorov’s canceling box as we watched a group of male students walk up the steps and disappear through the main entrance doors.

      “What are all those asshats doing out this late?” Lawson murmured. “Shouldn’t they be out planning a date rape or something?”

      “First of all, don’t even joke about that,” I said. “Second, did they say anything to the male students about some late-night exam or something?”

      He shook his head. Tonight, his hair was jet black and slicked back, making him look a bit more Rowan-like than normal. The tattoos and rings were still Lawson’s however, as was the long tank top, jeans, and expensive sneakers. “No one said anything to me.”

      “Maybe you aren’t in the know. The guys that went up there are all in Nyquist’s inner circle.” I’d spotted Pierce and a few of his Neanderthal friends, though Cruise was surprisingly absent.

      “Well, one thing’s for sure,” Lawson said sadly. “We aren’t getting in there without a lot of trouble.”

      My eyes darted over. “You aren’t thinking about getting in a lot of trouble, are you?”

      His lips thinned as he pondered my question. Finally, he said, “No. Not tonight. Too much is at stake.”

      “Tempest is probably okay,” I said warily. “They look too busy to be torturing her.” It was probably wishful thinking on my part, but Rowan was right, there was little we could do with so many warlocks about. We’d get caught in seconds and be strung up right beside her.

      Lawson frowned. “We need to get a message to our friends on the outside, though I haven’t been able to.”

      Tentatively, I put my hand on his arm. “In the meantime, I think I have an idea to keep them busy so they’ll leave Tempest and the others alone.”

      Lawson’s eyes narrowed. “Are you thinking about getting in a lot of trouble?”

      I ran a finger down Fedorov’s box. He’d given me an amazing gift. One I was dying to get more use out of.

      “I’m not thinking about getting into any trouble.” I smiled. “No trouble at all.”
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      Almost twenty-four hours later, Bridget and I were standing outside Witch Cove with our canceling cases in hand.

      “Are you sure about this?” Bridget asked.

      She was in her Rogue Witch garb, a navy hooded cloak trimmed in black, leather gloves, pants, and boots. Her hair was covered and her face was cloaked in shadow. I wanted to ask her where she got such a killer outfit and find out if she could get me one too, but we had business to attend to and not a lot of time to accomplish it.

      And the question still hung there: was I sure?

      I glanced at Witch Cove and then out across the campus that I loved. The powers that be had nearly ruined the place in the span of a few months. They deserved a little torture, especially Nyquist and his crew.

      “I’m sure,” I said, tugging up the hood on my black sweater. This and black jeans was the best I could do on short notice.

      “Good,” Bridget said, rubbing her hands together. “Then, here are my rules. One: We don’t do anything that could get us put in prison. That would be a huge bummer. Got it?”

      I nodded. “No prison. You won’t get an argument from me.” I was risking a lot as it was.

      “Two: we keep it fun. The days here suck bad enough.” Bridget waited for me to nod before continuing. “And three: we get creative.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked, a small seed of worry growing in my gut. Bridget could be a little… off sometimes. What was I getting myself into?

      She grabbed my hand, pulling me along and activating her canceling case at the same time. “Oh, you’ll see.”

      Our first stop was the Senior Boys’ Dorm. Stately and made of brick, it looked like an Ivy League building in the soft, fall moonlight. Behind curtained windows, the males of our grade slept on cushy beds in private rooms. They probably had a maid or butler for all I knew.

      Bridget pointed up to the third floor. “That’s where we would’ve stayed if they hadn’t relegated us to second class citizenship. Best bathrooms on campus,” she added. “They have a sauna.”

      “Damn,” I said.

      “So, we start here. Make it not so nice.” She put the canceling case in her cloak pocket and rubbed her hands together carefully. As I watched, she swung her hands over her head as if she were attempting a very strange dance and began chanting in what sounded like Greek.

      I waited, breathless, for something to happen. In a few moments, a low droning sound caught my attention.

      “Bridget, what is that?” I said, staring into the dark.

      “Shh,” she said. “I’m concentrating.”

      I gritted my teeth, remembering now how annoying Bridget could be. She could at least tell me what I was about to face. The droning was getting louder and my anxiety was peaking.

      “Bridget.” I tugged her sleeve. “What’s going to happen?”

      She didn’t answer, too engrossed in her magical dance.

      Suddenly, a dark swarm appeared overhead. Insects the size of songbirds flocked around the entrance light, then zipped over the roof and down a small chimney.

      “What were those?” I asked.

      “Wait for it,” she said with glee on her face.

      A light popped on upstairs. Then another. Dull shouts could be heard through closed windows. Then an upstairs window shattered, sending shards of glass down onto the ground.

      “What the…” I froze, waiting.

      Students started streaming out the main doors, first one or two, then more. They were batting at the insects, swinging at them with tennis rackets and shooting spells. As I watched, one of the insects shot back. A small electrical bolt hit a senior boy between the eyes and his head began to swell.

      “Pixie minotaurs,” I said as it dawned on me where I’d seen this before.

      The guy’s head ballooned to ten times its original size just as Rowan’s had during Freshman Year.

      Bridget nodded, her face so full of joy as if it was Christmas morning.

      I turned and watched the chaos with new eyes, giggling at the folly before me. Senior boys staggered around with Cousin It hair growth. One had giant hands, puffed up to twenty times their normal size, that he used to bat at the little buggers. No one got hurt, but man, they were annoyed.

      “This is hilarious,” I said to Bridget, really grateful she’d brought me here.

      “Wait until tomorrow night,” she said with a waggle of an eyebrow.

      I did wait with growing anticipation, hurrying through my classes and dinner until we could sneak out again. This time, instead of taking me toward the dorms, she headed towards the Administration Building.

      “Do you think this is a good idea?” I asked, growing nervous. Word had spread on campus that the Rogue Witch was back and they were doubling the watch. Nyquist was not happy. He’d made magical announcements that kept popping up all over campus, floating images of him with stern warnings about severe punishments for the person responsible.

      “I think this is a great idea,” Bridget said, just before casting. She started weaving her hands, magic twisting around her fingertips.

      “Create a barrier spell at every door and window. Make sure to seal off any cracks and crevices,” she said, beginning to sweat a little as she moved her arms.

      “Barrier spell? You know this would work a hell of a lot better if you just told me what we were doing.” I scowled, thinking I should probably just head back to bed. I had a test in the morning on making muffins rise, and as dumb as it was, I wanted to nail it.

      “If I told you what I was doing, I’d miss that look of total shock on your face when you see what I’ve come up with. That’s at least half of the reason I’ve let you tag along.” Bridget’s eyes darted over to me and her eyebrows waggled up and down.

      “Fine.” I did as she asked, sealing off any crack I could find. What would it be this time? More insects? Howling banshees?

      Instead, I began to see water rising steadily behind the windows.

      “Oh, geez. Flooding it? They are going to be pissed.”

      “Just wait,” she said.

      Once the whole building was filled with water, a glow started in every window as if a giant had turned on an overhead light. When I saw the fish swimming past the windows, schools of them darting through the offices and swimming up the staircases, I realized that was exactly what she had built: a humongous aquarium.

      A small alarm rang through me when I remembered Tempest. “What about the people we think are held here? They’ll drown.”

      Bridget shook her head. “The water is on the main levels and I checked to make sure no one was inside. Relax.” She patted my arm. “I’ve got this.”

      With her reassurance, I was able to enjoy her prank for what it was—a thing of beauty, one that would really piss off the staff.

      They came running, a few M.L.E. officers at first, then Nyquist in his pajamas. He shook his head and scowled, directing the guards to open the front doors. When they finally got them open, water poured out in a gush, knocking them to their feet and soaking everyone who had gathered around to watch, including Nyquist.

      Bridget laughed, then wiggling her fingers made a fish jump from the puddle and flap onto Nyquist’s head.

      “I bet he thinks something fishy is going on,” I said.

      Bridget groaned and then laughed. “The puns again?”

      “Hey, last time I didn’t get to participate.”

      She acquiesced, waving her hand in a hurry-up motion. “Okay, get them out of your system.”

      I grinned. “Those officers are really floundering.”

      Bridget snorted. “That one was okay. Do you have any more?”

      “You really schooled them,” I said.

      “Oh, my Cod. So bad,” Bridget replied. “How about this? I hope they don’t find us gill-ty.”

      “Awful,” I said, laughing. It felt good. It was the best I’d felt in a long time and I realized how much my spy persona was taking out of me. I was Charlie Rivera. I wasn’t a good little girl. I was a badass witch. I needed this.

      I patted Bridget on the shoulder and she winked at me.

      We watched for a while as they dried out Nyquist and tried to suck the water out of the school. With magic, they’d have it all set to rights in a day or two, but it felt good to stick it to them. Even if it was only a prank.

      “What are we doing tomorrow night?” I asked as we headed back to our dorm under our cloaking spell.

      “It’s your turn to come up with an idea,” Bridget said. “If you can.”

      I grinned as ideas flooded my brain. “Oh, I’m sure I can come up with something.”
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      Today was Homecoming.

      In the past, there would have been no classes as we were allowed to get ready for the big game. But, under Nysquist’s regime, classes continued until noon because no one should enjoy themselves around here.

      Disha, Bridget, and I had barely gotten out of bed on time for the first class and were dragging ourselves out of our sleeping quarters. We had class with Mrs. Bass and today we were supposed to learn how to prevent spider webs from accumulating in high corners.

      Oh, joy.

      Unfortunately, we had all amassed too many foibles to skip. If we got more, we would get grounded and miss tonight’s events: the Homecoming Game and, afterward, Nyquist’s Magic Leadership Summit.

      There was no way we could miss either of those. I’d never actually made it through a whole Homecoming Game. And, if our suspicions were right, something big was going to go down at that summit. That much was clear, especially considering the way Nyquist’s agitation had grown the closer the summit got.

      As Bridget, Disha, and I turned down the hall toward Witch Cove’s exit, we stopped in our tracks and exchanged worried glances. A group of girls was crowded around the bulletin board, the students in the back craning their necks to be able to see over the ones in the front. A few were using levitation spells as the information seemed that important.

      “That’s a lot of money,” one of them said. “I wish I knew who she is.” A tall blonde squeezed out of the group, two other girls following behind her.

      “Me, too. I could use that cash,” one of her friends said. “I need a new car.”

      “I need a new car,” said the third one. “You just got yours last year.”

      “So? Someone dinged it.”

      “It’s just a scratch.”

      “Whatever. You’re a witch. Buff that shit out with a spell or something.”

      As they left the building, I shook my head at their conversation. We had more pressing problems than new cars. It seemed like some of the women who stayed were the more vapid type, present company excluded. Either way, we moved forward, trying to find out what they’d been talking about.

      “Excuse me,” I said, ignoring the dirty looks a few of the students threw my way as I squeezed my way to the front.

      When I got there, I stopped and stared.

      The bulletin board was covered with Wanted posters.

      The sketch of a hooded figure occupied the middle of the page. Above it the word “Wanted” was written in thick, black letters. While underneath, it read:

      

      
        
        REWARD

        $50,000

        For information leading to the

        arrest of the “Rogue Witch.”

      

      

      

      I snatched one of the sheets off the board, wove through the dispersing crowd, and handed the poster to Bridget. She examined it carefully, her expression giving nothing away. Disha read over Bridget’s shoulder, one of her perfect eyebrows going up.

      “Well, my wardrobe could stand a makeover,” she said loud enough for everyone to hear.

      Bridget folded the flyer and stuffed it in her pants’ pocket, without saying a word.

      We left our crappy dorm and headed east toward the Spells Cave.

      Casually, I stuffed a hand in my pocket and pressed the button in Fedorov’s canceling case. A cloaking spell surrounded us.

      “That poster is a sign we’re really getting to them,” I said, waving my hand above my head to indicate I’d erected cloaking spell. “We’re keeping them busy. Nyquist is worried the Rogue Witch will try something during the summit.”

      A smile stretched over my lips. I shouldn’t have felt so proud of myself, I hadn’t really accomplished much in the past few weeks since joining Bridget, but I loved to see Nyquist and his beloved M.L.E. scrambling for answers.

      And $50,000? That was a lot of money. They wouldn’t offer so much if our antics weren’t giving them real headaches. Still, what was money to them? They probably used hundreds to wipe their old posteriors.

      In the past three weeks since I’d learned Bridget was the Rogue Witch, the “subversive” occurrences—Nyquist’s name for Rogue Witch’s misdemeanors—had doubled.

      How had that happened? An odd thing that was.

      My smile grew deeper.

      “Hmm, maybe I should turn Bridget in,” I said. “I could finally open a bank account and, like, buy and own shit.”

      “Don’t even joke about it,” Disha said. “You know what they’ll do.”

      “A wanted poster,” Bridget mused. “I feel like some cowboy in the Wild West.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Excuse me, but you must mean cowgirl.”

      “Cowwoman,” she corrected. “What do you think was the last straw that made them go after us?” Bridget asked. “The water shortage in the all-male dorms? Or the fact they all got diarrhea the very same day?”

      We burst out laughing.

      This particular prank had been my idea, an extremely helpful distraction that ruined Nyquist’s day and hopefully forced him to take a break from torturing his prisoners.

      Being a bit of a control freak, he personally tended to all emergencies, including this one. That day, I’d been finalizing the seating chart for the summit when Nyquist got a phone call, then shuffled out of his office and—after an extended detour in the restroom to take care of his own stomach issues—headed over to help with the crisis.

      Unfortunately, the male staff and faculty had all known how to… stop things, but most of the freshman and sophomore students had been at a loss, figuratively and literally—even some juniors and seniors had needed help clogging their pipes. It was time the males felt as shitty as the females did.

      To my surprise, Nyquist didn’t think twice about leaving me alone in his office, which had finally given me the chance to snoop around. Ironically, his trust in me had grown since the night I’d tortured Tempest. He thought I was like him, but he couldn’t be more wrong.

      As soon as Nyquist left the Administration Building to tend to the gastrointestinal disaster, I activated my canceling case. Fedorov’s powerful magic swept through the old man’s office, neutralizing all protective spells and giving me ample freedom to look around.

      At first, I didn’t find much. Nyquist wasn’t stupid or as trusting as I would have liked. But, in the end, the one thing I did find was enough to freeze my bones and make me wish I’d never found out I was a Supernatural.

      Nyquist had a secret invitation for Mystro Ponomarenko hidden under his desk pad.

      The terrifying mentalist was coming to the summit. The same wizard who had just killed Smudge Face and captured Tempest. The wizard who had sent one of the most powerful witches, Lynssa McIntosh, on the run.

      He was coming here.

      We were screwed.

      “Honestly,” Disha continued reminiscing as we continued on our way toward class. “I think it was that one little final touch that drove them over the edge. Making all the toilet paper disappear was simply evil.”

      Disha and Bridget laughed again, but I could barely muster a smile after remembering that Ponomarenko would be arriving today.

      “We’ll figure it out, Charmander,” Disha said, elbowing me when she noticed my lack of enthusiasm.

      “I’m not so sure,” I said.

      “We always do.”

      “Why do they need him here?” I asked, not for the first time.

      We veered toward a patch of trees behind the Spells Cave. It wouldn’t do if we materialized out of thin air in front of everyone, so we had to hide before canceling the cloaking spell.

      “We’ve done what we can, Charlie,” Disha said.

      “Drew’s dad shouldn’t come,” I said, another of the things I’d been harping on for days. “It’s him they want.” I was sure of it. He was the only one who could stand in Nyquist’s way.

      Disha looked as worried as I felt. “I know, but we’ve warned him. That’s all we can do. The rest is his decision. The High Council’s decision. He’s not coming alone. Drew said he will have plenty of protection. It will be a battle royale if they try something stupid.”

      “Ponomarenko is powerful,” I said. “Something terrible will happen. I feel it in my gut.”

      “I do, too.” Bridget bit on her thumbnail, her green eyes wide and fixed on a faraway point.

      “We’ll all be on the alert,” Disha said. “Us three, Rowan, Drew. We’ll help defend the High Council if it comes to that. Besides, Drew says that if Nyquist shows his colors, the old man’s coming down. The council won’t stand for open opposition. For all we know, tomorrow, we’ll be free.”

      I nodded. We’d discussed all of this several times already, but I still couldn’t shake off the bad feeling, no matter how much we tried to reassure each other. If I’d only been able to find out why Nyquist had invited Ponomarenko. Why had Nyquist written a private invitation for his favorite henchman? And why was Ponomarenko’s presence being kept secret? His name wasn’t even on the seating chart.

      We took a moment to compose ourselves and erase all signs of gloomy thoughts from our faces. It was Homecoming. Nothing but smiles were expected, even if they were empty.

      I clicked the button on Fedorov’s box. We walked out of the patch of woods and headed to class.
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      That evening, the mirror showed me a crude version of Wonder Woman.

      I didn’t mean to be going as her, just as a Roman gladiator, but the tufted, metal-studded leather skirt and tight armor around my chest had that effect—not to mention my cuffs. All I needed was a lasso of truth and a frickin’ invisible plane.

      The ensemble had come with a diadem, but if I put that on, I would definitely become the tough D.C. character. Nothing against Wonder Woman, I just wanted to look my own brand of badass.

      For the first time, I was going with the Homecoming theme for my costume. The two other times I’d actually dressed up—I’d missed the event my sophomore year since I’d gone to Turkey— I’d been a Greek goddess and Harley Quinn. This time, I’d decided to blend in instead of standing out. There would be lots of students wearing Roman-inspired outfits.

      The football game had a gladiator theme, and the rules had been changed to fit the event. Honestly, it could hardly be called a football game anymore, not when the last player standing on the field would be named the winner. That was hardly a team sport, and it was disturbing how many students liked the vicious idea. It was like the frickin’ Hunger Games. Maybe I should have gone as Katniss instead.

      What was the Academy coming to? And why did it take so little for people to revert back to savagery?

      I put Fedorov’s canceling case under my armor, tucked-in against my left boob. It wasn’t comfortable, but my options were limited in my current outfit.

      Removing my ponytail, I let my dark hair fall over my naked shoulders. Then, with one last look in the mirror, I walked out of the bathroom.

      “Next,” I said.

      There were a few girls waiting outside the door. Like me, they preferred to wait for the single bathroom rather than change in the common one.

      Disha and Bridget were waiting for me outside. They were not shy and had changed into their costumes out in the open.

      They were also dressed as gladiators. We had ordered three identical costumes off of the same website. That was how unenthusiastic we’d been about the game. Our school spirit was dead. Nyquist had killed it as viciously as the ancient Romans slaughtered lions.

      “Great costume,” Disha said as I walked down Witch Cove’s front steps.

      Bridget smoothed her hands down her front. “I wear it best.” She had altered her costume in colors the Romans never knew existed. Highlighter-yellow armor, glittery gladiator sandals in turquoise leather, and a tufted skirt swirling with rainbow colors.

      “Excuse me.” Disha lifted her chin and threw her hair back. “That honor goes to me. Obviously.”

      I rolled my eyes and started down the pathway.

      “The truth is… Charlie takes the prize,” a deep voice said from the edge of the lawn.

      It was Lawson, standing just outside the perimeter that would cause our dorm alarms to go off. No males were allowed to get too close.

      He’d magicked his hair into a bushy blond nightmare that made him look like he’d stepped right out of Mötley Crüe.

      “Oh, my God!” Disha exclaimed. “You look like a poodle that was put away wet.” She laughed at her own joke, holding her stomach.

      “Doll, this is classic 80s rock star hair.” Lawson shook his locks and struck a pose that revealed just how tight his leather pants were. His T-shirt wasn’t any better. It was full of purposeful holes that revealed his tattoos, smooth chest, and abs.

      My mind fell in the gutter and rolled around in it for a second too long. I tore my eyes away, cheeks burning.

      “Charlie. Come here,” Lawson said, extending a hand toward me.

      I moved a few steps in his direction and took it. He pulled me out of the male-forbidden perimeter and planted a kiss on my lips.

      It had been three weeks since we’d confessed our love to each other, and we were still being tentative. After all we’d been through, our feelings felt like a fragile gift that might break if we made the wrong move. I wanted so much to be alone with him and talk, find a way to strengthen our bond, but with all that was going on, we’d barely had time for anything.

      “Typical Lawson,” I said, deciding to enjoy the view from up close. My eyes slid down his torso, peeking through the holes in his T-shirt.

      “A rock star through and through,” he said, sticking out his tongue like that guy from Kiss and wiggling it at me until I blushed again.

      Disha sighed and walked past us, moving down the path with Bridget by her side. “I wish Drew was here.”

      “He will be,” I soothed, as Lawson and I joined her.

      She had been pouty lately. Drew hadn’t visited in a while since he’d been busy planning the security detail for his father. He said they were leaving nothing to chance.

      Tonight, my heart was full of fear and apprehension for those I loved and those I felt responsible for: Lynssa, Fedorov, Irmagard, Taishi, Espelth, Kiana, Tempest, all the students. I’d even started to worry about Cruise who seemed stuck between a rock and an asshole father.

      Most of all, selfishly, I wanted to keep Lawson, Disha, and Bridget safe. I couldn’t afford to lose anyone else.

      As we walked toward the stadium, I held Lawson’s hand tightly as if I would never let him go. I didn’t know what tonight would bring and I feared our month of relative calm would soon be over.
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      I had to admit what they’d done to the stadium was incredible. With the help of massive amounts of magic, our little football arena looked exactly like the Roman Colosseum in its heyday.

      As we walked up, the bone-colored travertine walls towered four stories above our heads. Flags flew from the ramparts, each one carrying the Academy’s crest. Torchlight glowed from each of the dozens of arched openings that ringed the massive structure. Intricate stone carvings decorated the walkways through which students streamed. The sounds of excitement were everywhere from the students' chatter to the lute music that played from loudspeakers.

      The entire setup was so elaborate it made me wonder how they’d managed such a feat, even if several structural magicians and architects had been shuttled in weeks ahead of time and the entire area had been roped off as soon as Nyquist had begun planning. It was a painstaking illusion, exactly like Nyquist’s deanship.

      This was an important test for him, one meant to show the world that his reign was improving things around here, and he’d pulled this building off with flying colors, I hated to admit.

      We had yet to see about the rest of the evening. Maybe he would screw up somehow. At least, I could hope.

      Inside the building, the theme continued. Brick hallways led to the ringed stone seats that circled the colosseum floor. The four of us took our seats on what looked like rock-hard bleachers but turned out to be as downy-soft as the stone benches in the Spells Cave.

      My eyes skimmed the filling rows. Everyone was filtering in. Ahead of us, in a sectioned-off area at the front, the regents and their families welcomed the members of the International Magical Council. The area was posh and grandiose with beautiful carvings, silken cushions, and servants carrying trays of food—much like what Roman emperors must have enjoyed.

      I didn’t know Drew’s father, but he was easy enough to spot sitting next to his son and a young, beautiful woman, who I knew to be Drew’s step-mother. Disha waved at her boyfriend, but he seemed too preoccupied to notice. He was the head of his father’s security detail for this event and was as nervous as me, worried that Nyquist was planning something. The question was… what?

      The old man wouldn’t dare take out someone as powerful as Drew’s father, would he? Especially in front of all these people? Still, I was on high alert as I watched the heads of magic greet each other.

      Nyquist was in full schmooze mode, clapping people on the back, smiling, and joking. It reminded me of the seemingly carefree man I’d seen during the banquet he’d thrown for me last year. He could really turn on the charm when he wanted it, which might make someone less determined than me forget that he was a murderer.

      Methodically, I scanned the many concentric rows in the colosseum, but nowhere did I spot Mystro Ponomarenko. Just thinking about that man sent shivers down my bare arms. The mentalist was evil incarnate and I loathed the idea of facing him here with all these bystanders. Was that his game? To put a large number of people in peril?

      I felt naked and totally unprepared. If only Lynssa were here, as mad at her as I still was for keeping me in the dark about her fake death. Or Fedorov. Where were they when I needed them? Alive? Dead?

      Lawson ran a hand down my arm, drawing me back to the here and now. “It’s okay, doll. Everything is going to be okay.”

      His warm gaze soothed me, but by no means did I think everything was going to be okay.

      “See anything?” Bridget asked, pushing hair out of her eyes. Her gold diadem had flattened her curls and seemed to be annoying her. She, too, was scanning the crowd for our enemy.

      I shook my head. “I doubt we’ll see him. He’s a mentalist, remember?”

      “Oh, I remember,” Bridget responded. Horns began blaring, then a voice echoed around the arena, booming for all to hear.

      “Ladies and gentleman. Witches, warlocks and our esteemed guests, we welcome you to the one hundred and twelfth annual Supernatural Academy Homecoming Game!”

      A cheer went up from the crowd.

      “This year, we bring you an experience unlike anything seen before. This spectacle of strength and glory, brought to you by our beloved Dean Nyquist, is sure to amaze young and old. We bring you The Gladiators!”

      At these words, horns blared and a gate began to open, clanking as if operated by actual gears. Through it, a dozen students ran in, wearing gladiator attire—gold chest plates, gleaming swords, helmets topped with white plumage, and shields adorned with the Academy’s crest.

      It was impossible to tell who wore the gladiator helmets, but I’d overheard talk that Nyquist had hand-selected senior boys. Likely he’d picked his favorites, Cruise and Pierce among them.

      The gladiators ran out in two straight lines, armor rattling as they headed for the box of honor where the magical heads sat. In unison, the soldiers stopped and knocked their leg plates together, raised their swords and saluted while shouting something about, “pledging allegiance to their dean.”

      They spoke as if Nyquist were emperor. A shiver ran through me.

      The announcer’s voice began again, echoing through the arena. “And now, what would any band of soldiers be without a formidable enemy? Ladies and gentlemen, we give you The Barbarian Horde.”

      Ominous music played as the gate on the opposite side clanked open. Instead of matching golden uniforms and swords, the beings that appeared were all very different. A werewolf loped forward, snarling and flashing teeth. A fae warrior stalked out, twirling his spear. An inky being that looked similar to a shadow puppet slithered across the ground. About a dozen supernatural beings shuffled out to stand opposite the gladiators.

      Lawson gripped my knee as a thin, pale individual took his place amongst the horde and bared his vampire fangs.

      “They have to be joking,” Bridget murmured. “‘The Barbarian Horde’? Is this bothering no one?”

      I nudged her shoulder, reminding her that there were eyes and ears everywhere, but I, too, was horrified. Were they really willing to pit so-called “Supers” against these “Lessers”? Sure, it was just a game, but it sent a message. A very loud message.

      Other students stared on with concerned glances, but far too many jeered and hooted. Beside me, Lawson sat like a stone. His irises had gone dark and veins had appeared under his skin. I knew he was trying to stop himself from tearing onto that field and ending this once and for all.

      “We can’t act. Not until we see what Nyquist’s plan is,” I whispered to each of them in turn.

      Disha clutched my hand. “Drew is seeing this,” she said, biting her lip. “He already hates what he is enough without this bullshit.”

      She was right. Drew had gone pale, his eyes locked on the scene before him as the warriors closed ranks, their swords flashing.

      I nodded, rubbing her hand. It was bullshit. All of it. And we would stop it, but when the time was right.

      On the colosseum floor, the two groups began to circle each other as the ominous music continued. The armored wizards set their swords aside in a wooden rack and warmed up their fingers as the so-called horde snarled and tried to look fierce.

      “At least they’re using magic and not blades,” I whispered, but no one replied. All eyes were on the battle.

      The inky shadow creature was the first to strike, slipping over the ground like an oil spill before wrapping itself around the legs of the closest gladiator. He went stiff, arms and legs like steel rods, then his body keeled over into the dirt.

      Two wizards shot spells at their fallen comrade, jittering his body until the inky shadow shot out and blended into the cracks along the concrete wall.

      While the gladiators were heading toward their fallen friend, three of the horde broke off from the pack, springing into action. A werewolf, vampire, and centaur charged the gladiators in the front row, attacking with speed. Flashing hooves and sharp claws racked the air inches from the guys as they stumbled back and threw spells.

      The werewolf flew up in the air and slammed into the dirt hard enough to rattle the swords in the rack. The vampire and the centaur were hit with lightning bolts and blasted to the back wall.

      The vampire got up, limping toward a safe corner, but the centaur laid motionless on the ground.

      It was all very violent, nothing like the homecoming games of the past.

      I shuddered, wondering what to do. If I ran out onto that field, it would all be over for me and my friends.

      Looking fearful, the rest of the horde retreated back against the gate as the gladiators regrouped. Some pulled on the gate, begging to be let back in, but it remained shut.

      “Someone has to do something,” Bridget said. Then she repeated it louder. “Someone has to do something.”

      Heads turned her way. Students murmured.

      Some of the heads of state watched the unfolding violence with discomfort. They shifted in their seats and murmured to each other, but they didn’t do anything. Did their inaction have more to do with their image than the fallen centaur unconscious on the ground?

      I watched Drew’s father to see if he would put a stop to it all before someone got really hurt. Yes, we had magic to heal broken bones and stop bleeding, but we couldn’t bring anyone back from the dead, dammit!

      Just when it seemed as though the horde would give up and the gladiators would declare victory, a few of the armored wizards headed for the sword rack.

      “No,” I said, hands going to my mouth.

      The rest followed until all of them were armed. Blades unsheathed, they marched toward the group of cowering creatures.

      “What are they doing?” Lawson asked, standing up.

      Bridget joined him. “Stop!”

      I stood, as did Disha. We had to. We couldn’t watch a slaughter without doing anything. A few others began to stand, cries for mercy filling the arena. Someone sent a spell flying down. It sizzled on the dirt, but then another spell answered it, sailing into the crowd.

      The student body was divided and growing restless, but yet, the gladiators continued to advance against their foes. One swung his sword at the werewolf, who dodged but not soon enough. A line of bright red blood appeared on his hairy bicep. He howled, clutching it and glancing around for rescue.

      I charged my cuffs. This had to stop.

      Below us, the regents also seemed to be divided. Several were on their feet, including Drew and his father. Drew looked pale and sickly as if everything that had happened was making him nauseous. Still, he stood by his father while a heated conversation brewed with Dean Nyquist in the center.

      Another howl went up from the arena floor.

      The fae warrior’s calf sprayed greenish-blue blood as he uselessly swiped at the air with his spear. A gladiator jumped back, twirling his blood-tinged sword.

      A horrible crash echoed through the coliseum. The structure trembled as if an earthquake were tearing it apart.

      Screams erupted down below.

      In the booth of honor, a figure was staggering around. The regents and other dignitaries had moved to one side, cowering as a man grew to nearly twice his height. Clothes ripping and features changing, the Goliath towered over everyone, then gave a deafening roar. Soon the brownish-gray Hulk-like figure began raging, punching and smashing his way out of the booth and through the crowd. Bodies went flying as others ran out of its way. The figure tore down statues and punched columns as if the very structure offended him.

      A Goliath. My body went cold. “Is that…?”

      “Drew!” Disha said. In seconds, her fingers were moving and then she was gone, reappearing near the chaos in a split second.

      “Disha, wait!” I ran after her, pushing through the stampeding crowd. Bodies bumped into me, jostling me back. Lawson and Bridget called after me, but my focus was on Disha as I wished I could use my crumpling spell to catch up, but I couldn’t, not in this chaos. Drew was raging, tossing people like ragdolls with no regard for their safety.

      “Disha!” I spotted her two rows down, blocked by the crowd. She wiggled her fingers again and disappeared.

      Searching, I saw her reappear right next to Drew who was currently ripping stone chunks from the wall that surrounded the arena as easily as if they were bits of paper.

      She put her hand on his Goliath arm, trying to soothe him. He turned his face in her direction, craning his massive neck down.

      She waved.

      He didn’t.

      His face showed only hatred as he picked her up and threw her into the arena.

      Disha fell two stories, sailing through the air. Her body hit the ground. And didn’t get up.

      The horror of it ripped through me. Disha.

      My friend. Was she…? Why would he...?

      I’d never seen Drew have a violent bone in his body.

      My cuffs pulsed, drawing my attention to a huge stream of magic coming from the other side of the stadium. It was directed at Drew. Tears blurring my eyes, I almost didn’t spot the dark shape retreating behind a pillar down an empty archway.

      But I knew that hooded figure all too well.

      Mystro Ponomarenko.
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      As Ponomarenko disappeared behind the pillar, I stood, torn. Part of me wanted to crumple into thin air and shoot after him, materializing in his path to expose what he had done. But who was I kidding? He was probably already gone, whisked far away by one of his powerful spells. There could be no proof of his presence here. He would make sure of that.

      But, Disha. Oh, God, Disha.

      Craning my neck and standing on tip-toes to get a clear view over the panicked students, I spotted her. Just the sight of her immobile body on the ground gutted me, but I needed to keep my head. A second later, I materialized next to her abandoned shape as chaos reigned in the stands.

      “Disha! Are you okay?” I took her hand.

      She was lying on her stomach, dark hair covering her face, one cheek resting on the dusty arena floor. She didn’t move. Her eyes remained closed and her body lifeless.

      She had to be alright. I would not be able to stand it if she…

      With trembling fingers, I checked her pulse. My lungs were frozen as I held my breath and focused on her heartbeat. When I felt it, relief washed over me and left me almost limp.

      The ground shook and debris rained down, barely missing us. Stones cracked and statues fell. Drew was still raging, destroying the stadium as people ran in fear. He was doing things he would have never done, not without the influence of Ponomarenko’s magic. Except no one knew that but me.

      I had no idea where Bridget and Lawson were, but they knew how to take care of themselves. I couldn’t worry about them. I had to save Disha.

      Quickly, I cast a combination of a protective spell and a cloaking spell over us. All sounds faded into the background.

      “Disha, you’re gonna be alright. I promise,” I said, tears sliding down my face.

      I wanted to grab her and materialize her straight into the infirmary, but that kind of spell was her specialty, not mine. Besides, I couldn’t move her. What if I did more damage than good?

      I pushed dark hair away from her forehead to reveal a face twisted in pain even in her unconscious state. Everything had happened so fast, she hadn’t had time to react or do anything to soften her landing.

      Something large whizzed past over my head. A brick? A sword? I didn’t know what, but I had no time to look.

      Focusing through my panic, I assessed Disha’s body. One of her legs was twisted at a weird angle, broken for sure. I wanted to roll her over, lift her face off the ground, but I knew better than to move her.

      Gently, I lay my hands on her back and began a general wellbeing/healing spell. I didn’t know how to repair broken bones and, without understanding what else was wrong with her, this was the best I could do.

      After a few heavy seconds, Disha exhaled and her face relaxed. The chain-like apprehension that encircled my chest eased up a little. It seemed I’d alleviated some of her pain, at least.

      Breathing a little easier, I stood and took in the scene.

      Most students had abandoned the stadium, but there were still some trickling out, limping, holding their heads as friends helped them exit. A few lay on the ground, curled up in pain, trying not to be noticed. Others were unconscious. At least I hoped they were passed out and not dead.

      A whole section of the stadium had collapsed. Arches and pillars lay crushed, the stands caved in over them. A line of warlocks stood on the arena, facing the ruined section, their backs to me. Nyquist stood a few steps behind them. It took me a second to realize why.

      Drew, the massive Goliath that he had become, was standing on top of the wreckage, broad shoulders hunched over, chest heaving. His terrifying eyes glowered at all the warlocks who stood in challenge. He trembled slightly, appearing as if an inner struggle were boiling inside of him.

      “Aim to kill,” Regent Knightley said, lifting his hands toward Drew.

      “No!” Drew’s father came running through one of the arches. I didn’t know where he had gone, maybe to take his wife to safety, but he was back and, from the determined look on his face, ready to defend his son.

      Drew let out a deep growl as if in recognition, but he remained where he stood.

      “Don’t hurt him,” his father said, standing between his son and the line of warlocks.

      I was surprised to see him there, defending Drew. From what Disha had told me, he was embarrassed of his son’s true nature and, all his life, had forced Drew to hide it.

      “Don’t hurt him?” Nyquist demanded, taking a step forward. “Who is he to you, Mishra?”

      Drew’s dad appeared to choke at the question. Drew took a leap from the top of the rubble and landed closer to the warlocks. Whatever emotional turmoil was raging inside of him didn’t seem to be working. He appeared at the verge of going all Hulk Smash again.

      Head Councilor Mishra turned to his son. “Please, calm down.”

      Drew blinked, his semi-reptilian face scrunching together as if his internal struggle was making a comeback.

      “Get out of the way, Mishra,” Knightley said. “He’s dangerous.”

      “No, please.” Drew’s father put his hands up. “He… he’s my son,” he said, at last, with considerable effort. “It’s Drew. But something must be wrong in this place. He’s not violent. He’s not like this.”

      “Not like this,” Nyquist said, spreading his arms to demonstrate the destruction.

      “Whatever he is to you,” Knightley said, “he must be dealt with.”

      Without another word, he wove his hands and unleashed a bolt of lightning straight at the Goliath’s chest. Sparks flew all around Drew. He stumbled back, but when the smoke cleared, he stood just as before, except pissed. Really pissed.

      Drew beat his chest and bared his throat, letting out an earth-shaking growl that made the hairs on my arms stand on end.

      The warlocks began weaving spells. Drew crouched, ready to leap toward his adversaries.

      “Stop, Drew!” a small voice said at my side.

      I glanced down. “Disha!” I knelt next to her, helped her as she struggled to sit.

      Magic crackled in the air. Spells flew from the line of warlocks in front of Nyquist, hitting Drew.

      “Go.” Disha croaked. “Leave. Please.”

      For a moment, Drew just took each attack. Magic crashed into him, driving him backward, and still, he looked as if he might stay and fight. He was a Goliath. Regular magic couldn’t hurt him.

      Tears slid down Disha’s face as she mumbled the same words over and over. “Leave, please. Leave.”

      Then, to my surprise as well as to everyone else’s, Drew turned and leaped over broken concrete until he reached the unharmed stands. From there, he ran upward and when he reached the very top of the stands, he jumped out of the stadium, plummeting and disappearing into the night.

      As soon as he was gone, Disha fell limp in my arms. I cradled her close to my chest and rocked her back and forth, wishing I could take it all back. This entire horrible night.

      Rigidly, as if playing a part he hadn’t fully rehearsed, Regent Winthrops ran toward a cluster of fallen students.

      “Oh, the students!” he exclaimed. “We have to help the students.”

      A few of the other warlocks joined him and started administering healing spells and helping newly-healed people stand.

      Nyquist, Huntington, and Knightley stayed behind. Their undivided attention set on Drew’s father.

      “This is your fault,” Nyquist spat.

      For a moment, Head Councilor Mishra looked defeated. Shoulders slumped, he stared at the ground and said nothing.

      “You brought that beast here,” Nyquist went on, raising his voice as some of the fallen students began to perk up and take an interest in what was going on. “You put our students at risk, so many lives. What were you thinking?!” He shook his head, looking shocked and appalled.

      “How long have you been lying to us?” another regent asked.

      “You are unfit for your office,” Knightley said, pointing a finger at Drew’s dad.

      Head Councilor Mishra glanced up then, his demeanor changing by degrees until his face was the unreadable mask of a trained politician. Slowly, he shook himself and, with measured steps, approached the regents, squaring his shoulders toward the dean.

      “Good job, Nyquist,” he said in an icy tone. “I never suspected your game.”

      They stared at each other. Head Councilor Mishra’s eyes were cold.

      “You won’t get away with this,” Drew’s father said, then turned and walked away from the regents, leaving all the chaos behind.
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      Disha spent four days in the infirmary, two under a magical spell that mended her broken leg. The other two days she spent crying silently.

      We had no way of knowing were Drew was, and it was eating her alive.

      Had he stopped raging? Did Mystro Ponomarenko have him?

      How many people would have to retreat into the shadows to escape Nyquist? How many more would be captured and imprisoned?

      Our last hope had been the High Council, but, after what happened at the Homecoming game, after Drew’s true form was exposed, his father had been ridiculed and forced to resign. In his place, they had appointed Regent Dromgoole. How Nyquist managed to stick one of his cronies in the High Council I had no idea, but it revealed the depth of his influence. Dromgoole was known for his fear-mongering and hatred toward Lessers. He was practically Nyquist’s soulmate.

      Rowan had assured us there would be no help coming from him, no matter what. He knew this because his father and Dromgoole had been stout opponents after the non-wizard changes took place at the Academy.

      With the council corrupted at its core, there was no one else we could hope would intervene.

      We were alone.

      The realization stripped me to the bone, leaving me feeling exposed, like a baby left out in the rain to die. Anger seethed in my chest, showing me what must be done.

      “I’ll kill him,” I whispered into Disha’s ear one morning when I visited her before I went to class.

      I didn’t need to elaborate. She knew who I meant.

      That afternoon, she was discharged, and she came back to the dorm with a fierce determination in her eyes that felt very much like mine.

      Nyquist had to die. It was as simple as that.

      But to do that, we needed to stop waiting for others to come to our rescue. We needed to take things into our own hands.

      More importantly, we needed a plan.

      I was close to Nyquist. He trusted me and that would be his downfall.

      So, after Disha told me she was done with crying, I delivered secret messages to Bridget and Lawson using Fedorov’s box.

      They were to meet us by the lake at the witching hour.

      And then, for good or ill, our final stand would begin.
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      The night was bitter. Wind cutting off the lake whipped through our little party, but we didn’t perform spells that might draw any attention to our illegal gathering. Instead of heating incantations, we huddled together, bodies close as we whispered under the double cloaking spells from our twin boxes. Too much was at stake.

      “We have to kill Nyquist,” I said. “It’s as simple as that.”

      “What do you mean kill Nyquist?” Rowan asked. He was dressed in a faux fur coat, purple collar turned up against the cold. His hair was buzzed nearly to the skull this time and his skin looked sallow. The Homecoming game had taken a lot out of him. Out of all of us. Students were still healing from Drew’s attack and new rules regarding safety had plunged the school into a draconian lock-down mode that made prison seem like a vacation timeshare.

      Disha, the one out of us who had lost the most, seemed pulled together the best. Her hair was plaited tight against her head and her face was makeup-less, giving her a no-nonsense look that kind of scared me. What was Disha without her jokes and levity? I worried that what had happened to Drew had changed her for good.

      There’d been no sign of him, no word. Disha had been devastated. Then she’d gotten pissed.

      “We have to take Nyquist out,” she answered for me. “He’s ruining everyone’s lives with that awful mentalist on his payroll. And the Loopers, who knows what he’s planning to do once he figures out how to use them to travel in time. We have to do something. No more waiting.” She shivered, pulling her leather jacket closer around her too-thin body.

      Rowan shook his head, but Bridget spoke up, siding with us. “We have to kill him. You saw how he pitted the ‘horde’ against his ‘golden gods.’ It’s only a matter of time before they allow creature hunting again. Before my brother and you,” she jabbed a finger into Rowan’s chest, “have your heads on spikes. That used to happen. You know that, right? Vampire hunters. Werewolf heads on walls like trophies.”

      “Of course, I know that,” Rowan shot back. “But don’t you think killing Nyquist might be a little hard, hmm? Don’t you think that if it were possible Lynssa and Fedorov would have done it already? You think we are stronger than them? The best witch and the best warlock in the world?”

      “What if we can do it because we are closer to the problem?” I offered. “Nyquist trusts me. That was the whole point of everything I’ve endured since March, right? To gain his trust.”

      Disha nodded. “If you’re in someone’s inner circle, it’s much easier to stab them.”

      Rowan stood his ground. “Maybe. But what about Tempest? And Kiana? If we kill Nyquist, how are we ever going to rescue them? They’ll be lost forever.” I had gotten him to understand this before. Now, he was throwing it back at me.

      I knew it was true. We were pretty sure Nyquist was keeping them hostage like he had with Anama and the other Loopers last year. He didn’t trust others, so he likely hadn’t shared the location of his prison with anyone.

      I’d checked all over for his dreamscape, scouting out his house on multiple occasions, even inviting myself in once to check for magical signatures. There were none. The dreamscape wasn’t where I’d last seen it and I’d found no clues as to where he might have moved it.

      What if no one else knew where they were and that secret died with him?  Or, worse, he set it to explode in the event of his death? Then it would be my fault all those people died. I didn’t know what to say to that, but Disha did.

      “His dreamscape wouldn’t be far,” she offered. “He’d want to keep an eye on his prisoners.”

      I nodded. “And he’d want to be able to draw from the Loopers if things got really bad. If you think you’re going to be attacked, you don’t hide your loaded gun halfway across the county. They have to be here somewhere.” Frustration welled in my gut. Why couldn’t I figure this out?

      Bridget, who had been quiet for most of the exchange, lifted her head. She was wearing the black parka she’d worn to Canada last year. She unzipped it, drawing out a tiny glowing orb.

      “What is that?” I asked as we gathered around her, trying to get a closer look.

      She stared into it, the blue light reflecting off her face. “I made a little trip home after the game and helped myself to something else from my parents. I knew that things were about to get worse around here and we might need back up. This is a Pointer.”

      “A what?” Disha asked.

      “I’ve heard of these,” Rowan said, eyes wide. “My uncle had one. They’re very rare and very expensive.”

      Bridget turned the blue orb over in her hands carefully. “Yep. And just another reason my parents are going to write me out of their will. Anyway, a Pointer can help you locate anyone in the world. And then send them a message.”

      “So, it can find Tempest and Kiana,” I said excitedly.

      But Bridget shook her head. “I tried that. It seems the dreamscape isn’t exactly in our world.”

      “Shit,” I said, my hopes deflating. It was always something with Nyquist.

      Bridget held out her hand. “But, it did locate someone else and they think they know where Kiana and Tempest are.”

      Bridget turned toward the tree line as two figures strode out of the dark.

      Long cloaks fluttering in the wind, it was hard to discern who they were until they stepped close enough for the moonlight to illuminate their features. Faun horns and a tuft of green hair poked out of the top of the hooded cloak on one figure and long red braids trailed out of the other.

      Sinasre and Anama walked out of the dark.

      My stomach clenched as if ropes were tightening around it. I hadn’t seen either fae since I’d captured their mother. Sinasre had been my friend, perhaps a little more than that, while Rowan was away, and Anama had only started trusting me after I freed her from Nyquist’s dreamscape. They must hate me for the way I’d tricked their mother and couldn’t possibly guess I was a spy working for good and not evil.

      How much had their hatred for me grown since I saw them last?

      Bridget greeted them as they penetrated our little circle. Disha stood still as a statue. Rowan’s hand found mine as we watched their approach. He squeezed sympathetically. At least I had him by my side.

      Sinasre looked much the same, wearing a cloak of some gray animal hide, linen pants, and a shirt of woven bark. Anama, though, was much changed. Her hair was cropped close to her head and her pale green face was streaked with what looked like war paint. Her thin dresses had been replaced by light armor of molded leather. She carried a short fae spear in one hand and an expression that could’ve scared off a grizzly bear.

      My heart beat so hard I worried the entire campus would hear it. I glanced between the brother and sister duo, wondering what in the hell I might say to them.

      “Anama, Sinasre, I…” The words caught in my throat as Anama stepped forward.

      And slapped me in the face.

      The crack was hard, her hand against my cheek, snapping my head back. I stumbled as heat burned up my skin and my vision blurred. The copper taste of blood coated my tongue.

      “Hey!” Rowan said, stepping between us. “Stop that!”

      Anama hissed and brandished her spear.

      I staggered up, holding my face. Putting a hand on Rowan’s shoulder, I mumbled through the pain, “It’s fine. I deserved that.”

      “No, you didn’t,” Disha said, gripping me. Then she turned to the fae. “Charlie was forced to capture your mother. She had no choice. Nyquist made her.”

      Sinasre stared at me with a pained expression on his face, but Anama spat on the ground, shouting, “Your human lies mean nothing to me. Cease your talking before I cut all your tongues out.”

      Bridget stepped between us, her hands out in placation. “This is not why I called you here. And if you don’t stop fighting, we’ll never get your mother back.”

      Anama bared her sharp teeth but didn’t protest. Sinasre seemed to realize he needed to speak for both of them before his sister cut our heads off.

      “Please forgive my sister. She is understandably upset.” His eyes found mine and cut right through me.

      He continued. “We appreciate the contact. For a long time, we thought everyone here hated our kind. That you meant us harm.”

      “We don’t,” I said, holding back tears. “We never have.”

      Sinasre nodded formally, no hint of our shared connection last year in his eyes. “And we appreciate the offer of help to release our mother. You will have anything at our disposal. We only want her back.”

      Bridget glanced between the two parties before settling her green eyes on me. “They think they know where she is, but they haven’t been able to figure out a way to release her or even get close. But, between the six of us, we might be able to get her out.”

      

      Sinasre nodded. “We can sense Mother’s magical signature coming from this place.”

      “She’s in the dreamscape,” I said. “Why can’t I sense it?”

      “They are using Mother’s magic to conceal it,” Anama added, though she didn’t look at me. “It’s undetectable to humans. But it is the dreamscape and I’ve been inside. I know how to get them out.”

      “But we have to get in first,” Bridget said. “And that’s going to be tricky.”

      “How tricky?” Rowan asked.

      Bridget gave a little shrug. “Well, Anama says the damn thing has been moved to the Administration Building. It’s under armed guard, plus all the spells we’ve ever seen and then some. So… it should be a whole lot of fun.” A smile creased the corners of her mouth.

      She was either psychotic or the best damn person ever to have in a raiding party.

      “So when do we go?” Disha asked, still holding my hand. I knew she thought if we removed Nyquist, Drew’s father might be able to reclaim his old job and Drew could come out of hiding. I only hoped that was the case.

      Anama thumped her spear butt into the ground. She was as much a fae warrior now as her father had been during the battle last year.

      “We go now. Or are you humans afraid?”

      Rowan opened his mouth to protest, but I put a hand on his chest.

      “We are afraid,” I said. “But we go. We do what I should have done long ago. We save your mother.”
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      I planted my feet on the ground and took Fedorov’s canceling case out of my jacket pocket. The lake lay placid behind us, a contradiction to the way I felt inside.

      Lawson, Disha, and Bridget stepped closer, forming a circle and leaving space for Anama and Sinasre. The fae exchanged a loaded glance. They didn’t trust human magic, but they needed it. Without us, they had no hope of rescuing their mother.

      The siblings took their places. Anama’s knuckles were white around her spear. Sinasre unfastened his cloak and let it fall to the ground. His sister followed suit.

      My heart was beating out of control.

      There were no other people in the world I’d rather be with at a moment like this. They were all capable, powerful in their own way, and yet…

      There were no other people in the world I’d rather lock in a warded room where no one could hurt them.

      Instead, I was leading them into a lion’s den.

      Doubt crept into my chest like a venomous spider.

      “We might not come out of this alive,” I said, the words skittering out of my mouth before I could stop them.

      Way to motivate the ranks, Charlie.

      Rowan put a hand out toward the center of the circle. “We know,” he said.

      “We’re together.” Disha placed her hand on top of Rowan’s.

      “There is no one else I’d rather die with!” Bridget said with passion as she added her hand to the pile.

      Rowan grimaced. “No one’s dying tonight, okay?”

      Bridget shrugged. “I’d be okay with it.”

      I wasn’t sure whether she meant she would be okay with one of us dying or her dying. I thought it wise not to ask for clarification.

      Anama followed, wrinkling her nose as her hand touched Bridget’s. I went next. Anama bared her teeth as my palm touched the back of her hand. I held her gaze, still feeling the sting on my cheek from her slap. Maybe one day she would forgive me for what I’d done… maybe not. One thing I knew, though, no matter how big my guilt, I would work hard to forgive myself. I’d done what was needed to serve a bigger plan, to save more than just the fae.

      Sinasre’s yellowish-green eyes pierced mine as he set his large hand on top of the pile. As his skin touched my own, something passed between us, perhaps an acknowledgment of that intimacy that once existed. I didn’t have a name for it, but it made me uncomfortable. Rowan shifted in place, appearing as uncomfortable as I felt.

      Inhaling deeply, I closed my eyes and focused on feeling the alarm spells that surrounded the campus. After identifying them, I pressed the canceling button. When I was sure the warning spells were deactivated and the cloaking spell in place, I nodded at Disha.

      “Take us there,” I said.

      She pulled her hand from the pile, hooked her right arm with mine and her left one with Bridget’s to ensure we kept physical contact. Her face set in determination, she wove the transporting spell, her hands and fingers forming complicated patterns with the speed of an expert prestidigitator.

      As her spell took hold, I felt a sudden jerk, like a giant hand snatching me off the ground. An instant later, I was set back down. I stumbled, so did Rowan. We helped each other keep our balance. Everyone else regained their footing, glancing around.

      We were inside the Administration Building. Its front foyer to be precise. It was dark and every shadow appeared threatening. No alarms gave away our presence. The canceling case was doing its job.

      With a growl, Anama pulled her hand from the pile and placed it on her stomach. She said something to her brother in a language I didn’t understand. Regardless, I was sure it was a string of curses. Disha’s traveling spells were not exactly fun, but she’d gotten us where we needed to go in a wink.

      “Where to?” Disha asked, her eyes set on Anama.

      The fae glowered into the darkness as if listening to something, then turned sharply left. We walked behind her as she followed the thread of her mother’s magic.

      We advanced down the long dark hallway with our hands at the ready, our eyes darting in every direction. From within our cloaking spell, no witch light spell could help us through the dim halls, but at least our footsteps didn’t echo on the polished floors. Every office door was closed, no sign of the guards I’d been expecting, which only made my anxiety increase. Where was everyone? Could this be right?

      Pausing for a moment where two corridors met, Anama took the one that led toward Nyquist’s office.

      No. That couldn’t be. There was nothing in Nyquist’s office. I’d been there enough times to know that, including today. I swallowed self-consciously. Was the dreamscape in the old man’s office? Had I been so blind to miss something that was right in front of my nose?

      We entered the long corridor, but after only a couple of steps, Anama stopped dead in her tracks, lifting a fist to indicate we should do the same. Everyone froze.

      “What is it?” Bridget asked.

      “Shh!” Anama jerked her head to one side, showing us her profile and pressing a finger to her lips.

      A door closed.

      Someone was here.

      My cuffs heated and my fingers tingled. Anama lifted her spear. We stood stock-still for a long moment. No other sounds came.

      “What do we do?” I asked.

      “We keep going,” Anama answered. “I’m not leaving without my mother.”

      Rowan’s gaze met mine. His expression was sober and resigned at the same time as if he feared a confrontation and what we may need to do. He had killed before, but it had changed him, sending him into a spiral that almost destroyed him. His hand found mine and squeezed it. He seemed to be trying to communicate some reassurance through his touch, some promise.

      I’m with you, he seemed to say. You won’t go through any of this alone.

      He knew me well. He could see that the thought of killing someone in cold blood terrified me, even if it was Nyquist, even if I thought his death was necessary. The guilt of what I’d done to Kiana, to Tempest, still kept me up at night. I didn’t think it would be the same with Nyquist. I hated him for what he’d done to Drew, Disha, Bridget, Kiana, Tempest, Lynssa, the Academy, the list went on and on. But taking a life was never, ever easy.

      I squeezed Rowan’s hand back, feeling grateful for his support. If I had him and my friends, I could survive anything.

      Anama pressed forward. I was sure she was headed for Nyquist’s office until she stopped in front of what had been Macgregor’s and then Bonnie Underwood’s office.

      Contrary to what I had thought in the beginning, Nyquist had never filled the post of Dean of Admissions. I had been sure he would appoint one of his friends to the important position, but I’d been wrong. It seemed he had no interest in attracting new students or searching for kids who didn’t know they were Supers until they fractured, like me. The only people he wanted here belonged to families that wanted the “old ways” back. They’d flocked here on their own.

      But, even if the office had remained empty, I’d inspected it, combed its every corner for magical signatures. There had been nothing.

      “Here?” I asked.

      Anama nodded once, without glancing in my direction.

      “I’ve searched this room,” I said. “There’s nothing in there.”

      She turned to look at me, her eyes cold. “My mother’s magic is coming from here.” She spoke through clenched teeth as if I were the stupidest human in the world to question her.

      I put my hands up as if to ward off her meanness. “If you say so.”

      “Sheesh,” Bridget murmured. “Somebody needs a chill pill.”

      “I’ll take a ‘chill pill’ when you buy a comb,” Anama told Bridget.

      “Hey!” Bridget took a hand to her bushy red hair. “That was uncalled for.”

      Anama pushed air through her nose and lifted a hand toward the doorknob.

      “Don’t touch that,” I said, shouldering to the front.

      Her hand froze in midair. She appeared at the verge of kicking the door off its hinges, but when Sinasre squeezed her arm and whispered something in her pointed ear, she took a step back and let me take her place.

      I pulled Fedorov’s box out of my pocket, closed my eyes, and held the box to the door. The device allowed me to feel the turmoil of spells that guarded the place.

      My eyes sprang open.

      A lot, and I mean a lot of spells protected the office. That was new.

      “What is it?” Disha asked.

      I swallowed thickly. “This is it.”

      I’d searched tirelessly for the dreamscape, especially after I got the canceling case. And now, here it was, in a place I’d searched not only once, but twice. It occurred to me then that Nyquist must be constantly moving the entrance to his magical jail to make it harder to find. Why hadn’t I thought of that? I felt so stupid.

      “How come there are no guards?” Sinasre asked.

      “Maybe because that would be a dead giveaway that there’s something important behind the door,” Bridget said in a smart-aleck tone. She still sounded irritated about Anama’s comment about her hair and seemed to be taking it out on Sinasre, too.

      “Can we get through?” Rowan asked.

      I nodded. “It might take a minute or two,” I said, closing my eyes and setting to work. Bridget stood back, understanding that it was better if only one of us used their canceling case.

      The device showed me the different wards that protected the office one by one. They were even more elaborate than the warning spell that enveloped the campus. Carefully, I evaluated each spell for tricks or booby traps, then, when I felt sure I understood the ward’s signature, I pressed the button, letting my magic aid with the cancelation.

      Sweat trickled down the side of my face, and my mouth went dry after several minutes of work. In the back of my mind, I heard the shuffling of my friends’ feet. They were growing restless. There were still more wards to break, though.

      Time seemed to tick in my ears.

      “Why is it taking so long?” Anama asked with a mixture of annoyance and concern.

      “Let her work,” Rowan said. “She’ll get it. She’s the best witch I know.”

      “I won’t take that personally because you’re biased,” Bridget put in.

      “Shh,” was all I managed as I struggled to keep my focus.

      I don’t know how long it took, but when I finally disabled the last ward, I almost collapsed. Nonchalantly, I braced myself, placing one hand on the door and another on the knob.

      There seemed to be a general sigh of relief as I said, “It’s safe to open it now.”

      As I turned the knob, I remembered the dreamscape we had faced last semester. The iridescent path, the psychedelic landscape, and colors, the strange creatures, all that otherworldliness.

      “Whatever weird crap is through this door,” I said, “it’s just a dream. It can’t really hurt you.”

      My friends nodded.

      I pushed the door open.

      A desk, three chairs, and wall-to-wall bookshelves greeted us.

      We stepped inside, eyes darting around.

      “Um, not even my dreams are this boring,” Disha said, closing the office door behind her.

      “Is this it?” Bridget asked.

      I shook my head. “Something’s wrong. We should have stepped into the dreamscape.”

      Anama was walking all around, touching the desk, the chairs, the walls.

      “She’s here. I feel her. Take me to her!” she demanded, whirling to face me. “Is this another one of your tricks?”

      “No!” I assured her. “It isn’t.”

      Sinasre joined his sister’s side, and the look he gave me told me exactly what he thought of me. I’d hoped maybe he would give me the benefit of the doubt because of all we’d been through last year, but I was wrong. He hated me as much as his sister did. He just hid it better.

      I shook my head, sweat trickling down my back as the panic gathered. “Nyquist must have changed something. He must have—”

      There was a click followed by a scraping sound. The desk split in half, cracking open like an egg and revealing a large hole in the floor. A platform rose from its depths, rising, rising.

      A figure rose with it and, a moment later, Cruise Knightley stood in front of us.
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      Rowan sprang into action before I had the chance to stop him. One second he was beside me, and the next, he was a blur of motion sailing right at Cruise.

      They collided like two freight trains. Rowan sacked Cruise around the waist, pushing him backwards and  slamming him into the wall on the far side. The bookshelf rattled, spilling its contents on top of the wrestling men.

      “Rowan, stop! Don’t hurt him,” I cried out, rushing forward. I thought of the time Cruise had saved me from having to further torture Tempest. Even if there was any chance he wasn’t fully with Nyquist, we couldn’t hurt him. And Rowan’s renewed vampire qualities made me think he intended just that.

      Without thinking, I wove an immobilizing spell and shot it forward.

      The fighting ceased as wizard and vampire were hit with my spell. Frozen, they waited as I jogged over and knelt beside them. Cruise was pinned underneath Rowan’s body. Bloody and disheveled, he looked like he’d been in a dozen fights, not just one.

      How in the world had he sustained such damage in such a short time? He’d just come up from whatever reality awaited underneath that desk so maybe something had happened down there. Was he Nyquist’s guard come to stop us? Or did his injuries indicate he’d switched sides for good?

      “Rowan, stand down,” I said as the rest of the group gathered behind me.

      Rowan’s eyes flashed, dark and veined, as his vampire instincts festered, even in his immobilized state. Slowly, though, the wildness receded from them.

      I turned to Cruise. “We’re going to unfreeze you in a second, but if you try anything or attempt to alert anyone, things will go very badly for you. Understand?”

      I waited for him to nod, but then remembered he couldn’t. Brilliant, Charlie.

      Getting up, I removed the immobilizing spell.

      Rowan jumped up, shaking himself as he glared at Cruise.

      The regent’s son sat up, looking a little dazed and confused. “How did you get in here?” he asked. “They only allow hand-selected guards through the wards.”

      “We have our ways,” I said. “Now, tell us what’s down there, Cruise. If you lie, we’ll know and then we might have to take drastic measures.”

      He stared up at me with a sort of sadness on his face. “Lie to you? Charlie, I thought you knew I’ve been trying to help you.”

      I opened my mouth to respond, but Bridget cut me off. “You and your little Nazi party aren’t trying to help anyone, Cruise. I saw you down on that field during Homecoming. You were there when they cut that werewolf and you did nothing. I bet you were ready to wear their heads like trophies!” Bridget’s hands flexed and sparks crackled between them as if she were about to zap Cruise into oblivion.

      I stepped forward and blocked Cruise’s body with my own. “Sometimes you have no choice but to stand by when bad things are happening. Sometimes you have to bide your time in order to help more people when the time is right.”

      My eyes slid over to the fae who were watching this whole exchange with detached annoyance. My little speech didn’t seem to sway them one bit.

      Bridget, too, didn’t seem moved by my words, but Disha put a hand on her arm. “Look at him, Bridge. Does he look like a kid who’s had a cush job of guarding the entrance? He’s all beat up.”

      Everyone turned and regarded Cruise who turned his head away.

      “I don’t need your pity,” he said. “My father and his group are… They need to be stopped. I was just down there trying to do just that.” He pointed to the cracked-open desk and the glowing violet light trickling out of the opening.

      “What’s down there?” Rowan asked.

      Cruise’s eyes shifted to Rowan before returning to the entrance. “A lot of bad shit is what’s down there. I’ve managed to figure out the first part of the magical blockade, but the rest…” He shook his head, his hand straying to a nasty cut on his forehead.

      “It’s bad,” he said to me. “Worse than you could imagine.”

      “I’ve been inside before,” I replied, though my blood had gone cold. What could be down there that made Cruise Knightley turn as pale as bone?

      “We waste time,” Anama said, gripping her spear. “Let’s go.”

      I offered a hand to Cruise to help him up. “Can you show us what you know?”

      Rowan growled, but I flashed him a look. We needed all the help we could get.

      Cruise’s gaze searched the group until, finally, he took my hand. When he stood, he met everyone’s eyes. “I’m sorry for, you know, any part I had in hurting people you care about.”

      After letting his apology sink in, I charged my cuffs and turned to face the entrance. “Alright, no turning back now.”

      The platform Cruise had risen up on was as wide as the Underwoods’ desk. If we squeezed together, the seven of us could fit on the wood slab, but it was tight quarters. Awkwardly, we shuffled onto the platform. Disha, Bridget, and I held onto each other while Sinasre and Anama huddled together in a far corner. Cruise and Rowan shot each other eye-daggers from their spots on either side.

      “We’ll drop for a while,” Cruise said. “When we land, let me take the lead.”

      Rowan cleared his throat, unhappy with that plan. I could tell from Bridget’s body language she wasn’t thrilled with this pairing, either, but what choice did we have? The more clues we knew going into the dreamscape, the better.

      Remembering being inside it last year turned my already icy blood into a glacier. The nightmarish creatures that had attacked us had felt so real. Only Fedorov had been able to convince me I wasn’t suffocating to death. Without him, I’d likely be dead right now. Was I strong enough to do that for my group? Or even for myself?

      I gripped Disha and Bridget and tried to remain calm as the platform began to descend.

      We traveled down into a narrow hole in the earth for what seemed like miles. Soon, I was beginning to wonder if we’d be going down all night when a small jolt of the platform beneath my feet indicated we’d reached the bottom.

      A flash of light illuminated us as Cruise held a witch light aloft. It grew stronger and brighter as he stepped off the platform.

      “This way,” he said.

      Rowan leaned close to my ear. “How do we know this isn’t a trap?”

      I shook my head. “We have no choice.”

      He glowered, not liking my answer, but Cruise was already many steps ahead and the fae were right on his heels. Anama looked fierce with her spear gripped in her fist, but Sinasre just seemed wary. He didn’t trust me and he didn’t trust Cruise, but he had to go forward for the women he loved.

      Bridget and Disha were waiting for us, so, tugging Rowan by the hand, I led the four of us to catch up.

      The cavern was huge and echoey. I knew it was likely a magical illusion, but Nyquist had done his best to make it appear as if we were inside the bowels of the earth. Stalactites and stalagmites jutted like prehistoric teeth, reminding me of the fae cavern where I’d met Kiana. Water trickled and an eerie wind whistled past, slithering down dark, unseen corridors.

      “Damn,” Bridget whispered. “Super spooky.”

      Disha wrapped her hands around my arm. “I am going to have nightmares for weeks.”

      Just wait until you see where they hold the Loopers, I thought.

      As we walked, the sound of rushing water grew stronger. Then, up ahead, Cruise’s light illuminated a change in the cavern. At first, I mistook it for some sort of shimmering wall, but as we walked closer, a waterfall took shape, tumbling from the ceiling and disappearing into the rocky floor.

      Someone had conjured a wall of water thirty-foot wide that seemed to go up infinitely. Mist dampened our clothes and hair as the torrent rushed on.

      “We go through?” I asked, having to nearly shout over the sound of cascading water.

      Cruise shook his head, damp hair clinging to his bruised face. “Watch.”

      Placing one hand out, he attempted to feed it through the waterfall.

      As soon as his fingers touched the surface, a jet stream blasted out like a firehose that caught Cruise in the chest and shot him backward. He flew twenty feet, skidding into the dirt.

      When he sat up, soaking wet and filthy, he gave us a shrug. “Kind of brilliant magic,” he said.

      “Brilliant magic or not, how do we get through?” Disha asked. She eyed Cruise like he was crazy. I wondered it, too. He could’ve just told us the water would blast us backward. Why demonstrate? To earn our trust?

      “Can we transport through?” I asked. Disha’s spell would come in handy here, but Cruise shook his head.

      “For this one, you have to think simply. Everyone assumes the answer is very complicated. Whatever magician created this, he knew sometimes simple is better,” Cruise said, standing and using a cleaning and drying spell on himself.

      Walking back to the waterfall, Cruise stopped just as it ended and turned towards the rocky wall beside it.

      And walked straight through.

      He was there one moment and gone the next. As we stared at the spot where he’d been, his head appeared. “Come on. We don’t have much time.”

      “Simple,” Disha said. “Brilliant.”

      “Whatever,” Bridget responded. “I’d much rather smash things.” As much as she had matured in some aspects, she was still the same.

      Quickly, we stepped through the rock wall, feeling only a cold shiver as we passed.

      Senses alert, I scanned our next challenge and immediately spotted two figures inside a small rocky room. A jolt of shock zapping through me, I readied my cuffs. Disha gasped and Rowan stiffened.

      Two of our classmates stood beside a slit of glowing purple light along the wall. I extended my hands to attack, but Cruise stopped me.

      “No! Don’t hurt them,” he said. “They’re frozen.”

      I paused, noticing their stiffness and black stares. I recognized Pierce right away but took a moment to place the other senior boy as Franklin Smith, another of Nyquist’s gladiators. Both were locked in odd positions, hands folded together to keep them from being able to cast.

      Cruise stepped over and placed his fingers on Pierce’s neck first, then Franklin’s. “They’re out cold. They will be until morning. That’s why I told you we need to hurry.”

      “You did this?” Rowan asked. “These are your friends.”

      Cruise stared down at them with a strange expression on his face. “Not after tonight.”

      The gravity of this statement seemed important, but I didn’t have time to ponder it further because the glowing slit in the wall was opening.

      As we watched, the vertical line of purple light began to widen until it looked like a violet pupil from a cat’s eye. Dark magic pulsed out of it as did swirling smoke that clogged the air. A foul smell rolled out, sending shivers up and down my arms.

      “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen, to the dreamscape.” Cruise gestured towards it like a sadistic tour guide on the world’s worst tour.

      I stepped up, body stiff and heart thundering.

      He held out a hand. “Nothing I’ve done, no magic I’ve tried since I got here has allowed me to go much further than this. It plays with your mind.” His expression grew pained as if the idea of trying again terrified him.

      Anama shouldered past. “Get out of the way, weak human. I was trapped in here for weeks. You think it scares me?”

      “Anama,” Sinasre said in warning, but she slipped through and disappeared.

      The rest of us glanced at each other, then followed after her one by one.

      Inside was like being in the center of a diseased rainbow. The trippy colors and swirling lights of the dreamscape dazzled my eyes, but I didn’t have time to examine further because a scream cut through the silence.

      Turning, I spotted a massive, black, spider-like creature lifting Anama up with one lobster claw. She kicked and swiped with her spear, screaming fae obscenities, but it made no difference.

      The creature lowered Anama to its pincer-rimmed jaws.
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      Time slowed as I stared up at the creature about to chomp Anama in half. It was horrible, a mix of spider and lobster with grotesquely long, thin legs covered in bristly hair and spiked barbs. The front two appendages were tipped with knobby, black lobster claws the size of boulders. One held Anama aloft. She kicked and screamed as the beast lowered her toward its grotesque mouth.

      This isn’t happening, my logical mind thought. None of this is real.

      Yet, my body was having a very real reaction. My cuffs were charged, hot and pulsing. My heart felt ready to explode and my legs longed to run, either at the spider to battle it or away. I could barely stand to look at the horrible creature. It was a nightmare on steroids. One of the worst things I could imagine.

      As I stood frozen in shock, the creature dropped the screaming Anama into its jaws.

      And swallowed her whole.

      “No!” Sinasre shouted, running forward. He jumped onto one of its three-story-tall legs, trying to scale it. The spider jerked to shake him off, whirling with a dexterity that an animal of its size shouldn’t poses while Sinasre did all he could just to hang on.

      Rowan ran forward, too, a blur of speed. He zipped around to one of the pincer claws and launched himself up, climbing toward the creature’s head. Bridget shot blue, fiery sparks at it, and Disha started weaving. Cruise, for his part, stared in awe. He’d likely tried all this before and failed.

      I stood frozen, paralyzed by my own thoughts.

      If the spider was an illusion, should we even fight it? Or was Anama in peril, being digested as we spoke? My body and mind warred until I thought I might split in two. What should I do? What had Fedorov done last semester?

      I’d been suffocating, attacked by something horrible my own mind had conjured up. Fedorov had talked to me, explained that it was all a dream, and told me to breathe. But had he used a spell of some kind? I had been too incapacitated to notice.

      “Arg!” I grabbed my head as my friends battled the spider.

      The monster whirled, snapping its giant maw and pincers, which clapped together in an awful cacophony. One big claw grabbed Rowan around the waist and hurled him across the technicolor dreamscape while the other battled with Sinasre who’d made it up to the creature’s spiny back. Twisting and turning the spider managed to fight everyone at once.

      I tried to focus on what Fedorov had done to help me as the spider battle waged. Had he used the canceling case? I didn’t know. I pulled on my hair in frustration.

      Bridget screamed as a long leg swept around and knocked her on her ass. Disha rushed to her side and wove a healing spell.

      I had to act. I couldn’t just do nothing.

      Conjuring a reveal spell with a twist of my fingers and power from my cuffs, I hit the spider with my magic.

      It continued to thunder around on long, spindly legs as it attempted to dislodge Sinasre from its back.

      Frantic, I pressed the buttons on the canceling case, but it did nothing to stop the monster from doing its best to kill us. “Shit!”

      I glanced around. Anama had been inside of the spider for at least two minutes now. Rowan limped up and attempted to climb another thrashing leg but was quickly shaken off. Rabid, the spider swiped its lobster claws and snapped its jaws, trying to tear people in half.

      It swung my way, a blur of gross, black hair and sharp mandibles. I ducked, scrambling to the side and rolling into the rainbow swirl that served as the ground.

      None of this is real. My brain pushed the thought forward again even as the rest of me refused to believe it.

      Maybe that was it. Maybe I needed to act as if none of it was real. Fedorov hadn’t let it infect his mind. He had stood up to it, whatever it was.

      Trembling, I rose to my feet.

      This was a stupid, stupid idea.

      One that just might work. Or get me killed.

      When the spider swung its ugly, multi-eyed face my way, I glared at it. “You aren’t real. None of this is real.”

      Hairy pincers angled my way, snapping shut with a horrible crunching sound that shook the very air around me.

      “Charlie!” Rowan called, panic in his voice as he saw what I was about to do.

      “It’s okay,” I shouted, trying to reassure him that I hadn’t lost my mind. “None of this is real. It can’t hurt me.”

      “Charlie, what are you doing?” Disha called, still kneeling over the injured Bridget. “It definitely can hurt you.”

      But it was too late to stop me. When the spider lowered its jaws and closed its pincers around my waist, I didn’t fight. I let it take me.

      The smell was horrible, like freshly turned earth and creepy crawling insects. The pincers pressed on my ribcage, threatening to suffocate me. Up close, the spider’s face was even more horrible. Dozens of eyes inspected my body as if savoring me.

      It’s not real. It’s not real.

      But it felt very real as the spider tilted its head back and swallowed me whole.

      Everything went black.

      Fear was the only emotion I felt as I sat in darkness. Fear that I was wrong. Fear that it was all over. Fear that I would never hold Rowan again. Never joke with Disha or Bridget. Never cast a spell.

      But, then, why was I able to doubt myself? When you died, you didn’t have all these pesky thoughts to distract you, right?

      I opened my eyes.

      I wasn’t inside of a spider’s stomach, digesting slowly. Instead, I found myself in a blank room, no furniture, no exits, nothing except a bit of light that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere.

      Beside me, Anama lay unconscious on the ground.

      “Anama!” I crawled over to her, and put my hand on her arm. She was ice cold.

      In a panic, I conjured healing spells, pushing everything I could into her as I murmured, “It’s not real. None of this is real,” over and over.

      Slowly, the warmth returned to her body. She gasped, her eyes fluttering open.

      “Thank God,” I said, leaning back on my knees.

      Seeing me, Anama reeled, crashing into the wall behind her. “Stay away!”

      “It’s okay,” I said, holding my hands up to show I meant no harm. “You’re safe. The spider is gone. It’s just me.”

      She glanced from me to the empty room and back again. “What happened?”

      Before I could answer, a body fell from the ceiling and landed between us. Cruise thrashed, gasping for air.

      I crawled to him, doing the same thing I’d done to Anama. Soon, he was also blinking up at me with surprise.

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      Anama was quick to answer. “None of it was real. We’re not dead.”

      Cruise glanced at his body as if to make sure it was really there. “The door was... in the spider. Clever.”

      “And horrible,” I said, standing up. “How do we tell the others?”

      We tried pounding on the wall and shouting, but our voices bounced back to us, as did communication spells. Nothing we did seemed to leave the small, dim room.

      “But now we’re stuck,” Anama said. Her confidence seemed to have shrunk since being eaten by a giant spider. Her spear had gotten lost in the fight and her war paint had smudged. It reminded me how small she actually was. But fierce, like her father.

      “There has to be a way out,” I said. “Just like the waterfall and the spider. Something we wouldn’t expect.”

      Cruise nodded, smiling slightly. He was enjoying these sadistic games far too much. There was something wrong with that boy.

      “Both the other tests have required you to think outside the box or already know the secret,” he said.

      “Yeah, it would’ve helped a lot if we’d known to just let the hairy spider eat us in the first place.” I thought of my friends and hoped they were okay. I supposed the worst thing that could happen to them was to be eaten and be brought in here, so I tried not to worry or think of Bridget’s unconscious shape. We had little time and had yet to find Nyquist’s prisoners.

      Cruise walked around the room, running his hands along the walls. “This room is so boring. Very un-dreamscape-like.”

      Anama nodded. “This is nothing like I’d seen when I was being held last year.”

      “Seen,” Cruise repeated, snapping his fingers. “Maybe we aren’t supposed to see.”

      “What?” I asked.

      Cruise pushed a lock of hair back from his bruised face as an expression of understanding dawned on it. “Our teachers, the ones the male students have this year, they’re always talking about feeling our way through magic. They drone on and on about how great wizards don’t need to memorize spells or do intricate finger work. They can just feel magic.”

      He closed his eyes.

      Anama snorted, but I wondered if Cruise was onto something. My cuffs were a sort of magic detector. They’d saved my bacon tons of times with that very ability. Maybe it was an advanced skill I’d only stumbled into because such a powerful item had chosen me Freshman Year.

      “Why would Nyquist do this?” Anama asked, seeming frustrated. “Why not just chain them in a dungeon and put a hundred guards in front of them?”

      Cruise’s answer came quick. “Nyquist loves advanced wizards and he loves testing us, making us try out new spells, sharpening the skills of his ‘young warlocks.’” He made air quotes. “Some of these levels might have been created by my classmates as tests. He probably got a real kick out of some of them. No one asked me to create one, though. Funny.” He sounded as though he thought it was anything but funny, and I wondered, once again, what had happened to him?

      Anama sneered. It was a pretty awful thought—using students to create a magical dungeon for you—but seemed to fit right in Nyquist’s playbook.

      There was only one thing to do to stop this from happening again. We had to continue down his rabbit trail. We had to keep fighting and end this once and for all.

      As Cruise tried to feel his way toward magic, I did the same.

      Slowly, like a warm current in a cold pool, I felt it. The magic was a thin trickle at first, but as I moved forward, it grew by degrees. Bumping into Cruise, we glanced at each other and continued to follow the magical signature until our extended hands collided into the far wall.

      When I opened my eyes, it was just that, a wall. No door or exit to be found.

      “Dammit,” I said, but Cruise shook his head. Using his hands, he reached up, gripped something invisible and pulled. As I watched, he began to climb an invisible ladder.

      When he was halfway up the wall, he stopped and glanced back. “You have to feel the ladder’s magic or it isn’t there. Give it a try.”

      Closing my eyes, I was able to get it right away, the magical rungs that solidified in my hands and under my feet as I moved up the wall. Glancing back, I found Anama standing beside the wall, staring up with a frown.

      “You have to feel it,” I said to her, but she shook her head.

      “I don’t feel anything.”

      Shit. Fae magic was so different from human magic that she might never understand how to find the ladder even if I spent hours explaining it. But I couldn’t leave her here.

      I started to descend, but she shook her head. “Go. We don’t have time. Save my mother.”

      She was right, we were running out of time. The guards would wake up soon. Who knew how long we had before everything came crashing down on us.

      Cruise and I had to keep going. If we did, we might be able to release Tempest, Kiana, and the Loopers. Then we could come back for everyone else. But if we stayed inside that little room…

      My hope would die.

      “We’ll come back for you,” I said, giving Anama a last wave. She gave me a fae salute, holding out the first and last fingers of each hand. It was a gesture I’d seen fae soldiers give each other. Did this mean she finally trusted me? Or was she secretly giving me the finger?

      I decided on the former and continued my climb.

      Cruise and I labored upward. Soon, we were climbing through a swirling mist that stung my nose and burned my eyes. My cuffs throbbed, letting me know we were crossing through a membrane of intense magic, a sign we were on the right track. Above me, only Cruise’s legs were visible, then even those disappeared into the misty swirl.

      I was all alone as the cloud enveloped me. I couldn’t see, couldn’t hear. The only choice was to continue upward with my heart pounding in my ears.

      Then, my head popped through the clouds.

      It was a room above the sky. The floor was made of fluffy white clouds, but there was no ceiling or walls as if the whole thing hovered in the heavens. Yet, when Cruise pulled up and walked forward, he didn’t sink through and fall to his death.

      Ahead of him, two figures floated, suspended in midair.

      Kiana and Tempest.

      We’d done it.

      I glanced around, searching for the Loopers, but they weren’t here.

      When I glanced back, Cruise was reaching out to touch Tempest’s foot.

      “Don’t,” I said, but it was too late.

      The moment his fingers brushed her, the room shook. Suddenly, the air chilled and the ground, if there was any, trembled. Red light began replacing the blue sky until the whole scene looked like a horror movie.

      This was wrong. All wrong.

      “Cruise!” I called.

      He whirled toward me, but his eyes landed on something behind my head. When I craned my neck, I saw him.

      Nyquist, glowing just as he had when he’d accessed the Looper’s powers, stepped out of the clouds and shot a ball of fire right at Cruise’s chest.
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      I ran to Cruise, who was prone on the cloudy ground, and immediately blasted a healing spell at his chest while I kept my eyes on Nyquist’s glowing figure. Why he didn’t blast me, I didn’t know. Maybe he still thought I was on his side after all this.

      “What did you do to him?” I demanded.

      Nyquist didn’t answer. He just looked at me with curious eyes, tilting his head to one side. He looked younger, more virile, not like the crippled old man he portrayed so well on campus. Powerful energy emanated off him, letting me know that if I tried to take him on, it would be one hell of a battle.

      Kneeling by his head, I pressed two fingers to Cruise’s jugular vein and a faint heartbeat quivered under my fingertips. He was alive, but barely.

      “They warned me about you,” Nyquist said after a moment. “But I didn’t want to believe them. I said, ‘Charlie is one of us.’ Yet, here you are. Maybe I wanted to believe the cuffs would choose someone who was more than a worthless street rat, but I guess not.”

      He was trying to bait me, but I wouldn’t bite. I stood up slowly, eyes darting all around as I weighed my options. Nyquist was here. This was my chance to kill him, but would I be strong enough? He was glowing with the immense power from a Looper. Would he freeze me in time if I tried something? Could I be faster than him if we both cast at the same time?

      I thought I could be faster. I was younger and had better reflexes, but then again… he’d been waiting for this. That much was clear. Maybe he had separated our team to make destroying each of us that much easier. It would be foolish not to suspect he had something up his sleeve. I had to be careful.

      “You would risk yourself for these Lessers?” he asked, gesturing with disdain toward Kiana and Tempest who still hung in the reddish sky, unconscious.

      I stared at them, my heart pounding. One was the person I had betrayed. The other was the one I had tortured.

      Of course, I would risk myself. There was no doubt in my mind.

      I would risk my life for them and hope to make up for what I’d been forced to do. I would do it for them and for everyone Nyquist had hurt.

      “It was you and Fedorov last time, wasn’t it?” he asked. “You were with him, helped him break into my dreamscape. Or was it the other way around? The poor fellow isn’t very clever, after all.”

      “Yes, I was with him,” I said, hatred making my voice quaver. “And he’s twice the warlock and man you will ever be.”

      “Pfft.” He waved a hand dismissively. “Don’t make me laugh,” he added without the hint of a smile. “He led me straight to Lynssa. They are both my prisoners now.”

      “No, that’s not true,” I said, even as I understood this was the reason Lynssa and Fedorov hadn’t come to help us. My blood turned to ice as I thought of the things Nyquist might have done to them.

      “Tell me something, Charlie,” Nyquist said, smoothly strolling in front of me on the unseen ground as clouds swirled around his ankles.

      I watched him closely, the way he moved, one foot carefully in front of the other. I frowned. The way he was moving wasn’t like him. Had he taken some sort of rejuvenation potion? Would that even work on his soggy ass?

      “Why be on the losing side?” he asked. “Why not join me? You’re young. You can’t possibly think your inexperience and misguided morals are the answer to fixing what’s wrong with this world. Yes, you’re female, but there can still be a place for you.”

      “Maybe the world isn’t perfect,” I said, sidestepping, moving away from Cruise through the vast heaven-like space. “But no brand of hatred can fix what’s broken, and that’s all you have to offer. Hate and fear.”

      He chuckled coldly. “I don’t fear anything, dear girl.”

      Nyquist and I circled each other. I watched his every move, letting my awareness of our surroundings and of him fill my senses. Something was wrong. Nothing in this place was really what it appeared to be. I had to remember that. I had to feel the magic like Cruise said.

      “In order for things to work, there must be rules,” he said. “Look what had become of our Academy without proper leadership. Lessers everywhere.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Lessers that you don’t mind exploiting. You hypocrite.”

      “Everyone has a purpose. Let me show you,” he said, lifting a hand and wiggling his once-arthritic fingers.

      The air before him trembled slightly. A point of light appeared above his head, then slowly dropped toward the ground like a drop of water sliding down the side of a glass. As it did, the air before me split open as if a zipper was parting to reveal what lay behind the fabric.

      Beyond my reality, another world shimmered.

      Through the wavering hole, I could see it all. A hot, bright sun beat on an expansive field. The prolonged call of bugs filled the air as they begged for rain. The sky was blue and dotted with fluffy clouds. Familiar rows of root vegetables with red-veined leaves lined the ground. I knew this place.

      Irmagard’s beet farm.

      In the distance, between two rows of beets, something moved, wavering in the heat. As I watched, it came closer and closer and resolved into the shape of a young girl. A mud-stained dress blew around her. Her run morphed into a silly gallop. Two braids bounced on her shoulders and a huge smile spread her lips.

      A knot formed in my throat. It was Lynssa as a child. The same age as I had seen her in Nyquist’s memory.

      I was so enthralled by the scene that I didn’t notice when Nyquist stuck a hand through the rip in the fabric and waved his fingers in a spell.

      Suddenly, the girl tripped and fell, crushing a section of beet leaves. Her face scrunched up in pain, but she didn’t cry. She stood, dusted her dress, then stared at her hands which had braced her fall.

      With a snap of Nyquist’s fingers, my perspective of the scene changed, then I was staring at Lynssa’s hands as if through her eyes. Small rocks had embedded themselves into her palms. I watched from behind her eyes as she removed them one by one. When she was done, blood dribbled from a few ruby-red cuts.

      “Ouch.” The little voice rang inside my head as if it were my own.

      A tremor went through the field, then I snapped back into my body. The rip in the air slowly closed, the drop of light climbing back up and zipping the fabric shut again.

      He had done it. He had figured out how to use the Loopers’ powers to affect time, to go to the past and twist it to his will.

      Fear, like a claw, gripped my heart. I stared up at him in horror.

      “Like I said,” Nyquist smiled, “everyone has a purpose. Loopers have a special power that can be quite useful. That was a small demonstration, but soon, I’ll be able to utilize it to its full potential, and the world will change for the better.”

      I took a step back, shaking my head. I could not let this happen.

      “You don’t have to be afraid,” he said with a condescending smirk. “If you join me,” he glanced at my cuffs then back into my eyes, “I will save your mother from that terrible car accident that killed her.”

      My heart stopped and clenched so tightly my chest began to ache.

      “Then your father would never become an alcoholic,” he continued, his words stripping me raw, exposing all the pain that, despite all my effort to forget, still lived very much at the surface of who I was.

      My parents. Could I really have them back?

      I stood trembling with confusion, which slowly turned to fury. My life hadn’t been the best, but it had shaped me, made me strong. He had no right to use my pain as a weapon against me. What I’d gone through with my family was part of my life, and he was seriously deluded if he thought I would allow the likes of him to meddle with it.

      Plus, he’d never give me what I wanted anyway. It was all a ruse.

      Taking a deep breath to steady myself, I glanced down at Nyquist’s casual stance, telling myself the hunch that had hit me when the old man first began strolling around the room was not only a hunch. It was the truth.

      I knew him.

      I’d seen him amble and shuffle around his office enough times to know better. He didn’t move like this, and no rejuvenation spell could make such a drastic change. I also knew he was a coward. He’d tried to escape Tempest during Dean McIntosh’s memorial, and, even with all his cronies behind him, he had cowered under the pressure of Sinasre’s father. It also explained why he wasn’t attacking. He was talking to keep me busy.

      “So what do you think, Charlie?” he asked. “Will you take me up on my generous offer?”

      I stared at the ground and took a few steps closer to Kiana and Tempest as I pretended to ponder his generous offer.

      I thought of the way I’d found the ladder, simply sensing its magic. I thought of all the times my cuffs had seemed to know exactly what to do. Had it truly been them? Or me? Was I capable of casting without weaving? Of spellcasting without spoken words?

      Yes, you are, Charlie, I reassured myself. You climbed an invisible ladder. You felt it.

      What other proof did I need?

      I made up my mind.

      “You know what I think,” I said, focusing my magic, feeling it build within my chest while I purposefully curled my fingers into fists to keep them still. “I think that on top of being a racist and a sexist old fart, you are also vain as hell.”

      His eyes opened wide at the insults. He was used to respect from me. It had been fake, but he had bought it.

      “And, in the end, it will be your vanity and cowardice that will cause your downfall,” I said. “Do you know how I know that?”

      He narrowed his eyes, anger building.

      “Because I can tell you’re not really here, strutting around like a twenty-year-old spring chicken,” I spat.

      Without a warning or the smallest flick of a finger to give me away, I unleashed two spells.

      The first one filled the space with smoke so thick it was impossible to see two inches past my nose.

      The second cut Tempest and Kiana from their invisible restraints at the same time that I rolled over the ground like a ninja. Blindly, I reached Cruise just as the two bodies fell to the ground with a bone-breaking thud. I cringed at the sound. If we made it out of here, I would have to tell Tempest and Kiana that their headaches were my fault.

      A blast of magic shot past my shoulder as Nyquist blindly cast spells into the thick smoke. Why he wasn’t using the Looper powers to slow down time was beyond me. Maybe he couldn’t since he wasn’t really here.

      Pressing my advantage, I felt my way through a third incantation—Fedorov’s speed spell.

      Frantically, I spoke the words out loud in my butchered Russian, hoping it would work. I needed to be fast. Only God knew what Nyquist had up his sleeve.

      “Bystr kak veter. Menya nikto ne ostanovit,” I said.

      When I moved my hands into my next spell, they were a blur before me. I’d done it.

      “Brace yourself,” I said to Cruise as I laid a hand on his shoulder, though my voice blurred as the words came out in a rush.

      In a sped-up heartbeat, Cruise and I crumpled and reappeared where I guessed Tempest and Kiana had collapsed. Through the quickly-dissipating smoke—Nyquist must have finally gotten over the shock of my shrouded magic and was finally thinking straight—I felt blindly around me, patting the ground in a blur of movement. I touched something with my right hand, then felt frantically with my left, wasting precious milliseconds.

      In the blink of an eye, the remaining smoke blew over, leaving me completely exposed. I froze for an instant, feeling naked. The room revealed itself to be a solid floor with no walls or ceiling. A few feet away was the drop we’d climbed up. Far down below, farther than my eyes could discern, Anama waited.

      Here, in the room, I scanned it all in the blink of an eye. My right hand was on Tempest. Kiana had crashed and fallen at an unexpected angle. No wonder I hadn’t been able to find her.

      Spotting me, Nyquist turned in my direction, his hands resting at his sides. Was he shrouding his magic, too? No time to find out.

      Shaking myself, I cast a levitation spell over my fallen friends, my hands moving so fast they didn’t feel like my own. Eyes darting to one side, I glanced toward the drop from which Cruise and I had climbed up the ladder. I inhaled, gathering my courage.

      “You won’t escape,” Nyquist said with a smirk as he disappeared, his illusion vanishing like a ghost.

      What the hell? Why was he leaving?

      As soon as he disappeared, I got my answer.

      Something crackled behind me. I glanced back. An electrifying spell was traveling in our direction, a web of blue, sizzling light that was moving from the far end of the room toward us like a wave in high tide.

      Panicked, I wove my hands into a push spell. It boomed and propelled my levitating friends toward the drop. Like surfboards skidding along the waves, the three bodies slid forward at a great speed.

      I ran after them, my legs and arms pumping like pistons in a race car. We were going fast. We would make it. It was suicide and homicide combined, but it was the only idea I’d been able to come up with to save everyone. I was going to hurl us all into empty space. But I would worry about cushioning our fall after we made it over the edge.

      I threw a quick glance over my shoulder. The crackling blue wave was inches away.

      I ran faster. The Flash had nothing on me.

      The three levitating bodies made it over the edge and floated in midair. I canceled the levitating spell.

      They fell.

      I jumped after them, my feet pushing off the edge just in time.

      Even as my stomach plummeted, I called to mind the spell that would keep us from breaking into pieces when we reached the ground. My hands began to weave.

      The electricity hit me.

      My body thrashed, pain igniting my every nerve. I seemed to hang in the air, seizing. My mind filled with crackling blue light.

      Pain. Horrible, skin-sizzling pain.

      Then, I went limp and fell.
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      Air buffeted my face as I fell. I fought to remain conscious against the crackling electricity that coursed through my body and blurred my vision. The world was dim and far away. It barely registered as I strained to stay awake to fight.

      I focused on the pain, the only thing that could shock me out of the stupor that threatened to engulf me.

      My skin tingled.

      My limbs spasmed.

      My fingers wouldn’t move as I tried to cast a spell.

      I tried to feel my magic, use it the way I’d done before, but I couldn’t find the thread of my power. I opened my mouth to scream, to warn Anama below. No sound came out. It all happened in a split second but felt much longer to me, sped up as I was.

      I’m dead. We’re dead.

      I cut through the thick fog we’d passed on our way up. The ground waited below this thick curtain and then death.

      No no no!

      Take it away. Take it away! I wished with all my might for the zapping current running through my body to disappear.

      My cuffs gave a flash.

      I forced my eyelids to stay open and stared at the cuffs. They crackled with a blue current, the same electricity that had hit me, except brighter. The web of energy that covered my arms was sliding down toward the cuffs like a silken sheet gliding over my skin. The same feeling traveled across my entire body, making me shiver.

      In an instant, the cuffs took it all away, sucking the electricity like a battery taking charge.

      The tingling and spasming stopped.

      I’d done it! I had willed my magic into being with my desperate thoughts.

      I broke through the fog. The ground rushed up. I had no time to think of what to do next, but my instincts took over. Thrusting my hands forward, I released a levitation spell.

      Too little, too late.

      We crashed against the ground.

      Pain exploded in my every nerve. My shoulder made a sickening sound. I screamed as white flashes filled my vision.

      Steps. Voices. And never-ending pain.

      A blurred shadow appeared before me, shaking me, clamoring for my attention.

      Something pressed against my chest. Warmth hit me and quickly spread through me. Some of my pain eased, then seemed to flash back and concentrate on my right shoulder. A low keening filled my ears. When I realized it was coming from my own throat, I stopped.

      “Charlie, please, can you hear me? Where does it hurt?”

      I blinked repeatedly. The flashes of white started to fade as I inhaled and fought to focus. Lawson’s face took shape. He looked pale and terrified. Fangs bit into his lower lip, drawing small pinpricks of dark blood.

      “Yes, that’s it. Look at me,” he said, shaking me slightly. “Where do you hurt?”

      His hand was on my chest, releasing warmth, a wellbeing and healing spell combined, the same I’d done for Disha in the stadium.

      He was here. He’d gotten past the spider.

      “My… my shoulder,” I managed through the relief of seeing him at my side.

      I pointed at it with a shaky finger. He put a hand on it and closed his eyes.

      “It’s dislocated,” he said as a strange whirring sound started above us.

      His head snapped upward.

      “We need to get out of here!” Anama’s voice said to my left.

      The whirring multiplied and grew louder.

      “Get up, Charlie!” Rowan forced me to sit up.

      My shoulder screamed in pain, sending agonizing waves across my back, neck, and arm. I clenched my teeth against the desire to curl up into a whimpering ball and, instead, got to my feet with Rowan’s help.

      He practically dragged me away from the wall. Sinasre and Anama had their unconscious mother and were pulling her by the arms while Bridget and Disha levitated Cruise and Tempest away from where we’d fallen.

      We huddled against the opposite wall of the small room as half a dozen mechanical creatures fell through the fog and landed on the area we’d just vacated seconds ago.

      “Oh, God,” Bridget hissed. “What are those things?”

      A chill cut through my pain as I recognized the ostrich-type creature Fedorov and I had seen the first time we’d entered the dreamscape. That time, the monstrous thing had ignored us.

      This bunch, however, seemed intent on tearing us apart, and we were trapped between four walls.

      They were as terrible as the spider, meant to create a sense of horror in their prey.  Their six-foot frames cranked forward, grinding with a sound like nails on a chalkboard. Their eyeless heads roved around, zeroing in on us. Their beaks pointed in our direction, focusing on their quarry.

      They rushed forward, iron feathers as thin and sharp as knives flaring outward.

      “Protect her with your life,” Anama said, leaving her mother with Sinasre and stepping forward. Without her spear, she had nothing but her bare hands to fight with. Still, she looked as fierce as if she had an army of fae warriors at her back.

      Bridget limped forward. She didn’t look her best, but it seemed Disha had patched her up well enough to fight. In the end, we’d all been devoured by the spider, lucky Anama had been on this side to wake the others up.

      Behind Bridget, Cruise blinked his eyes open, awaking in a fresh nightmare. He tried to stand but was unable.

      Determined to fight, I tried to push away from Rowan, but the pain in my shoulder flared to a crippling level. I collapsed back into him.

      “Disha,” he called out. “Charlie’s arm is dislocated.”

      Disha settled Tempest’s limp, levitating form down and rushed to my side as the others closed ranks to shield us. Rowan gave me a reassuring nod and, leaving me with Disha, joined Anama and Bridget.

      “You’re okay,” she said, wrapping an arm around me with relief. “I was so worried.”

      I gave her a weak smile. But then I heard them coming.

      Long, hinged legs clanked as the mechanical creatures advanced in our direction.

      Bridget wove her hands and released a fire spell that engulfed one of the creatures. It whirled, a dervish of metal and flame that I thought would finish it. When the flames died, the ostrich was intact.

      “We have... to fight,” I said to Dish through gritted teeth.

      “Not before I fix this.” Without giving me the benefit of a 1-2-3 countdown, Disha put a hand on my shoulder and released a sudden blast of magic into me.

      In one quick maneuver, my arm was lifted to the side then pull outward in a violent jerk. I screamed and fell to my knees as the socket popped back into place. Disha released another spell and numbness spread down my spine. I went limp, gasping and shaking. She caught me and gently smoothed my hair.

      “Shh, just give it a few seconds,” she said.

      The pain slowly tickled down to nothing. I exhaled in relief though I could hear the sounds of fighting behind us.

      Disha helped me stand. I still felt battered, but nowhere near as bad as I had a few moments ago.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “Thank me later,” she answered, turning toward the advancing beasts. They had regrouped after Bridget’s flame spell, and a few others I had missed in my agony and were preparing another attack.

      I joined her side. In unison, we wove our hands and released electric spells. It seemed we’d both concluded the mechanical creatures should short-circuit if hit by electricity.

      They took the blow, staggering on long legs, eyeless heads lashing from side to side and metal wings flapping, but righted themselves. No circuits popped, no birds fell lifeless. Our magic was useless against them.

      A growing sense of unease spread across my chest. Did we have to let these monsters eat us too?

      The ostriches were as fake as the spider and yet… we felt the ground tremble as they marched in synchronicity toward us. We heard their snapping beaks and knew their metal bodies would be vicious when they finally attacked. They’d tear us into bits, not swallow us whole.

      Fear grew back where I had rooted it out. Everyone seemed to realize the same thing. Rowan, Disha, Bridget, and I shot volleys of magic from our hands as we frantically wove and released spells to no avail.

      Anama watched us for a moment, then, seeing that magic was useless, she ran at one of the creatures, trying to tackle its long, segmented legs.

      But before she got there, the creature’s neck swung like a pendulum. It hit her like a bat whacking a ball to left field.

      Sinasre shouted a fae curse as the ostrich’s head sent Anama flying against the wall. She crashed and slid to the ground, but not before two ostriches veered in her direction like wolves intent on devouring a fresh kill.

      Sinasre jumped into action, leaving his mother on the ground and running for his sister. As he tore forward, his hands moved in gestures that were very similar to weaving a spell. I watched in confusion. What was that? Fae couldn’t do magic.

      Except they could, a type of magic that was very much their own.

      As Sinasre’s hands fluttered through the air, his reddish hair grew longer into a mane worthy of Rapunzel. It moved through the air, undulating like a serpent, twined itself around the ostriches’ legs, then jerked them out of balance.

      The two creatures crashed to the ground with a deafening metallic racket. Their heavy chicken bodies toppled. Their legs thrashed. They seemed to be trying to get up but couldn’t.

      “Holy shit,” Disha whispered beside me. “Even his hair is badass.”

      It was strange and wonderful. I watched in fascination as Sinasre’s mane recoiled and went back to normal. He ran to his sister and helped her up. She seemed dazzled but was conscious. He deposited her next to their mother and joined us, his hair undulating to that amazing length again and going for two more of the creatures. Except, the two he’d already knocked out blinked out of existence and four more took their place.

      “Shit!” Rowan said. “They’re multiplying and I’m out of magic.” He shook his hands in frustration. The ring he’d been using to draw power from had gone dry.

      He could draw from me, but what was the use? We were all exhausting ourselves and accomplishing nothing.

      That’s when I glanced around at my friends, noticing their drooping forms and bone-tired expressions, and the fact that the ostriches were merely looking menacing but weren’t actually attacking us.

      “Stop,” I said. “We’re exhausting ourselves.”

      Bridget glanced back at me as if I were crazy. “Better exhausted than dead.”

      “No, Charlie’s right,” Rowan said. “Look around you.”

      Everyone paused.

      “I think they’re just for show,” I said, unable to keep the doubt out of my tone.

      Disha dodged out of the way of one of the ostriches. The creature swung its neck and made some menacing sounds as it whirled to go after her. Disha jogged around and easily got away.

      “They’re just a distraction,” she said, seeing through the ruse.

      “A distraction for what?” Bridget asked.

      “For the real threat,” I whispered, my heart clenching with fear as the realization hit me. “For Nyquist to get here for real.”

      Nyquist thought he could just trick us into being stuck here long enough for his precious Magical Law Enforcement to get here. I had no doubt they were on their way.

      “We have to get out of here,” I said, raising my voice in desperation as I understood what was headed our way.

      “But how do we get out?” Anama said from her crumpled position in the corner next to Kiana. “We tried.”

      “I thought you said you knew how,” Bridget said, taking two steps to the right to avoid one of the bothersome mechanical birds. They flapped their wings and hissed, but did nothing to stop her.

      Anama lowered her head, looking ashamed. It seemed her claims had been boisterous, or simply lies to convince us to help her save her mother.

      We were trapped. This was it.

      “Magic is no good,” Rowan said in a quiet tone. He was staring at the ground, looking thoughtful. “But maybe…” He stared at his hands.

      Black veins suddenly spidered around his eyes. He bared his teeth with a hiss as his fangs fully unsheathed. Then, something I’d never seen before happened. Dark, thick claws as fierce-looking as an eagle’s grew from his fingertips.

      He glanced wryly in my direction as if he was ashamed of this unexpected physical trait. I shook my head to indicate I didn’t give a damn if he grew horns and a tail. I loved him and nothing would change that.

      He stalked to one of the walls and began attacking it as if he were a mole hyped on Red Bull, like the time we’d been stuck together in the crypt back on Hilton Head Island.

      Chunks of a gelatinous material flew over his head and landed on the ground with a wet thump. They oozed a green liquid that filled the air with a foul smell.

      His attempts seemed hopeless as more and more fleshy chunks landed on the ground, but then, a ray of light broke through one of the holes, highlighting half of his face. He glanced back with a smile.

      Bridget giggled nervously. “It’s working.”

      I smiled back.

      The ostriches hissed and shuffled about nervously.

      “Keep going,” Cruise urged, finally standing on his own two feet.

      Hope flickered in my chest.

      But it died almost as soon as it appeared because, all of a sudden, the ostriches and their whirring faded and was replaced by a soft chuckle that made us turn around.

      Dean Nyquist was behind us, slowly floating down from the fog, a cloak billowing around him.
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      We were too late. Nyquist was back, in the flesh this time. And we were trapped like rats in a cage.

      The light in the room intensified as he floated closer. Nyquist burned like a sulfur candle, glowing with Looper power. I wondered, fleetingly, who he’d used this time.

      Gathering together, those of us who were conscious stood in front of those who were not. Quick glances were shared down the line as Bridget, Disha, Rowan, Sinasre, Anama, Cruise, and I formed a line and readied our magic.

      Nyquist stopped fifteen feet away, hovering over the ground like a horrific marionette. His eyes were burning embers and his fingers crackled with green light that surged back and forth between their tips. The way he looked reminded me of Ponomarenko. It seemed they had been sharing tips on how to use the Loopers’ powers.

      “Char-lieee,” he called with a voice which echoed around the room as if amplified. “Come face me. Leave your friends behind and maybe I’ll spare them. It’s you who has betrayed me.”

      Rowan put a hand on my arm, but I shook my head. “If I fight him alone, it might give you a chance to get everyone out of here.”

      “No,” he said, his face hard. The vampire characteristics had returned, making the Lawson costume barely recognizable. “I’m not letting you do this alone.” His grip on my arm tightened.

      I put my hand on his cheek. “But, you’re out of magic.” I gave him one final, longing look, then did exactly what Fedorov did for me.

      I jumped forward and cast a barrier spell.

      The others had been so focused on Nyquist they hadn’t even noticed what I’d done, but Rowan knew. He surged forward, smashing into the invisible wall that separated me and Nyquist from my friends. The see-through wall thudded but held.

      The look on Rowan’s face nearly ripped me in two, but I would not let him or the others die for me. Not today.

      Rowan banged his fists on the barrier in desperation. “Charlie! Charlie! Take this down!”

      Disha joined him, casting a spell against the barrier that had no effect. She didn’t have any gnomes to help her get through.

      The pain of seeing them like that twisting me in knots, I turned around, realizing too late that someone else had taken a step forward before my wall had gone up.

      Cruise glanced from me to Nyquist who seemed to be revaluating the situation. The guy who I’d once thought was a monster had left safety to join me in this battle.

      “I saw what you were doing,” he said. “I didn’t want you to be alone.”

      “Cruise, why?” It was too late to drop the barrier and create a new one. He was stuck with me.

      I wanted to say more, but Nyquist’s booming voice took over. “Fine. The two of you will do. Cruise, you have betrayed me as well. You can share Charlie’s fate. Your father always said you were a disappointment. It’s sad to see he was right.”

      His bruised face hardening, Cruise scowled. “My father is an ass. And so are you!”

      Nyquist laughed mirthlessly, a sound that filled the empty space, making the ground tremble. “Your pluck won’t save you now, boy.”

      Then he raised his hands and shot magic at us.

      I tried to project Fedorov’s speed spell before it hit me, but I was too late. My body froze as time slowed to a standstill.

      Only Nyquist could move. He floated forward, his sickly green light illuminating the shadowed spaces around us.

      I needed the speed spell. I tried to speak slowly as I had last year, but Nyquist flicked his fingers and clamped my lips shut. I couldn’t move them at all.

      Dammit.

      When he was mere inches from my face, Nyquist stopped floating forward.

      “Charlie, Charlie, Charlie. So much fuss about you. I kept wondering what was so special. But, then I realized...” He took my chin and angled it toward himself, his fingers pinching my skin. His touch disgusted me, but I focused more on trying to feel the magic as I had before. Yet, something seemed to be blocking it.

      Nyquist’s glowing eyes narrowed. “I realized there was nothing special about you. Nothing but these cuffs.”

      He yanked my arm out where it stayed frozen. I fought to draw it back, but the millimeters I managed to move it were useless as Nyquist brought his electrified hand down just above the cuff.

      Heat and pain blazed into my skin as Nyquist’s fingers shot white fire. The smell of cooking flesh flooded the air as he attempted to cut my hand off at the wrist.

      A scream stuck in my throat as the pain blotted out all thought. Terror blared inside my skull like a four-alarm fire. He was going to take my hand and there was nothing I could do about it. Behind me, my friends shouted and banged on the glass in desperation, but my barrier held.

      In equal desperation, I tried to take the barrier down but nothing happened. My magic wasn’t working.

      A figure appeared behind Nyquist, then bashed into him, knocking him to the ground. The burning stopped, but the pain remained. My eyes dropped slowly to my skin and found a charred line above my cuff. I longed to cast a healing spell to stop the pain and erase the gruesome sight, but I was still frozen.

      But, somehow, Cruise wasn’t. He jumped up, shooting spells at Nyquist’s fallen figure, taking advantage of the surprise attack to unleash everything he had.

      Buffeted by a barrage of spells Nyquist never saw coming, the dean fell and didn’t get up.

      Suddenly, I could move again.

      I fell to my knees as a garbled scream fell out of my mouth. With trembling fingers, I wove a healing spell and cast it on my burn, helping with the pain enough so that I could think straight. Then I turned to Cruise.

      He stood over Nyquist’s shriveled shape, panting and sweating, his hands out, ready to deliver more magic if the battered old man moved a muscle.

      Why wasn’t Cruise frozen? I’d been so focused on Nyquist, I hadn’t noticed Cruise. It seemed the old man had made the same mistake.

      “How?” I gasped, trying to draw breath and stand on shaking legs.

      Cruise reached into his shirt and pulled out a medallion similar to the one Rowan had worn before he’d been turned. “It’s my father’s. He bought it for a large sum of money after he witnessed Nyquist’s time-altering spell. It cancels the effects. He didn’t want Nyquist to be able to control him. Came in handy.”

      “It sure did,” I said, letting a small grin climb onto my face. Who’d have thought Cruise would be the one to save us?

      I stared at Nyquist’s incapacitated figure. This was my chance to end him and his tyranny forever. I had to do it. I had to kill him.

      But now, staring down at him, all I saw was a fragile, old geezer with thin bones and parchment-paper skin. He was his normal shrunken-down, ancient self. I couldn’t kill him now, not like this. It would be like shooting a grandpa in the back. How could I live with myself if I did that?

      Instead, I’d bind him as best I could, then we’d transport him out of here and try to find Lynssa McIntosh. She’d know what to do with him.

      “Let’s get out of here before he wakes up,” I said, taking a deep breath and getting ready to drop the barrier spell. My friends stood on the other side, looking confused, relieved, and generally astonished by the turn of events.

      But then their eyes widened.

      Seeing the fear on their faces, I whirled in time to see Mystro Ponomarenko walking through the wall and into the room.

      My blood went cold. The mentalist was here.

      We had seen him evaporate Smudge Face in midair, imprison Tempest with the flick of a hand. He’d turned Drew into a weapon and had made Fedorov and Lynssa—two of the most advanced practitioners of magic ever to walk the earth—flee from him.

      None of us stood a chance.

      “Watch out,” I shouted at Cruise, as my instincts took over and I shot an attack spell at the advancing mentalist.

      He deflected it with one bored hand, then erected a shield that stopped the next spells Cruise and I shot at him. Each incantation fizzled and fell away, as effective as water droplets.

      He stopped in front of us and pushed back the hood of his cloak, revealing his face for the first time. I’d seen glimpses of it in the few times I’d come across him, but now every distinct detail was revealed. He had a long hawkish nose, oval face, and heavy eyebrows. The ancient, blue-swirling runes that stitched his cloak now also appeared on his fingers and again above his collar and back of his bald head. His eyes were all white, soulless and empty.

      “Finish what you started,” he boomed. A tattooed finger pointed at Nyquist.

      “What?” I asked, my addled brain spinning. I’d thought he’d blast us out of existence, but now he was asking us to… What? Kill Nyquist? They were partners.

      To confirm my suspicions, he slowly nodded. “Finish him.”

      Cruise and I glanced between the evil mentalist and Nyquist.

      None of this made sense. If it was a double-cross, why didn’t Ponomarenko do it himself?

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Do it. Now.” He hovered off the floor, looking very similar to Nyquist with his billowing cloak and glowing magic snapping around him. Maybe Nyquist had patterned himself after Mystro, or vice versa. Either way, they were cut from the same cloth.

      “If you want him dead so badly, do it yourself,” I challenged, charging my cuffs with defensive spells.

      I glanced to Cruise to indicate he should step behind me. Ponomarenko followed my gaze. Before I could react, his hand shot out and gripped Cruise’s body in a web of green magic.

      “Stop!” I said, rushing forward, but it was too late.

      Cruise’s body crumpled like a wad of paper, then fell to the ground.

      “No!” I screamed in shock and rage.

      I turned on Ponomarenko, but his other hand shot out, pinning me.

      Everything went fuzzy, like a TV show cutting to static. A buzz filled my head. My vision went gray. I couldn’t feel my body, no pain, no anger, no fear.

      Then a thought repeated in my head.

      Kill Nyquist. Finish him.

      Yes, that was it. That was what I needed to do.

      My vision returned and my limbs followed my commands. I strode over to the old man, my body pumping with rage. He would pay. He would pay for everything he’d taken from me.

      When I kicked him, he flinched, eyes fluttering open. “Charlie?” he asked through dry, cracked lips.

      I didn’t let him speak further. I charged my cuffs to full power. Then I blasted the old man with everything I had.

      He didn’t have time to scream. His body convulsed, jittering along with the pulse of my magic. He began to vibrate apart, piece by piece disintegrating as his eyes locked on me.

      Wide. Terrified.

      It fueled my rage. I burned him as he’d burned me.

      He crumbled to ash at my feet and I stood there immovable, feeling nothing but rage.

      A figure stepped beside me. Ponomarenko.

      He snapped his fingers and everything came flooding back—my pain, my confusion, my horror at realizing what I had done. What he made me do.

      I’d killed an old man. I burned him into nothing.

      Staring at the ashes, a sea of emotions flooded over me, nearly dragging me to my knees. I was a murderer. I’d done it in cold blood.

      He made me do it. He made me.

      But, I’d wanted it, hadn’t I? Wasn’t I somewhat responsible?

      Mystro kicked at Nyquist’s ashes and laughed. They swirled in the air, the smell making me gag.

      “You!” I said, turning my despair into rage. I charged my cuffs again.

      Mystro snapped his fingers once more and I was frozen. I waited for the static feeling to blot out my thoughts, but, this time, they remained my own. He’d frozen my body but not my mind.

      “Thank you, Charlie,” he said, stepping closer. “I’ve wanted that pathetic excuse for a man gone for a long time, but before giving me access to the Loopers, he made me swear a magical oath not to harm him. So I bided my time for a weapon that could do the job for me. Then I saw you.”

      Unadulterated fury seethed in my chest. He had used me. I wanted to spit in Ponomarenko’s face, but I stood paralyzed as he circled like a vulture.

      “And now that he is gone, there’s one more matter to attend to.”

      He reached out his hand and shot magic at my wrist, right at the spot where Nyquist had burned me.

      Unable to move, I choked on a scream as Mystro Ponomarenko cut off my hand.
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      My hand. He took my hand.

      I stared at the cauterized stump unable to process what had just happened. Ponomarenko had cut off my hand.

      It was gone. In one swipe. Just gone. It lay lifeless on the ground. I stared at it. Blood. It speckled the floor and collected in the grooves of my palm.

      My hand. Oh, God, my hand.

      It couldn’t be. Denial took hold of me.

      This wasn’t real. I wasn’t maimed for life. It was all a trick of the mentalist. Except deep down inside I knew.

      It was true.

      The horror of it sank its claws into me.

      I waited for the pain, but all I felt was a warm throbbing like my heart had moved into my forearm. My head was swimming. I was going to pass out.

      Ponomarenko bent down and picked something off the ground. For a moment, I thought it would be my bloody, severed hand, but then he lifted up a metal cylinder instead.

      I focused on it as I fought the shock that threatened to take me under.

      He held my cuff up to and examined it. It looked foreign and utterly strange in his hand. It didn’t belong there.

      Bloody and tarnished, it throbbed with light as if it, too, was beating in time with my heart. I waited for it to burn through him as it had with Georgia Copeland during Freshman Year, but it didn’t.

      Why not?!

      I willed the cuff to kill him, but nothing happened. Did that mean the cuffs were choosing him? No. They wouldn’t. Perhaps his powers were great enough to counteract the cuffs defense mechanism.

      Either way, I couldn’t do anything to stop him. Not only was I frozen, but my mind was growing sluggish. Soon, I’d be unconscious, though I fought to stay awake with every ounce of my being.

      He pocketed the cuff, staring me down. “This item never really was yours to begin with. Neither is this one.” He reached for my other hand.

      No. Oh, no.

      I wanted to fight, to run, but I could do nothing as he drew my other wrist into his hand and lifted his other hand. It crackled with fire magic.

      Squeezing my eyes shut, I now prayed for unconsciousness. I couldn’t live in a world where both my hands were gone. What would become of me?

      A crashing sound dragged me back from the brink of oblivion. When I was able to open my eyes, I saw figures pouring in. Blurs of motion and screams of anger and rage filled my senses.

      The barrier had come down. My friends were attacking Ponomarenko.

      A sliver of hope bloomed in my chest before the blackness consumed me.
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      I awoke to someone stroking my hand.

      My hand!

      Eyes fluttering open, I blinked into the daylight streaming in through a window. The sight was familiar, the Academy infirmary spread out before me. I was in bed, buried beneath clean linen.

      A bandage spread from my right wrist up my arm. I wiggled my fingers. Nothing happened. Why not? My fingers were there. Weren’t they?

      “Charlie, can you hear me?”

      Turning my head, I found Disha at my bedside, squeezing my left hand. Desperately, I squeezed back. My fingers responded. At least this hand was intact. Ponomarenko hadn’t taken it.

      “What happened?” I croaked, my throat dry and tight with the urge to cry.

      Disha looked exhausted. Her usually styled hair was lank and her body appeared far too thin in her baggy sweatshirt. A bruise was yellowing on her cheek and a pink abrasion angled down her neck before disappearing into her shirt collar.

      “We fought Ponomarenko,” she said. “We were, somehow, able to drive him back. Then we brought you here.” The way she said “somehow” made me wonder exactly what had happened. I didn’t ask. There was only one thing I wanted to know.

      “The others?” I asked, thinking of Rowan, Bridget.

      “Rowan is okay. He was weak after the fight. He didn’t have enough magic to keep his Lawson disguise going one-hundred percent, so he had to leave since the M.L.E. are still after him. He told me to tell you to heal up fast and that he’ll contact you as soon as he can.” She gave a thin smile.

      “Do you know where he is?” I asked as a bigger void opened in my chest.

      She shook her head. “He’ll be in touch soon.”

      “Bridget? Anama? The rest?”

      Disha bit her lip. “Bridget and Anama are fine.”

      “Sinasre?” I asked. There was something she wasn’t telling me.

      She nodded, but a small tear glistened at the corner of her eye.

      “Cruise?”

      Disha shook her head, wiping the tear away. “He brought down the barrier. Instead of using his last bit of magic to heal himself, he set us free to save you.” She gripped my hand. “He died a hero.”

      The pain of this information barreled into me. Cruise was dead. He died saving me. Saving us all.

      Hanging my head, I let tears slip down my cheeks and drip onto the pillow. Why did he have to die? Why couldn’t I have been strong enough to save him? This was all Mystro Ponomarenko’s fault.

      “I killed Nyquist,” I whispered.

      Disha nodded. “I know.”

      “Ponomarenko made me do it, but part of me wanted to.”

      The pain of that revelation slid alongside the pain of losing Cruise. Together, they multiplied the ache in my chest until I could barely breathe.

      “No one blames you, Charlie,” a female voice said. I recognized the voice, but it couldn’t be who I thought it was. When I lifted my head, Dean McIntosh stood before me.

      “How are you here?!” I asked, disbelieving my own eyes.

      She sat on the bed, smoothing the sheets. Her hair was pulled back and her clothes were clean. She looked much better than the last time I’d seen her running from Mystro Ponomarenko.

      I thought of all the anger I’d felt toward her for not telling me she had faked her death, but that seemed gone now, and all I could feel was relief to see that she was fine and back at the Academy.

      “Charlie,” she said, her eyes wavering with sympathy and compassion. “You strong, strong girl.” She swallowed, then continued, though not without effort. “You did the world a great service. You confronted Nyquist when no one else would. You saved Kiana and Tempest. Thank you.”

      My throat tightened as I fought more tears. Maybe I had done all of those things, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel pride or satisfaction—not when I had killed a man, not when my hand was gone.

      “When Nyquist died,” Lynssa continued, “Fedorov and I were freed from his prison, and we came straight here, ready to fight. But there was nothing else to do. You had saved us all.”

      I shook my head. “No. Not me. Cruise, Cruise Knightley.”

      Lynssa nodded. “Yes, Cruise Knightley,” she whispered the name with respect.

      “What about Ponomarenko? We have to stop him,” I said, almost choking on the name. He was the one I should have killed. He was the real threat.

      “I know. We’re looking for him. He… he took the Loopers with him. We have secured our portal once more, but he’s still dangerous. There are others he can exploit.”

      God! Despite all we’d been through, we had still failed. Those poor souls under Ponomarenko’s control. How long would their nightmare last? This was why Disha had said “somehow.” They hadn’t really driven him away. He’d left to retrieve the Loopers and run with them.

      “What will happen here?” I asked.

      “I’ll set everything straight again. I’ve already started,” Lynssa said. “I promise you.”

      “How?”

      “Well, the council of magic had a chance to tour the school and… the dreamscape. They saw with their own eyes what Nyquist had done. They had no other alternative but to see the error of their ways. And since no one else wants the job of dean—seeing how dangerous it’s become—they offered it back to me. I took it.”

      “You’re stuck with us.” Fedorov stepped into my line of sight with Nurse Taishi close behind. They smiled warmly at me as I blinked through my tears. They were all here.

      “How long have I been out?” I asked.

      “A few days,” Disha answered. “You were in a lot of pain. Nurse Taishi thought it was best.”

      A few days. Yet, I’d missed so much.

      “It’s good to have you back,” I finally said. “I was doing a pretty crappy job without you.”

      Dean McIntosh shook her head. “On the contrary, you did a fine job. It was very dangerous and I hated to give it to someone so young.”

      Nurse Taishi interjected. “I’m sorry about your hand, Charlie. I tried to reconnect it, but it was too damaged. However, we think we can grow you a new one. I’ve been researching.”

      “We’ll get you patched up,” Dean McIntosh said warmly. “Don’t worry about that.”

      I glanced down at my remaining hand. “What about my other cuff?”

      She swallowed. “Ponomarenko has it.”

      “We fear he will come for the remaining one,” Fedorov said in his accented English.

      “We will protect you,” Disha added, squeezing my hand so hard I worried she might take that one off as well.

      But something was still bothering me. “Can I… Can I still do magic?”

      Dean McIntosh patted my leg. “I am sure you will. But for now, you need to rest. We have to get you back up to shape so you can return to your classes.”

      “My cooking classes?” I asked.

      She smirked. “My first duty as dean was to banish those ridiculous classes. Mrs. Bass and the others have been… reassigned indefinitely.”

      “What about Cruise?” I asked.

      Dean McIntosh stood, looking solemn. “There will be a funeral service in a few days. We will be giving him magic’s highest honor. Now, you rest. Ms. Khatri and Nurse Taishi will see to that.” She gave Disha a nod and then turned to go.

      Dropping my head against the pillow, my thoughts swirled. So much had happened. So much had changed. Some for the better and some for the worse. How it all would shake out, I didn’t know.

      What I did know was that I wasn’t whole anymore and it was unclear if I would ever practice magic again. That thought formed a lump in my throat, but then I thought of Cruise who would never experience anything again, and my self-pity seemed small and insignificant.

      “Drew’s back,” Disha murmured.

      I glanced over at her.

      “His father was reinstated as Head Councilor after everything happened. Most of the men who supported Nyquist have fled and the ones who were left aligned themselves back with Drew’s father who is making a push to denounce speciesism. Drew doesn’t have to hide anymore. Most people are convinced that he was being controlled by Mystro Ponomarenko.” Disha blew out a breath. “So, at least there’s that.”

      “At least that.” My words felt empty. I had little to say but was happy that Disha had her man back even if mine was still on the run. No matter what happened with the heads of the magical community, Rowan was still wanted for murder.

      Disha rubbed my arm. “We’ll set things right, Charlie. They’ll grow your hand back and everything will go back to normal.”

      Her words were comforting, but I wasn’t sure how true they were. The phantom pains of my missing appendage reminded me that things may never be the same, but at least, for now, we’d stopped the bad guys.

      Disha glanced over at my bandaged stump. “Maybe they can grow you a hand with a permanent manicure. It would save you so much money in the salon.”

      I snorted. “Or they could grow me one with six fingers.”

      She nodded. “Piano player extraordinaire.”

      “I’d be really good at Cat’s Cradle.”

      Disha leaned her head against mine. “The best. You could play the lute or knit with one hand.”

      “I could cast spells like a badass witch,” I offered.

      Disha smiled at me. “Special hand or no, you’ll always be a badass witch to me.”
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      Classes. I was attending classes.

      It seemed impossible and pointless. I couldn’t do magic—not with one-handed finger gestures, not with words, not with my thoughts. I was useless, utterly useless.

      “Close your eyes, Charlie,” Irmagard said. She was sitting across from me atop a turquoise cushion, her legs crossed.

      I held the same position, pretending to meditate. We were in her office. It was oddly clean, void of the tall stacks of junk that were her specialty. Nyquist had reclaimed the space during his short reign and had thrown everything away. Disha said Irmagard had wept the first day she walked into the empty space. There was no telling what she’d lost. It was probably mostly useless crap, but I bet there had been some important things hidden in the piles.

      We could understand. We’d all lost a lot.

      She was wearing a pair of blue-jean coveralls, the kind I’d seen her wear on the beet farm. Her hair was piled on top of her head in a messy bun and red feather earrings dipped in glitter hung on each side of her face.

      “Take a deep breath,” she said.

      I did, but when I exhaled, I just felt emptier than before. I dropped my arms from where they’d been resting on my knees. This was as pointless as going to class. I’d been coming here every day since I left the infirmary. It was supposed to help make me feel better about myself. It didn’t.

      “Wanna try the tea?” she asked, noticing my despondence. She pointed toward the steaming teapot sitting on top of her desk.

      I shook my head. She’d offered me a cup of her numbing concoction almost every day since she returned two weeks ago. I’d refused every single time. She had respected my wishes and hadn’t even tried to zap me with a happiness spell when I was distracted. Still, she kept offering.

      Sometimes you had to experience your pain to get through it. Sometimes you had to feel it because you had nothing else to feel.

      She sighed, her frustration showing for the first time. “You have to at least try, Charlie.”

      “I’m trying,” I said, avoiding eye contact and staring at Gerald, the ferret. He was looking forlorn, lying on a plain wooden chair. He seemed to miss the piles of stuff, which had provided perfect and cozy hiding spaces for him.

      Irmagard didn’t contradict me. We both knew I was not trying. I was too depressed to meditate or do much else.

      My hand was still missing, leaving me with a stump I couldn’t stop rubbing. Taishi swore he was working hard on a spell to grow it back and said he was very close to figuring it out. He’d called all his healer colleagues for ideas on tissue regrowth. Someone had managed to grow a thumb before. This was no different. He reassured me every time I saw him, but I had stopped believing and hoping. It hurt less not to hope, not to expect anything.

      I’d lost my ability to do magic. Rowan was gone. Cruise was dead. What reason did I have to keep trying?

      “You’re depressed,” Irmagard said, getting to her feet and padding back to her desk.

      Way to state the obvious, Counselor McIntosh.

      I pulled on the elastic protector that covered the stump of my wrist, the poor replacement for my cuff and hand. It snapped against my skin when I let it go.

      “I know it feels hopeless,” Irmagard said, using her keen perceptive skills yet again, “but time will heal you.”

      Maybe it was true, but I couldn’t see past my pain. All I could see was the now. All I felt was the absence… of my limb, of magic, of Rowan. Couldn’t they understand that? Couldn’t they stop expecting me to get over all I’d lost?

      “This is not like you,” Irmagard said. “You’re a fighter, Charlie.”

      “Maybe I’m tired of it,” I said. “Tired of all the fighting just to lose everything anyway.”

      “Dear girl, everything will be alright. I promise you.”

      “Are we done?” I asked from my cushion on the floor.

      “For today,” Irmagard said, sitting behind her desk with a sigh.

      I stood and picked up my backpack from the corner where I had dropped it. Gerald perked up and stood on his hind legs, sniffing the air. I walked past without petting him. He lay back down, appearing disappointed. But what did he know about people who didn’t have a hand to spare?

      I left the Administration Building and started toward my next class. It was Spells, and Fedorov was trying to cram in as much proper senior material as possible to make up for the lost time. It made no difference to me—not when all I could do was watch and wish Taishi would hurry up with my hand-growing spell.

      Outside, it was unusually cold for November. I threw my hoodie over my head and stuffed my hands—hand and stump, I mentally corrected myself—into the front pocket.

      I imagined myself sitting in class while the other students threw pitying glances in my direction. In a way, it reminded me of my first week at the Academy, when my clothes had been old and ragged, when my wardrobe hadn’t consisted of trendy hand-me-downs from Disha. My classmates felt sorry for me, but also a bit uncomfortable as if my misfortune were catching.

      As I walked in between the dorm buildings toward the Spells Cave, my steps suddenly veered right. I really didn’t feel like going to class and putting myself through all of that. Burrowing myself under the covers and shutting the world away sounded much better than the torture of being in a class in which I couldn’t participate.

      I ran up the steps of the Senior Dorm, head down, eyes on my shoes. Dean McIntosh has set things right as far as our sleeping quarters went, and the women had abandoned Witch Cove the day after she was reinstated. For good measure, she’d had the old building razed to the ground and gave a strong feminist speech in its front lawn, pledging to always fight for women and witches’ rights alike. The female students had cheered and welcomed private rooms with open arms.

      Once in my room, I dropped my backpack on the floor, kicked off my shoes, and crawled under my covers. My blinds were drawn, and I had draped a heavy blanket over them. It was perfectly dark.

      I fell asleep in seconds.

      In my dream, my mind filled with fog. Through the cloud, I couldn’t see past my extended hand. I walked tentatively. I knew I had to find them. Rowan, Disha, and Bridget were in here somewhere. Ponomarenko had taken them. Or was it Nyquist?

      No. Nyquist was dead. He couldn’t hurt anyone else anymore. I had killed him.

      Suddenly, I was killing him. I didn’t want to, but my cuffs charged and I blasted him into dust. Then there was nothing.

      I fell to my knees, tears hot on my face. I stared at my murdering hands. One of them, the right one, started shriveling away like a flower left in the heat. My fingers fell off one by one like petals, then drifted toward the fog. I grasped for them, but they weren’t there. I caught only air. They disappeared in the fog and were gone.

      I knelt on the ground staring at my shriveled stump until the tears dried on my face.

      After a long time, mechanical whirring and clanking echoed in the distance.

      Oh, God, they’re back!

      I jumped to my feet, turned left and right in the fog, trying to pinpoint the direction of the sounds. They grew louder. My heart hammered faster, thumping in my ears at the rhythm of the clanking steps.

      My head filled with the incessant sound. It pounded and pounded. The fog around me started to spin, first slowly, then speeding up. It became a tornado with me at its center. Strands of hair whipped around my face.

      My hands moved in protective spells, but nothing happened. I looked down at them but found only one. The other was gone. I searched for it on the ground, but all I saw was fog. It spun and spun, traveling downward and disappearing into the ground like water in a drain.

      Suddenly, the fog was gone.

      I glanced up and screamed.

      Mystro Ponomarenko was standing in front of me. He was smiling, his teeth twinkling in the swirling light that surrounded him. He was holding something.

      A severed hand.

      “Give it back,” I said, reaching for it with the stump of my left hand. No! It was my right hand that was gone. Not my left.

      I screamed again, a raw cry that rose from my gut and tore through my throat like erupting lava from a volcano.

      Both my hands were gone. Ponomarenko had come back and taken the other one.

      The pain of my loss ripped my chest open, stealing my will to live. I howled.

      Suddenly, a voice echoed in the distance.

      My eyes sprang open. Awake, I stared into the darkness of my room.

      Disha was sitting at my bedside, holding my left hand. it was still there. Ponomarenko hadn’t taken it, after all. I still had one hand left.

      As she stared at my cuff, Disha started weaving her hands in a spell. “Rock-a-bye, baby in the treetop. When the wind blows, the cradle will rock.”

      Her voice rang sweetly in my ears, enticing me to sleep. My eyelids grew heavy. It was okay if I went back to sleep. Disha was with me. I was safe and her sweet song would keep the bad dreams away.

      “When the bough breaks, The cradle will fall. And down will come baby, cradle and all.”

      My eyes closed.

      Pain cut through my wrist.

      “Wake up, Charlie!”

      I sprang out of bed and landed on my feet. My chest was working up and down. Sweat ran down my forehead.

      Disha was standing on the other side of the bed, her eyes wide and her mouth half-open.

      She licked her lips and took a step back.

      In a panic, I examined my remaining hand. It was there, intact and undamaged, my lone cuff glowing slightly.

      “Are… are you alright?” Disha asked.

      I shook my head, though more in confusion than in answer to her question.

      “Maybe you want to…” she moved her hands in a pacifying gesture.

      Slowly, I lowered my hand, though my heart went on knocking against my chest, and suspicion rushed into every corner of my body.

      “What are you doing here?” I demanded.

      Disha glanced around the room, avoiding my gaze. “Uh, you weren’t in class, so I was… checking on you.”

      “You could have knocked,” I said.

      Her dark eyes snapped to mine. “I did. Several times.” She sounded defensive. “You don’t look alright, Charlie. Maybe you should go see Nurse Taishi.”

      “I don’t need to see anyone.”

      The door behind Disha opened and Bridget poked her head in. Her expression was grim, and she seemed paler than usual.

      “Did you tell her?” Bridget asked.

      Disha slightly shook her head as if hoping I wouldn’t notice.

      “Tell me what?” I asked.

      Bridget stepped into the room and shut the door. She stood next to Disha. They both stared at the floor, tight-lipped.

      “Tell me what?” I repeated, raising my voice.

      “Uh, it’s… Ponomarenko,” Disha said, her words cautious as if she feared the mention of that name might break me in two.

      “What about him?” I asked, trying to sound brave as I pushed the words through my tightening throat.

      “He attacked the fae realm this morning. It’s all been destroyed.”

      I blinked at her, not quite understanding what she was saying. “What?”

      “Didn’t you hear me?” she said. “Every single fae home is gone. He’s started the war.”
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      Chaos reigned under the clear, blue sky.

      As I stood outside the Academy’s infirmary, wails of pain cut right through me. People ran around desperately, not knowing what to do, while others stood at a distance, crying as they watched the chaos unfold and grow bigger and bigger by the second.

      I was among the latter group, frozen in the middle of it all, my hand on my forehead as my eyes roved around, trying to understand what was happening.

      People—fae to be specific—were strewn around the Academy lawn like fallen leaves, some crumpled and still, others twisting in pain. Some bled, but most were covered in a black tar-like substance, like birds caught in an oil spill.

      Fedorov and the dean were transporting them here from the fae realm as quickly as they could, using the portal at the Enlightenment Fountain to travel back and forth. As the professor and dean appeared and disappeared, the number of injured fae grew.

      My mind reeled, trying to understand what Ponomarenko had done. He had attacked the fae realm, had destroyed it. That was what Disha and Bridget had said, what everyone was saying. And the proof was here right in front of my eyes.

      All these fae, injured. Dying. Some of them already dead.

      So many of them.

      At least a hundred, like the nymph that despite the gooey substance smeared on her green skin, still looked lovely, though broken like a porcelain doll left out in the mud. Like the virile-looking Fae Warriors who lay twisting in agony on the ground.

      Why? What was this blackness that coated their bodies? And what could I do to help?

      I glanced around once more, trying to break out of my stupor.

      Five minutes ago when we’d arrived from our dorm, Disha and Bridget had jumped right into action. Disha was teleporting in and out of the infirmary, taking the victims to Nurse Taishi. Bridget was helping, too, levitating the injured into the building, then running back out. She didn’t know how to teleport yet, but that wasn’t stopping her.

      Per Nurse Taishi’s instructions, they were wearing surgical masks and latex gloves to avoid contact with the black substance and prioritizing the ones who were in the worst shape.

      My friends rushed around, haggard and disheveled, but busy, helping, while all I could do was stare at my useless stump and my other traitorous hand that, while whole, created no magic despite still having one of the Aradia Cuffs. I couldn’t help like Disha and Bridget. I was as useless as the freshmen who stood off to the side.

      I shook my head, refusing to get mired in a pity party. People were suffering.

      Come on, Charlie. Do something. Help!

      My eyes scanned all the fallen bodies, trying to find someone I could aid, someone who still could be healed. It felt wrong to think this way. They all should be saved, but there weren't enough of us, and most students couldn’t really do anything.

      Though maybe some could…

      I faced the ogling students who lingered at the edges of the chaos. Some of them were upperclassmen. They knew healing spells. I ran towards the infirmary stairs where Nurse Taishi had left a box of gloves and masks, then addressed the crowd.

      “Hey, seniors and juniors, any who know healing spells… come help!” I gestured toward the wounded with my good hand.

      They hesitated, looking at each other, unsure.

      “C’mon!” I urged.

      A tall guy in a rumpled T-shirt and basketball shorts stepped forward. He raised his hand as if he were in class, looking afraid and doubtful. Just moments ago, he’d probably been hanging out in the common area, flirting with girls.

      “It’s okay. Come here. What’s your name?” I asked.

      “David,” he said from under a mop of brown hair.

      “I can’t do any magic.” I held the stump of my right hand up. “I can’t help, but you can. Here…”

      Tucking the box of supplies under my left arm, I directed David toward someone who was lying on the ground, a young fae boy dressed in an outfit that seemed to be made out of leaves. His long, blond hair, matted with black tar, was spread over the grass. A green tattoo in the shape of vines went from his temple down his jaw and neck and snaked under his shirt. He was twisting, screaming, his arms wrapped around his chest.

      I knelt next to him and encouraged David to do the same.

      “Here, take this.” I offered him gloves and a mask. He slipped them on, his hands shaking. I put on a mask, but couldn’t manage the glove one-handed.

      “Do a healing spell, a general one,” I said. “We don’t know what’s wrong with him, but it can’t hurt.”

      Hesitantly, David pressed gloved hands to the little boy’s chest. The fae squirmed and weakly tried to fight David off.

      David closed his eyes and chanted a basic healing spell under his breath. The boy twisted harder, screaming in agony. David hesitated as if he would stop.

      “Don't,” I said. “Keep going.”

      He did, his face etched with worry and fear. After a long minute, the boy stopped squirming, his face relaxing as he exhaled.

      David’s shoulders slumped in relief. A small smile started to spread over his lips, but then the little boy started coughing violently, his back arching, his hands jerking to his throat.

      “Oh, God,” David said. “Oh God, what did I do?”

      The little boy kept coughing, then, at last, gave a violent bark and stopped. Collapsing in on himself, the boy exhaled through his half-open mouth. Something black spilled past his lips and clouded the air like a puff of hot breath steaming into the cold. It rose up, reaching, spreading.

      Oh, God. What was that thing?

      David and I jumped to our feet and took a step back as the blackness dissipated. Instinctively, I pressed my hand to the surgical mask that covered my mouth and nose. David did the same. After the dark, pollen-like dust cleared, the little boy went still. He breathed laboriously but seemed better.

      I stared at David and gave him a single nod of approval. The other students watched in astonishment. I addressed them again.

      “C’mon, any who can heal, help these people. They’re dying. They need us.”

      A few more of the older students stepped forward and cautiously approached some of the fallen fae after getting their protective gear.

      Maybe I couldn't do magic, but I had helped. I was helping. I could still be useful.

      Disha popped back into existence several yards away from me. Her hair was wild and her clothes were smeared with black. Eyes darting all around, she searched for someone else to take inside the infirmary.

      I ran up to her. “How can I help?”

      She shook her head as if she couldn’t think of anything and kept searching for someone else to teleport. She was about to step aside when there was another pop and Dean Macintosh and Professor Fedorov materialized out of nowhere. They each had two injured fae with them. Weaving their hands, they gently deposited them on the ground.

      Their clothes were covered in tar. There was something around their bodies, some sort of shimmering spell that protected them from whatever that black stuff was.

      “Everyone, to me,” the dean boomed, gesturing to the students. With a flick of her wrist, she sent a spell out among the crowd. Magic tingled on my skin as the same shimmering protection covered me from head to toe. I discarded the surgical mask.

      “The black substance is very poisonous,” she said, running a hand through her salt and pepper hair. “Everyone needs a magical mask.” She turned to Fedorov. “Make sure they all get them.”

      He nodded and sprinted out toward another cluster of students.

      Lynssa turned tired eyes on the scene around us. “There are too many of them,” she said, her frustration palpable.

      I could tell she wished to be able to bring all of them back in one fell swoop, but traveling through portals was hard. Not everyone could do it. If only I still had both cuffs.

      “We need more people,” she said, knowing full well there weren’t many others who could lend a hand. Every teacher was occupied in the infirmary and the older students were now helping out here. And still, that wasn’t enough. We couldn’t save them all. They were dying. Some lay on the ground, motionless and I suspected the worst had happened.

      My hatred for Ponomarenko redoubled. I hadn’t thought that to be possible, but there it was.

      “Disha,” Lynssa said. “You know how to teleport, correct?”

      “Yes, Dean,” Disha answered.

      “Then come with me.” She extended a hand towards Disha, who took it and nodded to indicate she was ready. There was a pop, and they were gone.

      The hole in my chest—the one that had been gnawing at me since Ponomarenko stole my hand and, with it, my ability to do magic—grew bigger.

      I was useless. Totally useless.

      One of the fae Lynssa had just brought back started to moan. I glanced down and frowned. Her face was terribly familiar. Dropping to my knees, I pushed two-toned white and violet hair out of her face.

      It was Phraan’s daughter. Kiana’s niece. The girl I’d met when I’d traveled to the fae realm on Nyquist’s bidding several months ago. So much had happened since then. Nyquist was dead. Ponomarenko’s power had doubled. I’d lost my hand.

      “Tallyndra,” I said, as her big, violet eyes deliriously darted back and forth, lost in whatever had happened back in her realm. Her tall, athletic body jerked. Her smooth, white arms were wrapped around her chest, the way the little boy’s had been.

      I turned and searched for David. He was stepping away from someone he’d just helped as blackness poured out of their mouth.

      “David, here!” I called.

      He ran toward us without hesitation and knelt to the other side of Tallyndra. Wasting no time, he placed his hands on her chest, more confidently this time. He had healed a few people by now and knew that his spell would help.

      He muttered the incantation. Magic flowed into Tallyndra. She jerked more violently, thrashing like a trapped snake. It wasn't easy to watch but knowing that we were helping make it a little easier.

      The coughing started, wracking her as if she would expel her lungs. The black stuff came out, wisping into the air like poisoned dandelion seeds.

      David and I moved back and warily watched the stuff dissipate. Tallyndra went still, her violet eyes staring straight at the blue sky. She breathed through her mouth, her chest rising and falling visibly.

      Then she screamed and bucked, kicking with her left foot, speaking words I couldn't understand.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I asked.

      She glanced up and frowned as if noticing me for the first time, vague recognition crossing her features.

      “Take it off, take it off!” she urged, shaking her foot again.

      “There’s something on her boot. It’s... moving,” David said, pointing and grimacing.

      I leaned closer and saw, too. There was something black at the tip of Tallyndra’s boot, something that made a squelching sound and moved like oozing black lava.

      What the hell?

      “Take it off!” Tallyndra demanded.

      I swiveled positions and started clumsily unbuckling the straps or her tall boot. Realizing my one-handed struggle, David undid most of them, then, careful not to touch the stuff despite our protective spell from the dean, we jerked the boot off and threw it as far away as we could.

      We stared at Tallyndra’s big toe. It was stained black as if it had been dipped in ink, except the ink seem to be spreading toward the rest of her foot. The horror of what was happening stole over me.

      It was some sort of awful infection.

      And worse, it was alive.

      She screamed, scrambling back on the grass as if there was a way to escape the stuff.

      “David, help her,” I said. “Do the spell.”

      He grabbed Tallyndra’s ankle and issued the healing spell. We waited for it to do something, to expel the blackness the way it had done before, but it didn't do anything. It just kept spreading.

      “It's not working,” he said. “I don't know what else to do.”

      Tallyndra screamed again, pounding her fists against the ground.

      “You need to calm down, Tallyndra.” I shook her, trying hard to retain my own calm. Her eyes focused on me. “You need to come with me. Stand up!”

      Gaining some presence of mind, she clenched her teeth. Her features hardened as she reined in her desperation.

      David and I helped her to her feet, and with her arm draped over my shoulder, she and I hobbled into the infirmary.

      Inside, the chaos was dialed up even further. The wails and violent coughs were twice as loud within the confinement of the walls. I searched for Nurse Taishi and spotted him next to a bed. The other teachers ran between patients, issuing healing spells that didn’t seem to be quite enough.

      Spotting a chair, I hurried Tallyndra toward it and helped her sit.

      “Stay here.”

      I ran toward Taishi. His head was drooping, his eyes downcast. The person on the bed was dead, blackness all the way up to his neck, and still crawling up his jaw. His eyes were black pits of spilled oil. I clenched my teeth to hold back the bile that rose up my throat and tore my eyes away from the gruesome sight.

      “There’s someone else you can help,” I said, putting a hand on Taishi’s shoulder.

      He glanced back at me, an expression of defeat stamped on his features.

      “Please,” I said. “She’s the fae queen’s niece.”

      Shaking himself, Taishi came with me and approached Tallyndra.

      “It's her foot,” I said.

      Taishi nodded, squatted in front of Tallyndra, and wrapped his hands around her ankle, the way David had done.

      His healing spell came quickly. It coursed through to Tallyndra in an instant. She stiffened and clenched her teeth, moaning in the back of her throat.

      Then she went still as the blackness started oozing out of her skin. As the poison rose, Nurse Taishi weaved his hands in a spell that engulfed the spent pollen-like substance, then consumed it in a blast of cleansing fire.

      Tallyndra and I both blinked at her toe, it wasn’t black anymore.

      “Thank you,” she said, eyes wide.

      But her amazement only lasted for a second, because she jumped to her feet, head swiveling all around. “How can I help?”

      But without knowing the spells Nurse Taishi knew or being able to weave them, there was little we could do. Even he couldn’t fix everyone.

      “Find all of those whose eyes are clear,” he whispered to us. “Those are the only ones we can save.”
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      I’d had enough death in my short twenty-one years on this planet, and yet, here I was, staring down at another dead body. It never got easier, but at least, by now, I’d gotten used to the smell.

      Rowan crouched, his leather jacket crinkling as he examined the figure lying face down in the alley. He put two fingers to the man’s neck as if it wasn’t already quite apparent he was dead. Half his blood gathered in puddles, slowly mingling with the dirty snow.

      My vampire boyfriend nodded, then stood, casting hooded eyes around the dark alley. “He’s still warm. Whoever did this can’t be far.”

      Shivering, I absentmindedly rubbed my stump with my uninjured hand. I followed Rowan’s gaze, sweeping around the dark doorways for clues. It was well past midnight, the time creeping up on two AM. This was New York City, however. People were out at all hours of the night. Even now, cars swooshed through the slushy streets and music tinkled from a bar we’d passed a block away.

      Plus, there were just so damn many places for people to hide. From my vantage point alone, there were doorways, windows, and fire escapes galore, extending away as far as the eye could see. Not to mention the hundreds of other streets radiating out in every direction.

      If you wanted to murder someone and get away with it, this had to be the place to go.

      The alley was dim and long, leading from one bad area of town to another. Graffiti colored the walls, nasty words and hastily scrawled images of demonic faces. The drawing closest to me suggested a cow from hell, its horns and wide, penetrating eyes too realistic for comfort.

      Disha coughed, drawing my thoughts back to our business. “We can’t stand here in the cold forever. As interesting as this is, my parents are going to freak if we aren’t home by sunrise. Let’s hurry.”

      “Maybe we should call the police,” I suggested.

      Disha shook her head. “Another human murder by fae shows up on the news and things are going to go from bad to worse. You know how the situation has escalated in the past few weeks. We have to take care of this ourselves.”

      For a month now, almost every major American city had been dealing with a high number of fae refugees, a situation that was straining the relationship between their kind, Supernaturals, and Regulars.

      It was chaos.

      When the sick fae had appeared, hospitals were at a loss for how to treat the tar-like infection, and there hadn’t been enough Supernatural healers to get to everyone. Many fae had died—some because they couldn’t be helped, but others because of incompetence and lack of expertise. The fae blamed us, Regulars and Supernatural alike. It had been one of us who had infected their world, after all. And to make matters worse, they were now stuck here, a place they couldn’t quite comprehend and in which they didn’t fit in

      Staring down at the dead man, I wondered what in the hell Disha was talking about.

      “What do you mean take care of this ourselves?”

      “We could incinerate him.”

      Rowan nodded his head thoughtfully. “If we block the smell and smoke with a few spells, incineration is not a bad idea.” He ran his fingers over the day’s worth of stubble on his chin thoughtfully.

      “Rowan,” I said, hitting his arm. “We can’t just burn a guy. We’d be destroying evidence.”

      “Not if we collect it ourselves,” he said, crouching again. With careful hands, he flipped the body onto its side.

      Disha gagged. I took a step back, reeling from the sight.

      Runes were etched into the man’s bare chest. Deep, bloody gouges cut into his skin, making it appear like someone had taken a knife and written a manifesto in his flesh. But the words weren’t in English. Those were fae symbols.

      Covering her mouth with one hand, Disha wove a spell with the other. In a few seconds, the runes from the man’s chest were duplicated in shimmering light above him. They twisted shape until they spelled out English words we could read. Her fae translation spell had come in handy a lot lately.

      I squinted at the wavering letters until the message made sense.

      “A life for a life. Until we are repaid,” Rowan read out loud.

      Sighing deeply, I shook my head. This was the same message as the last three. The police had found all those, one in Salt Lake City, one in Denver, one in Birmingham and now this.

      We’d been tipped off about this murder an hour ago by Lynssa McIntosh. She’d installed some magical alarm spells in big cities, as they appeared to be the killer’s favorite places, and tonight her alarm had gone off. She’d deployed us since we were staying with Disha’s parents in New Jersey over the winter holiday. Disha's teleportation spell had gotten us here before the police could arrive.

      Though, frustratingly, she hadn’t told us what to do with the body after we’d inspected it and we couldn’t reach her now, no matter what spell we tried.

      When we'd first gotten the call, I’d felt useful. A task from our illustrious leader. Since losing my hand and my magic, my self-esteem had taken a major hit, so it felt good to be called to take action. But now, with the scent of death on my clothes and blood on my boots, I wasn’t so sure I liked this job.

      If there was a fae serial killer out there, did I want to know? How would I even help? I had no magic. I hated the idea of going into danger with no defenses. And burning a body? That was all kinds of wrong. What of the man’s family?

      “A life for a life,” Disha murmured, coming back to the words on the body. “The killer will have to be quite dedicated.”

      “He’ll need to kill again and again,” I said, my thoughts aligning with Disha’s. Thousands of fae, maybe more, had died. We had no way of knowing exactly how many. The fae who was murdering humans in a twisted way to settle the score had his work cut out for him.

      I ran a gloved hand through my hair. I still wasn’t able to get that day out of my head, though it was over a month ago. So many dead fae lying on the Academy grass, their black bodies curling inward like poisoned butterflies. Many more died in the infirmary despite our best efforts to save them from the black tar that ate up their bodies with swiftness and efficiency, unlike any disease known to man.

      For weeks, I had nightmares where the stuff got on me and ate at my limbs until they fell off while I silently screamed in terror. It didn’t help that I’d already lost a piece of me. There were those dreams, too. Visions of Ponomarenko lurking in the darkness. My body immobile. My screams useless as he mutilated me.

      A hand on my shoulder made me jump. When I looked up, Rowan was at my side, his face twisted with worry.

      “We don’t have to do this,” he said. “We can stop right now and go home. Call Counselor McIntosh.”

      I shook my head. Ever since I’d awoken without my hand, everyone had been treating me with kid gloves. It had been weeks, and I was sick of being broken, scarred Charlie. I wanted to be old Charlie, whole Charlie, and I wanted, more than anything, for everyone to stop looking at me like I might freak out at any moment.

      “I want to do this,” I said, despite all my qualms. “I hate doing nothing. I want to be useful.”

      His eyes narrowed, but he didn’t argue.

      Disha appeared worried, too. “Let’s hurry up, then. I want to get out of here. Get in bed. Call Drew.”

      I glanced around the crime scene, thinking. “Dish, can you take a memory spell? We can play it back for McIntosh.”

      “Sure. Rowan, you keep watch,” she said.

      Squaring her shoulders, Disha stepped in front of the man, careful to avoid most of the blood that had seeped out of the dozen knife wounds on his body. Then she crouched down and began weaving her hands. In a few seconds, her eyes glazed over and her face went slack. I’d seen this before. She was recording a memory that could be played later, like a video recording but with sights and smells added.

      Once done, Disha stood and began weaving her fingers again. “I’ll run a diagnostic and sweep for foreign fibers. It can even pick up traces of DNA that aren’t his.”

      “Wow, Dish, you’ve been studying,” Rowan said.

      She shrugged as she worked. “Forensic magic is interesting, and some nights I can’t sleep, so I study. Besides, these murders need to stop. We have to solve this. We can’t allow whoever is doing this to keep murdering innocent people.”

      As Rowan marveled at Disha, I stood in the cold doing nothing. Again.

      “Done,” she said, brushing off her hands as if she’d touched something instead of doing it all through incantations. “Now, let’s get the hell out of here, my Louboutin’s are getting ruined.” She grimaced at her expensive heeled boots.

      She made as if she was getting ready to transport us all away, but I held up a hand. “Hold on,” I said, leaning down.

      For all the investigation, no one had said a word for the dead man who had suffered a fate no person should. He'd died for no discernible reason, just someone in the wrong place at the wrong time, much like my friend Trey and those dead fae. If we were going to burn his body, someone should say something.

      I made myself stare into his face. Though pale and speckled with dirt and flecks of blood, he was handsome, a man in his fifties with gray hair, a sloping nose, and thin lips. He wore a ripped band t-shirt, some group I'd never heard of, and I wondered if he played music or just enjoyed it, if he had kids who would miss him.

      "I'm sorry," I whispered. "You didn't deserve this. I hope you rest peacefully now. We'll find whoever did this to you. We'll put him to justice."

      Using my remaining hand, I closed one of his eyes, then the other. I reached over to close his jacket over his ruined chest so he might look like he was at rest, but when I did I felt something in a side pocket. His wallet? We should take it and notify his next of kin somehow. It would be awful if they had to wonder what happened to him. We could make up a story, something heroic.

      My thoughts stopped as my hand closed around the object in his pocket and drew it out.

      It wasn't a wallet.

      It was a finger.

      I held it in my palm, unable to process what I was seeing. Then, as my mind caught up with my body, I yelped and dropped it on the ground.

      Rowan coiled, ready to spring at whatever had frightened me, but then he spied what I'd found. He picked it up, turning the bloody, severed finger over and holding it up to the light.

      "Looks like the poor man gave a good fight." Rowan peered sadly at the dead guy, before turning the finger over in the light.

      "Gross," Disha exclaimed. "You are not bringing that into my house."

      “Look at this,” Rowan said, holding the appendage up to us.

      I didn’t notice anything other than a lurch of nausea in my gut until he rolled the finger over. There, on the underside were two tattoos inked into the skin. The first had three lines, the top, and bottom curving away from the centerline as if to indicate a mouth. On the centerline, two dots sat beside each other like birds on a wire. The second tattoo was a mere squiggle with two dots underneath.

      They looked similar to fae runes but more crude and rudimentary. I had a feeling Disha’s translating spell might have a hard time with these.

      “What does it mean?” I asked.

      Rowan's smile grew. “It means it was worth getting out of bed tonight, after all. We have ourselves a clue.”
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      There was a knock on the door. My heart took a tumble, both in excitement and apprehension. I considered hiding under the bed to see if Disha’s parents’ housekeeper did a good job with the vacuum cleaner.

      It was midnight, and there was only one person who could be visiting this late at night: Rowan.

      Slowly, I set a hand on the doorknob and took a deep breath. I waited, counting to ten, and half hoping he would assume I was asleep and go back to his room. Instead, he knocked again a bit more insistently.

      My room here at Disha’s was cozy with a queen-size bed, windows that overlooked the back garden, and its own private bathroom. Not far from the room where Rowan, himself, was staying. Knowing I couldn’t avoid it, I opened the door and had to smile when I saw his handsome face peering at me.

      “Hello, beautiful. May I come in?” His smile was dashing, self-assured. His dark eyes twinkled as if his thoughts and hopes were getting ahead of themselves. How could I say no?

      I took a step back and let him in. His dark hair was wet and shone in the lamplight. I was wearing a tank top and loose shorts for pajamas. I had taken off my bra and felt a bit self-conscious, especially when Rowan’s eyes traveled the length of my body, and he bit into his lower lip as he paused over my chest.

      “Um, did I wake you?” he asked, suddenly frowning, as if it hadn’t occurred to him that I may be asleep at this hour.

      “No, I was reading.” I gestured toward a book on my night table. It was a thick tome that dealt with the topic of mental magic. I was halfway through it and was yet to make any of its tips work for me. Blocking a powerful mentalist like Ponomarenko was hard, but without your own magic, it was literally impossible. I still had to try something, though.

      “I’ve been wanting some alone time with you,” Rowan said, taking a few steps closer. He placed one hand on my naked shoulder and let it slide down my arm until he took my right hand in his.

      He’d only arrived at Disha’s house a couple of days ago, and we’d been too busy to do more than steal a few quick moments together—not enough to drink him all in. Even now, as I peered up at his face, I reveled in his perfection. I had missed him so much. Lawson, his rocker persona, had been nice to look at, but nothing compared to Full Version Rowan: his chiseled features, his brooding eyes, his broad shoulders, everything about him was right. And now, he was here, looking at me this way, touching me, making me feel as if I would melt into a puddle at his feet.

      He raised his other hand and caressed my cheek. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      “Me, too.” I shivered at the feel of his skin on mine.

      After we defeated Nyquist, Rowan had to leave and hide from Magical Law Enforcement. He was still wanted for Mink’s murder, though Dean McIntosh was trying to procure a pardon for him. He had been instrumental in the battle against Nyquist, and the dean believed the High Council, with Drew’s father back at its helm, would find a way to expunge his record as payment for his service to the magical community.

      We certainly hoped so. Having to constantly hide and keep his presence here a secret sucked and didn’t help our already rocky relationship.

      Slowly, Rowan leaned forward and pressed his lips to mine. They were as cool as his touch, soft and smooth like silk sheets sliding over my skin. He drew me in, one arm wrapped around my waist as his other hand snaked behind my hair, sending a wave of heat to flow through me.

      Suddenly, something that had been wound tightly inside my chest seemed to uncoil, and I fell into him, feeling more vulnerable than I ever had. He was here, really here. In the past year, I’d gone to bed alone so many times, wishing I could hold him and now…

      My right hand traveled over his torso, enjoying his solidity. He wore an old, flimsy T-shirt, and I could feel every muscular ridge under the fabric. Part of me wanted to rip them off and satisfy the flaming desire that simmered inside me. And yet, Disha’s parents were just down the hall. How far would I let this go?

      His kiss deepened. He pulled me in harder while his lips explored mine as if to memorize them. He was aroused. I could tell right away, it made my breath hitch and my heart hammer out of control.

      “Charlie,” he said in a cool breath against my ear as he pushed me backward.

      Hoisting me with one strong arm, he picked me up and laid me in the middle of the bed. He hovered over me for a moment, a wicked smile on his lips, and a look of deep hunger in his eyes.

      Not once did he look down my left arm toward my missing hand. I kept the stump close to my side, an affectation that made it look as if I were hiding my hand behind my back. I hated to feel so self-conscious. I wouldn’t give a damn if Rowan—or anyone for that matter—were missing a hand, but I couldn’t help my own shame. It was more than my hand that was missing. It was my magic, too. It made me feel worthless and out of place with my Supernatural friends as if I didn’t belong anymore.

      I pushed my stupid thoughts away and tried to focus on the moment. It wasn’t hard. Rowan was glorious, hovering over me, his hooded eyes, his strong jaw, and half-parted lips, revealing a hint of sharp fangs.

      Carefully, he positioned himself between my legs, pushing them apart with the weight of his body. He wore a pair of basketball shorts that left nothing to the imagination. My gaze kept wandering downward, and I got a chill every time I saw the magnitude of his desire for me. He didn’t care that I wasn’t complete. He wanted me all the same.

      Lowering himself to me, he began kissing me again. His tongue brushed mine. His teeth nibbled on my lower lip. His cool hands weaved under my t-shirt, exploring, getting more daring by the second, making me crave his touch in all the places he had never visited.

      His hips rocked back and forth as he trailed kisses down my collarbone. I raked my fingers into his damp hair and said his name in a heady voice that seemed to do something to him because he growled in response.

      Desire flared brightly inside of me. I wanted him so badly that I forgot myself. My arms went around his back and pulled him closer. In my mind, all ten of my fingernails raked down his back, but in reality, it was only my right hand that was able to touch him.

      Instantly, my mind flooded with memories. The searing light of Ponomarenko’s magic flashed before my eyes, and once more, I was in Nyquist’s dreamscape, watching as the mentalist picked up the Aradia cuff and discarded my hand as if it were nothing but garbage.

      I froze, going so stiff that Rowan couldn’t help but notice my reaction.

      He stopped kissing me and pulled away, bracing himself on one extended arm. “Charlie, I’m sorry. I thought you wanted this.”

      “No,” I shook my head. “It’s not that. It’s just…” I turned my face away as a tear slid down the corner of my eye.

      Rowan lay next to me, making an effort to peer into my face as I tried to hide it.

      “I’m sorry,” he repeated, gently caressing my cheek. “I was selfish. It was wrong of me. We haven’t even… talked about what happened.”

      And that was all it took. The waterworks turned on, and the next thing I knew, I was in Rowan’s arms, crying like a baby, doing with him what I hadn’t done with anyone else: falling apart.

      I had tried to keep up the tough act. I’d pretended I was okay and hopeful, but it was all a lie.

      Rowan held me without saying a word. He simply wrapped his arms around me and smoothed my hair in gentle strokes. He didn’t tell me it would be all right. He didn’t tell me to be patient, to trust that Nurse Taishi would find a way to fix me, to give me my magic back. He knew me better than that.

      I wept until my tears were gone, every single one of them, and I could do nothing more than huddle close to Rowan, my face pressed to his chest.

      After a long while, he pulled away to look me in the eye. “Do you want to talk?”

      I shook my head. What was there to talk about?

      “Well,” he said, “I’ll do the talking then.” He paused for a moment as if he were getting his thoughts in order, then began. “I’m here for you. No matter what. You are my Charlie, and I love you. Nothing, and I mean nothing, is ever going to change that.”

      “What if I never get my magic back?”

      “You don’t have to get your magic back, Charlie,” he said.

      A spark of anger flickered in me. If he really thought that, then he didn’t know me at all. Rowan, of all people, should understand. He’d been willing to do nearly anything, including becoming a vampire, to get his own magic back.

      He had to know that if I never got my hand back, that was fine, but my magic… I couldn’t live without my magic. In the last few years, it had managed to become a major part of who I was. Without it, I would be lost. Forever.

      “You’re wrong. I have to get my magic back,” I said, too tired to explain why life wouldn’t be worth living without it.

      Rowan shook his head. “No, I’m not wrong.”

      “Yes, you are. Maybe you’ll even need to do a blood pact with someone else. You can’t draw from an empty well.” It was a distasteful joke, and I knew it—one that Rowan forgave since he understood how upset I was.

      “You don’t have to get your magic back because it’s still right there.” He pressed a finger to the middle of my chest. “It hasn’t gone anywhere. It’s not in your hands. And if you think that, then you’ve learned nothing all this time.”

      “But I don’t feel it,” I protested. “It’s not there.”

      I’d tried to tell myself all of this. I’d tried to reach the magic deep within me, and I have found nothing. Nothing.

      Appearing frustrated, Rowan slipped off the bed and stood to the side, looking down on me. He shook his head as if he was disappointed in me, then with a sigh, he weaved his hands and pointed them in my direction.

      My chest tightened, and a familiar feeling traveled through me, a force that seemed to pull at my very soul, that reached into the deepest layers of my being to reveal what was behind them.

      I knew the sensation well. Rowan was accessing our magical bond and drawing magic from me.

      Hand still extended, he clenched it into a fist. Giant, invisible fingers seemed to wrap around me. They tugged on me, drawing me forward so suddenly that I sat up in bed, panting. Then, with an extra flourish of his fingers, he levitated me out of bed and deposited me on my feet right in front of him.

      “Do you believe me now?” he said.

      I didn’t think I had any more tears to give, but they spilled out of me all the same. I nodded, my throat thick with emotion.

      “Your magic is there, Charlie,” he said. “You just have to believe it.”
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      Even though I’d been to several magical parties in my time at the Academy, I’d never been to an event quite like this.

      As we stepped up through the warehouse doors, the lights dazzled my eyes. Crystal icicles and elaborate snowflakes floated in the air, suspended by magic and highlighted by twinkle lights that dripped from the low ceiling in long strands while an orchestra of unmanned instruments played “White Christmas” in one corner.

      My eyes lingered on the floating violins and cellos, the bows slicing back and forth in perfect synchronicity. However, my awed attention was torn away from the music by two ten-foot-tall nutcracker statues marching on stiff legs and taking positions on either side of the entrance to the amazingly-decorated ballroom.

      “Damn, Disha, your parents really know how to throw a party. Walking nutcrackers?” I asked.

      My friend glanced up from the mirrored compact she was using to check her red lipstick. Her dress matched her makeup, holly berry red and skin-tight with a plunging neckline that showed off her assets perfectly.

      My outfit had more coverage but still clung to my body in all the right places. It was borrowed from Disha, of course, but the spaghetti-strapped, floor-length black gown seemed to be made for me and fit in with all of the elegantly dressed guests that mingled around us.

      “What? Oh, yeah. This? It’s over the top,” she said, fluttering her manicured hand toward the giant nutcrackers. “I told my parents subtle is better, but does anyone listen to me? Never.” She shook her head in annoyance.

      This party was anything but subtle. From what I understood, Disha’s parents had invited every magical dignitary, regent, and whos-who within a thousand miles. They’d rented out a huge warehouse in New York City and spent weeks decorating and planning, magically transforming it into one of the most amazing spaces I’d ever seen.

      When we stepped past the giant nutcrackers and through the doors, I was able to take it all in. The expansive room seemed to stretch across a full city block and had ceilings that soared several stories overhead, though I couldn’t tell exactly how high because strings of pinprick lights stretched above like stars. Below them, real snowflakes swirled and fell, disappearing before hitting the floor. Giant pine trees with snow-covered branches occupied the corners. The mounds of wrapped gifts underneath them made me nervous. I couldn’t afford to buy anyone Christmas presents, and it would be so embarrassing to receive without being able to give. It had been hard enough coming up with something for Rowan and Disha.

      I scanned the crowd of attendees to see who’d arrived. Guests sat at tables set with the finest tableware. More stood around a bustling bar that ran along the far wall. The dance floor waited at the back, empty now, but ready for later when the guests’ veins were full of liquid courage.

      Rowan touched my elbow and I glanced at him, nearly forgetting he’d been at my side this whole time. Tonight was his first appearance in magical society since Dean McIntosh had secured his pardon a couple of days ago and nervous energy rolled off him in waves. There were witches and warlocks who still wanted him dead and, yet, he’d accompanied me so I didn’t have to go stag.

      God, there were days I felt I didn’t deserve him. And that black suit and tie he was wearing... I bit my lower lip. It took all my willpower not to drag him into a coat closet and finish what we’d started a few nights ago.

      “Want a drink?” he asked, sounding like he was the one who wanted one.

      “Sure. Wine or something. Nothing too fancy,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Not sure I’ll be able to manage ‘nothing too fancy’ here, but I’ll try.”

      As he headed off to the bar, Disha caught sight of Drew and grabbed my wrist to haul me over. We cut through swaths of people, some I recognized and some I didn’t, until we found Drew and his parents sitting at a table off to the side.

      Head Councilor Mishra and his young, beautiful wife nodded at us as Drew stood and kissed Disha on the cheek. Drew looked stunning in a stylish green blazer, red shirt, and black pants. His parents were both in tones of silver, their expressions equally icy. The greetings were polite, but I could tell Disha was nervous around the “in-laws.”

      Though Head Councilor Mishra had stood by his son during the debacle when Ponomarenko had used Drew as a weapon, things were still a bit strained between father and son. Disha wasn’t great at holding her tongue and pretending everything was fine, and sometimes it showed.

      “Mr. Mishra,” Disha said, making an effort, “are you enjoying the party? My parents were so glad you could come.”

      Drew’s father glanced around and gave a tight nod. “The party is… something.”

      His tone was not exactly rude, but a hint of snark and judgment lingered in his expression. His wife’s frown didn’t help, either. She kept glancing at the moving nutcrackers and glowering. How rude to attend a party only to be stuck-up about it. I glanced at Disha, hoping to God she was missing it, but the bright red tone of her cheeks let me know she’d very much noticed their attitude.

      “I just… I see my brother, so…” Disha stammered a few words before whirling and stomping off in the other direction.

      Drew shot his father a nasty glare, then took off, leaving me standing at the table awkwardly.

      “I really like the party,” I uttered, not knowing what to say.

      Drew’s step-mother said nothing, but I caught her stealing glances at my wrist stump. Self-consciously, I tucked it behind my back.

      “Charlie, I know Dean McIntosh trusts you,” Head Councilor Mishra said, drawing my attention.

      “She does. I mean, I think she does.” I bit my lip and scanned for any exit. How had everyone abandoned me? I needed an excuse to leave.

      Head Councilor Mishra, leaned forward. “I know she’s told you of our little problem.” He whispered the last part, inclining his head and locking eyes with me to make sure I understood, but I didn’t.

      “Our little problem?” I asked. Did he mean Drew’s shape-shifter situation? Most people knew about that by now.

      “I hear you’ve found a clue.” He lifted his right hand and wiggled one finger at me.

      Ah, the finger.

      We’d found the finger a few days earlier and, after trying Disha’s translation spell on it to no avail, we’d shared our discovery with Dean McIntosh through an astral projection spell. She’d taken all the information in stride, told us we’d done the right thing by incinerating the body and asked us to keep it all secret. Then, as quickly as we were done presenting our report, she’d rushed away to attend to some other emergency, though not before reiterating we should tell no one.

      It wasn’t exactly the response we’d been looking for. We didn’t know what to do with the finger, nor how to investigate further. We were three students with no real resources or crime-related training.

      And, in my case, no magic.

      In the end, we’d put the finger in a plastic bag and stuck it in Disha’s garage freezer, hoping that Viraj, Disha’s younger brother, wouldn’t stumble on it during one of his late-night snack binges. Disha had kept digging into the old fae symbols but had found nothing of note so far.

      “Charlie,” Head Councilor Mishra whispered. “You know how important it is that no one finds out.”

      “Dean McIntosh said that, yeah,” I replied.

      “Well, I’m reiterating the need for discretion. If it got out that a fae was on the loose hurting humans, can you imagine what would happen?” He glanced around the room. “Mass panic. And you know what happens during a panic like that?”

      I bit my lip and shook my head, not liking where this was going.

      “Those on the margins of society end up getting hurt, that’s what.” His eyes cut through the crowd and locked on Rowan who was walking up to our table with two drinks in his hand.

      Head Councilor Mishra pulled me close. “People always suspect those they don’t understand. And who is less understood than our non-wizard brethren?”

      A chill ran up my spine. Was he threatening me? Threatening Rowan?

      “Hi,” Rowan said as he stepped up to the table.

      Head Councilor Mishra let go of my arm and plastered on a politician’s smile. “Hello, Rowan. It’s good to see you on this side of the law for a change.”

      Rowan blushed as much as a vampire could. “Thank you, sir. That pardon… It was…”

      Head Councilor Mishra waved a dismissive hand. “It was nothing. Just, please, prove your detractors wrong.”

      “I will, sir,” Rowan said.

      This was my out. I grabbed Rowan’s arm. “I think I see Bridget,” I said. “If you’ll excuse us.”

      I didn’t wait for a response. I pulled Rowan away from the table and into the crowd.

      What had Mishra been trying to say? That if I told anyone about the fae serial killer he might take away Rowan’s pardon? He hadn’t come right out and said that, but something told me that was what he’d been hinting. Or maybe I was reading too much into it.

      “Hey, wait up,” Rowan said, attempting not to slosh my red wine and his scotch. “Did you really see Bridget?”

      “No,” I said, pulling him into a corner. “But I had to get away from that table.”

      I drew us behind a giant pine and out of view of the Mishras, my head pounding. I needed to think, but there were too many people for that. Plus, the smell of pine and the prickle of needles on my skin overwhelmed my senses. What I wanted to do was leave the party and hunker down to think about what had just happened, but we’d just gotten here, and there was no way I was leaving Disha alone. Not after how the Mishras had reacted.

      “What’s wrong?” Rowan asked, his expression flooding with concern.

      I shook my head, puzzling out what to tell him, but before I could, a giant gingerbread person ran in our direction.

      “Guys!” The costumed figure sprinted our way with arms flung wide. Red hair spilled out from the costume’s hood and bright green eyes locked with mine before she barreled into me.

      “Bridget,” I said, absorbing her hug. “Glad you made it.”

      “I did,” she said, switching her hug from me to Rowan. “And I brought someone. You have to meet her.”

      Once again, I was being dragged across the cavernous room. Why had I agreed to wear high heels? My feet were not going to make it all night.

      Soon, Bridget had relocated us to a semi-quiet corner of the room underneath one of the giant nutcracker statues. A woman I’d never seen before stood with her back to the wall, hands clasped at her waist. She was thin and willowy with chestnut-brown skin and light blue hair cut in a long bob. Her eyes turned to Bridget as we walked up and a smile spread across her full, red lips.

      Ah. Bridget had met someone. And she was lovely.

      “Guys, this is Lenora. Lenora, these are the guys. Well, guy and girl. And where’s Disha?” Bridget’s words tumbled out of her mouth, her hands fluttering around nervously.

      Lenora smiled and shook our hands. I noticed fae runes in faint lines on her wrists as we greeted each other. Her other features seemed subtly fae, like her slightly-pointed ears and wide eyes, though they were not as pronounced as Sinasre’s or Anama’s.

      “Charlie, it’s nice to meet you.” Lenora spoke with a faint accent, her voice calm and collected. She seemed a bit older than we were. Sophisticated. Her dress was a posh, red mermaid-cut gown that pooled on the floor. Diamonds glittered from her necklace and earrings, hinting at wealth. I wondered how Bridget had met her and why we hadn’t heard about it sooner.

      Bridget beamed, staring dreamily at the ethereal goddess she’d brought to the party. Boy, she had it bad. I hoped this woman wouldn’t break Bridget’s weird but kind heart.

      Before we could talk further, trumpets blew. Across the room, giant curtains drew back and people in elf gear bounded in, some literally springing up ten feet in the air while others tumbled and cartwheeled on the ground. One even rode in on a live reindeer, the poor animal peering around terrified as magic catapulted it through the air.

      Yep, subtle this was not.

      As a jolly Santa appeared at the front of the stage in a puff of smoke, I wondered how Disha was surviving.

      A hand at my arm drew my eyes away from the terrified reindeer. Lenora smiled at me.

      “Bridget told me about the finger.” Her voice was quiet but direct and it sent a wave of terror through me. So, whoops, we’d told Bridget before we’d been instructed to keep it a secret. Who else might she have spilled to?

      “Please,” I whispered in her ear. “Don’t say anything more. We weren’t supposed to tell anyone.”

      Panic raced through my body as merry Christmas music swelled. Gingerbread men danced out, and I realized Bridget was now among them. It was a crazy sight to see as I stood immobilized, trying to figure out what to do with Lenora.

      “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “I won’t tell anyone about the finger or its connection to the Death Horse.”

      Death Horse?

      “What?” I asked, figuring I’d heard her wrong.

      Her wintergreen-colored eyes turned to mine.

      “The fae symbol on the finger you found. It’s the mark of the Death Horse, the Unseelie fae killing squad.”
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      “Why did they bother?” Disha asked to no one in particular as we sat inside a big limousine on our way to dinner. All six of us—Rowan, Disha, Bridget, Drew, Lenora, and me—fit comfortably inside the ample vehicle.

      Disha was still mad about the way Drew’s parents had behaved at the party. In fact, at Disha’s insistence, we had left the warehouse fifteen minutes ago after staying for only an hour. She claimed she couldn’t stand one more minute of watching Drew’s step-mother make faces and frown at anyone who passed by their table, including Bridget in her gingerbread outfit.

      “Honestly,” she said, “with those manners, I don’t understand how your father became High Councilor, Drew.”

      “Trust me, I don’t know, either,” he said with a sigh. “I’m really sorry. Really, really sorry.”

      Even though it wasn’t his fault, Drew had already apologized more times than I could count. Disha intertwined her fingers with his and gave them a squeeze to let him know she didn't blame him—not that this stopped her ranting, which she kept up until we got to the restaurant in the trendy SoHo area.

      As we exited the car and the driver pulled away to park, Disha stomped ahead and barged through the entrance, carrying with her all the negative energy the evening had released.

      Drew walked behind her, tall and handsome in his human guise. He was extremely patient with his girlfriend, an indispensable trait for any man who wanted to date Disha. I loved him for that. He was perfect for her, and I knew that, in no time, he would make her forget about the party and put a smile back on her face.

      Bridget and Lenora walked ahead of Rowan and me. They talked in low tones and seemed very comfortable with each other. I was itching to know how they’d met, and how Lenora had earned Bridget’s trust so quickly to get her to share our discovery about the severed finger.

      To be honest, I was freaked. Bridget could be too quick to trust when she liked someone—Exhibit A: Ava Marie, AKA Tempest—and she clearly liked this someone. Hadn’t she ever heard “loose lips sink ships”? And her lips seemed especially loose around Lenora.

      Where had they met? What had Lenora meant by the Death Horse killing squad? With Disha rushing us out of the party, I didn’t get a chance to ask any questions. I needed to look into this Lenora person a little more carefully before she took us all down.

      I started to rush after them when Rowan grabbed my hand and stopped me. I glanced back, frowning.

      “What is it? Is something wrong?” I asked.

      “No, umm, nothing’s wrong. I just… well… I wanted to…” He cocked his head to the side and drew me away from the entrance toward a building next door.

      This was very unlike Rowan. He was never insecure or hesitant about anything. If he were shy at all, he would have never been able to impersonate Lawson Rush’s swagger.

      The business next door was closed, its glass doors displaying a fancy title of some law firm that was unreadable in the dim light. Rowan drew me into its recessed doorway, away from prying eyes.

      “What’s the matter? You’re worrying me,” I said.

      “No, there’s nothing to worry about. I’m sorry… I just…” He reached into his pocket and pulled something out. “Umm, I have a Christmas present for you.”

      In all the time we’d known each other, we’d never exchanged gifts. I’d suspected it might happen this time around, but what could he be giving me that made him so nervous? My heart started pounding.

      I also had a gift for him. It was nothing fancy, which had worried me plenty while I’d worked on it, but now that Rowan was standing here in front of me, looking so awkward, I feared my gift might be even lamer than I’d guessed.

      Taking my hand, he pressed something cold and round to my palm. When he let go, I tightened my fingers around it as if I could avoid peering at it, but it was stupid. I didn’t need to see what he’d given me. I knew exactly what it was. I was familiar with its shape and the feel of its intricate pattern and jewels.

      It was Rowan’s medallion, the one he’d worn during our freshman year.

      Before he was a vampire, he’d been an item warlock—like me with my bracelets, or Fedorov with his cufflinks.

      The medallion had been in his family for many generations. Before Rowan, it’d belonged to his grandfather. And when the medallion chose Rowan, it was a great source of jealousy between his brothers and even his father, Macgregor Underwood.

      And now he was giving it to me?

      I shook my head. “No, I can’t take this.”

      I hadn’t even lowered my eyes to the medallion, and I was already rejecting it. This had to stay in Rowan’s family. Macgregor was probably turning in his grave, seeing what his son was doing to their precious heirloom.

      “I want you to have it,” Rowan said, his voice firm with a take-no-prisoners ring to it.

      “But…”

      “No but.”

      He gently pried it from my hand and draped the chain over my head. The piece hung heavily around my neck, making me feel strange. This didn’t belong to me. Not all. It was too much. Too nice.

      I shook my head again as I looked down at the Celtic pattern and inlaid jewels. The thing had to be invaluable. I couldn’t take it. Somehow, I had to give it back.

      As if he were reading my mind, he said, “And don’t you dare try to give it back.”

      “What I got for you doesn’t even compare,” I said. “Not even close.”

      “You know that doesn’t matter. I got you, that’s all I want.” He ran the back of his hand down the side of my face and gave me a gentle smile. His dark eyes sparkled with happiness and contentment, making me believe his every word.

      Hesitantly, I reached inside my pocket and pulled out the little parcel I’d made for him. I’d used a sheet of gift paper in crisp blue and silver, borrowed from Disha’s mom.

      “Here,” I said. “It’s nothing much. I made it.” It had taken me weeks to finish it, and yet, it couldn’t fall any shorter.

      Rowan knew I didn’t have any money. I was on scholarship at the Academy. It paid for my room and board and my meals. For three years now, I’d been wearing Disha’s hand-me-downs. And, with all the excitement that was my life, I couldn’t even get a part-time job to allow me to save a little money. I was broke, to say the least. Still, even though Rowan understood my situation, I felt horrible.

      Under the shadows of the awning, I carefully scrutinized his expression as he unwrapped the modest bracelet. It was made of simple hemp, weaved together to form a pattern. It was something he could wear to remember me by, sort of like the medallion, though that was where the similarities stopped.

      “You made this?” he asked, sounding surprised.

      I nodded.

      “How?”

      I lifted my one hand and twiddled my fingers. I still had sore spots from the hours I’d spent tying those knots.

      He bit his lower, and for a long moment he didn’t say anything. I felt mortified. It was inadequate. It was cheap. It was nothing. I wanted to snatch it from his hand and throw it away, but all I could do was stand frozen, feeling like a total loser.

      Then he looked up. There was deep emotion in his face, and his eyes wavered slightly.

      My heart squeezed. Touched by his reaction, I pressed a hand to his face and caressed his jaw.

      “This must’ve taken you hours. Days. Thank you,” he said, his voice thick. He hugged me tightly as if he’d never let me go. “I love you. I don’t deserve you.”

      “Because of a dumb bracelet?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “Because of everything.” His hand slid down my back, holding me tight.

      I wanted to tell him he was exaggerating, but my own throat was blocked with tears, and I couldn’t utter a single word. Instead, I slid my cheek over his jaw until my lips met his, and we kissed softly and carefully as if we were afraid the air between us would shatter.

      When we pulled away, we smiled weakly and, holding hands, walked into the restaurant. After joining our friends, I watched as Rowan set his wrist on his thigh and struggled to tie on the bracelet, almost in the same way that I’d struggled when I made it.

      Once the bracelet was in place, he winked. “Best present anyone’s ever given me,” he said, his voice as sincere as I’d ever heard it.

      As we settled in, I glanced around. The restaurant was fancy and crowded. Every guest wore a fancy cocktail dress or suit and tie. The women sported subtle makeup, jewelry, and high-end haircuts that could pay for all my textbooks this upcoming semester. Modern art hung from the walls, and many crystal chandeliers glowed overhead, not a speck of dust on them.

      Disha had procured a very private table at the back of the room, away from most customers. It was partly surrounded by an enclosure of wood and leather, which removed us from  the noise of voices and cutlery, and kept us from the prying eyes of patrons who might be offended by a witch or vampire.

      The round table was covered with a white cloth and set with fine china and crystal glasses. Black napkins rested on the plates, folded in the shape of swans, and shiny silverware of different sizes surrounded each setting.

      Everything was so fancy.

      Feeling self-conscious, I hid my stump under the table. The dress and Manolo Blahnik shoes I’d borrowed from Disha were more than appropriate, and yet, I still felt like that forgotten homeless girl who’d once shaved her head because she couldn’t afford lice medicine.

      If only I could have my magic back, I knew I wouldn’t feel so worthless.

      All the confidence I’d gained in the past three and a half years seemed to be gone. Apparently, I hadn’t changed at all. Intrinsically, I was the same insecure, unwanted girl I’d always been. How much had happened, and yet how little things had changed.

      “Everything okay?” Bridget whispered, pressing a hand to my forearm. She was sitting to my left, wearing a tight pants romper that fit her like a glove. She had ditched the gingerbread costume and was dressed more stylish than I’d ever seen her—even if the romper was magenta.

      Before I could answer, Disha addressed Lenora. “So where did you guys meet?”

      We all leaned in, not even trying to hide our curiosity.

      Bridget’s face lit up at the memory. “Two weeks ago, my parents needed someone to cover one of their contracts in Silicon Valley, so Bobby and I went. The client owns a high-tech company that deals with stock investments. She needed protection due to the stuff that’s been happening with the fae, and she happens to be Lenora’s mother.”

      Lenora gave Bridget a crooked smile. “I’ll have to say that Bridget was the one who ended up doing all the… bodyguarding.” They both shared a laugh.

      I frowned. They had only known each other for two weeks and they acted as if they were lifelong pals? My suspicion grew.

      “Are your parents fae?” Disha asked, the same distrust that I felt stamped on her face.

      “As a matter of fact, my mother is,” Lenora said. “My father is human, and not a Supernatural, just a Regular.”

      “That’s exactly why Lenora’s mother needed protection,” Bridget said. “Ever since the fae realm was attacked and all the refugees came here, people have been treating her like crap.”

      “Yeah,” Lenora said with a frown, “it hasn’t been fun.”

      “Sometimes people yell racist garbage at Lenora on the street,” Bridget said. “Bunch of assholes!”

      “That’s terrible,” Drew said. “I’m sorry that’s happening. I can relate.”

      “Yeah, me too,” Rowan added, nodding solemnly.

      “How does your mother own a business in Silicon Valley?” Disha asked, still on her quest for twenty questions.

      Lenora, for her part, didn’t seem to mind the interrogation and went along gladly, her green eyes sparkling like emeralds in the lamplight. “My mother has lived on this side of things for a long time. She met my father, fell in love, got married. There was a slight… misunderstanding. My mother didn’t tell him she was fae—she uses a glamour to disguise her fae features most of the time—but when I was born, and he saw the way I look,” she waved her hands in front of her body to demonstrate, “he wasn’t thrilled, so he split.”

      “Bastard!” Bridget put in, wrinkling her nose.

      “Most of my life, I hid my features too,” Lenora went on. “You could say I was a closet fae. Luckily, I grew out of that in high school and just came out. I lost a lot of friends but also found out who I could really count on.”

      “I bet,” Rowan said bitterly.

      “So, you’ve lived here all your life?” I asked.

      Lenora nodded as she played with the forks in front of her, aligning them perfectly.

      I leaned forward, lowering my voice. “Then how do you know about this Death Horse killing squad? Are they not from the fae realm?”

      “Oh, they are,” Lenora said. “But, they are legendary. My mother raised me on all kinds of fae stories. I know all about them.”

      “So, who are they?” Disha asked.

      “They were fae warriors recruited by the Unseelie King,” Lenora answered. “Joined together under his banner to form a deadly group of assassins.”

      “Assassins?!” I whisper-shouted, my blood going cold.

      I couldn’t imagine fae assassins. If they truly existed, they had to be ruthless. From what I knew, fae warriors were trained in all matter of weapons and fighting techniques, which I had seen firsthand when Sinasre’s father came to rescue him from Nyquist’s dreamscape. If any of them were to become assassins, they would be truly deadly.

      “As it turns out,” Bridget said with a hint of pride, “Lenora’s mother left the fae realm because she was running away from the Death Horse.”

      “So, we have an in,” Disha said, her eyes glittering. She really was bent on solving the murders.

      Across the table, our gazes locked and somehow I knew, for better or worse, we’d have a busy week ahead of us.
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      Christmas came and went in a swirl of candy canes, pine trees, and hushed conversation about fae death squads.

      Pretty much your average holiday fare.

      With the new information about Lenora’s and her mother’s knowledge of the Death Horse, we were convinced that Silicon Valley was where we needed to go next. We had to talk to her and find out as much as we could about this deadly group, our only lead in the human murders.

      However, magically transporting six people across the country wasn’t an easy feat. It took tremendous amounts of energy to travel long distances like that, so Disha would only have enough for a round-trip with two others. Since conventional flying was out—we wanted to be more mobile than that in case of an emergency—we had to find someone else to help get us there.

      I was out, so that left Bridget.

      It took Disha a few days, between festivities, to teach Bridget the teleportation spell and a few more days to test it out. The hamsters Bridget first transported to California came back looking a little shaken up, so we had to make sure we could arrive in one piece.

      I remembered my first teleportation trip and was determined to go with Disha whether she liked it or not.

      Three days after Christmas, the six of us met on Disha’s back patio. Drew, Disha, Rowan, Bridget, Lenora and I clustered under the overhead lights as tiny snowflakes swirled overhead. The house behind us was quiet. Disha’s parents were at another holiday party—something related to Disha’s dad’s work—and Viraj was staying with a friend. Having the house to ourselves was convenient since we hadn’t mentioned we were attempting to track down a notorious fae death squad.

      “Mama’s a worrier,” Disha had explained. “It’s best not to mention any of this.”

      Bridget and Lenora had shown up, holding hands, looking like a study in opposites—Lenora in a gorgeous, black peacoat and Bridget in a bright green, parka and striped tights. Apparently, she’d gone back to dressing like her old self, which, frankly, I was glad to see. She shouldn’t change for love. That never worked out.

      Rowan stood beside me, holding my hand. His amulet rested against my skin under my shirt. Many times I’d tried to give it back and many times he’d refused, so what could I do? I’d keep it safe while I waited for him to change his mind.

      Tonight, he looked devastatingly handsome in a black leather jacket, black beanie hat, jeans, and boots. The cold brought a hint of color to his normally pale cheeks and his eyes sparkled in the moonlight. Things had been too crazy lately for us to spend much time together, and with the investigation, I worried that might remain the norm. What else was new? When would we get a vacation on the beach? A quarter past never it seemed.

      Disha and Drew stood beside each other on the snow-littered patio. Both looked nervous. Drew had insisted on coming, and I had to admit that having a Goliath with us couldn’t hurt. He nodded at me as we arranged ourselves in a circle, our breath puffing up in little clouds.

      It was warm in Palo Alto. At least we had that.

      “Ready?” Disha asked Bridget.

      Our normally gung-ho friend seemed pale and shrunken in her parka. “Yeah,” she murmured, glancing around at everyone. “It should be fine.”

      “It’s now or never,” Rowan said, grabbing Bridget’s gloved hand. He gave her a reassuring smile that I loved him for.

      Now, if only she wouldn’t magically tear my darling boyfriend into pieces.

      I grabbed Disha’s hand and she already had Drew’s. We stood across from Lenora, Bridget, and Rowan, apprehensive and shivering.

      “See you on the other side,” Bridget said. Then she closed her eyes, muttered something, and all three of them disappeared.

      “We better go,” Disha murmured. “I want to be there if anything goes wrong.”

      I was about to say something positive and reassuring when her magic took hold of me. It still felt a bit like being yanked forward by my belly button while simultaneously riding on a whirling carnival ride.

      In less than a second, we stumbled into being under a glorious sunset of intense pinks and oranges. I took a step forward, catching myself before I took a tumble. Luckily, I was still holding Disha’s hand.

      Drew stood beside her, casting his eyes around. “Where are they?”

      A trickle of terror raced down my spine as I scanned the scene.

      We stood at the end of a long driveway, blocked by a large iron gate. Behind it, a massive, modern mansion stood out against the setting sun. But where were my friends?

      Turning around, I checked behind us. The driveway led to a palm-tree-lined street devoid of cars or people—an area that seemed secluded and meant to keep the riff-raff from finding the very expensive house behind me.

      Off to my right, bushes rattled. As I whirled, Bridget popped out of the foliage, spitting leaves and brushing twigs from her hair. “Lenora?”

      “Rowan?” I cried, racing forward.

      A groan answered. Buried in the shrubbery, Rowan and Lenora sat up and touched their bodies to make sure they were intact, which, thank God, they were.

      “Are you okay?” I said, reaching in to help Rowan out.

      He nodded, picking leaves out of his hair. “Yeah. Fine. Just… leafy.”

      “I’m so sorry,” Bridget mumbled, mostly to Lenora, who seemed dazed.

      “It’s okay. Beats baggage claim, I guess.” Lenora took Bridget’s help and climbed out of the brush. With a quick hand through her hair, she was back to looking elegant and composed.

      “This way.” She gestured to the giant mansion.

      This was her house? Was everyone rich but me?

      Lenora led the way to the gate and thumbed in a code. The iron gates drew back and let us through. As we walked up the concrete driveway, I took the house in. The architecture was modern—straight lines and rectangular windows dominated the view as light spilled out of them. The place was massive, two-stories stretching back further than we could see from here. Lenora led us up a path lined with perfectly-spaced, spiny plants and up a set of steps that ended at an open doorway.

      A woman in her mid-forties with curly, gray hair and light brown skin stood in the threshold. Was this Lenora’s mother? She didn’t look anything like Lenora or like a fae for that matter.

      “Louise, is my mother home? I called to let her know I was coming.”

      The woman smiled warmly, nodding. “Oh yes, she’s here, waiting. So good to see you, pumpkin. Come in. Come in.”

      The woman pulled Lenora in for a tight hug before stepping back and letting us into the house.

      “Louise, these are my friends. Guys, this is Louise. She takes good care of us. She’s been with us for, what is it? Fifteen years?” Lenora asked.

      “Sixteen,” Louise said with a smile. “I remember when you were running around with peanut butter on your cheeks and rips in your tights. Where did the time go?” Louise gave Lenora a warm smile and squeezed her hand. Then she led us into the house.

      The interior matched the exterior, both in style and grandiosity. The floors were polished tile, the ceilings soared, and the overhead lamps were made of chrome, a fit for any modern art museum. Expensive paintings hung on the walls, and a grand piano stood like a sleek animal in one corner.

      Louise led us to a sitting area with low couches circling around an oversized glass coffee table. Ahead of us, a giant TV rested over a glowing fireplace and behind us, the floor-to-ceiling windows showed a deck and pool.

      “Takes your breath away, right?” Bridget asked, taking off her parka to reveal a Snoopy T-shirt in bright tie-dye colors. “The pool is heated.”

      She went all dreamy as if she were remembering the time spent in the warm water while bodyguarding.

      Lenora glanced around as if with fresh eyes. “Mother makes a lot of money and wants people to know it.”

      Her tone made me suspect Lenora didn’t exactly agree with her mother’s lifestyle. I did find it odd that a fae would live in a house that felt so cold, so far from nature. This was not at all like the nature-filled spaces I had seen in the fae realm, and it made this whole situation feel off-kilter. What kind of fae lived surrounded by glass and concrete?

      But, then again, what did I know?

      Heels clipping across the tile announced Lenora’s mother’s approach. We’d been told her name was Parisa, but that was all we knew. I’d been expecting an exotic, half-human half-animal figure like the fae I’d seen in Alanthyl, but the elegant businesswoman that turned the corner was nothing of the sort.

      Parisa was tall and lean like Lenora, but with no discernable fae characteristics. She appeared entirely human with sleek, curly black hair, brown eyes, brown skin, and a black one-piece dress that suggested she’d just walked in from a board meeting.

      Pausing just before she reached the couch, she regarded us in the same business-like manner.

      “Lenora, these are the friends you mentioned?” she asked, without the slightest attempt to hug her daughter as the Louise had.

      Lenora ran a hand down her skirt nervously. “Yes. This is Bridget, remember her?”

      Parisa cocked her head to one side. “Yes, I think so. The girl from the security firm? And these people are...?”

      Bridget shrank, folding her arms across her chest to hide Snoopy. God, this was not going well.

      “I told you that, too,” Lenora said, a hint of annoyance in her voice. “They are here to ask you about some fae lore. It’s important.”

      Parisa sighed. “Fine. I have one hour.”

      She turned and walked away without inviting us to join her.

      Lenora shrugged, grabbing her coat. “Come on. When she says an hour, she means thirty minutes tops.”

      We rushed after Lenora down a long, polished hallway and into a giant kitchen. The modern decor continued here with chrome fixtures and black slab countertops. Louise had set a tray of little sandwiches, cheese, and grapes on the counter, plus glasses of what looked like champagne. Parisa was already drinking one, then munching on cheese while she stood.

      Once we all gathered awkwardly around the counter, she pointed to me. “What do you want to know? Lenora says it’s important.”

      I swallowed, glancing between my friends. How exactly should I go about getting the information we needed? I had assumed Lenora would do the talking, but she stood there as quiet as a stone, very willing to let me take the brunt of it.

      Tucking my stump behind my back, I took a deep breath and jumped in. “Well, ma’am, there’s been an occurrence, something that concerns fae and humankind alike. We found a clue and Lenora thought you might have more information.”

      “Yes, yes, but what do you want to know?” Parisa made a hurry-up gesture with her hand.

      “Death Horse,” I blurted. “We need to know about Death Horse.”

      The color drained from Parisa’s face. “How dare you say that.”

      “Mother,” Lenora started, but Parisa cut her off with a cold glare.

      “Who are these people you bring to my house? Uttering those words. Don’t you know just speaking their name can bring them down on you?” Parisa set her food down, whirled around, and began digging in kitchen drawers at a frantic rate.

      “Mother, we didn’t know,” Lenora tried, but Parisa stopped and shook her head.

      “Get them out of here, and you, you stay. We need to talk.” She gave Lenora a hard stare and then her eyes cut to Bridget, who shrank down even further. Poor Bridget.

      We all glanced at each other, confused. We’d come all this way for nothing.

      “You heard me,” Parisa said. “Get out.”

      We turned to go as Lenora glanced between us and her mother. "I'll call you later," she told Bridget, who nodded looking miserable.

      Disha led the way as we all filtered down the hall. From her gait, it was easy to tell she was pissed, and I was surprised she had refrained from giving Parisa a piece of her mind before we left. Most of the time Drew seemed to have a calming effect on her, but this time was an exception.

      With an angry jerk of her hand, she flung open the front door, took a step forward, and let out a blood-curdling scream.

      Rushing to her side, we all stopped and stared at the body on the sidewalk.

      It was Louise.

      My mouth went dry. She’d been alive just moments ago and now…

      A few feet from the door, the poor woman lay on her side. Blood was pooling underneath her and filling the cracks in the sidewalk.

      Beside her, written in blood, fae runes were scrawled across the concrete.

      “What do they say?” Bridget croaked.

      Disha wove trembling hands through her translation spell and the words took shape.

      “Stop digging,” the words said, “Or you’ll dig up more than a few dead humans.”
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      “She’s dead, she’s dead, she’s dead,” Lenora murmured as she hunched over in her chair, holding herself and rocking back and forth. Her loose, blue hair hung over her face and swayed back and forth as she rocked.

      Bridget stood behind her, rubbing her back and looking as lost as the rest of us as we huddled in the kitchen, shocked to our core.

      Only moments before we had been kicked to the curb by Lenora’s mother as unwelcome guests, but now, after finding their housekeeper dead, we’d been ushered back inside. Parisa had locked the front door and rushed us in, disappearing into an interior room, which left the rest of us gathered around the kitchen table in shock and unsure of what to do next.

      Where had Parisa gone and why had she left us alone?

      “They were here,” Disha murmured as she paced the length of the table. “The Death… umm… I mean the D.H. Did they follow us? Are they out there now?”

      I bit my lip, trying hard not to lose control of myself entirely. “Parisa said just mentioning their name could bring them down on us.”

      Was this all my fault? I’d said their name and now Louise was dead. But how could I have known? Lenora had mentioned them by name at the Christmas party and no one had ended up dead then. It didn’t make sense.

      I shivered and rubbed my opposite arm with my good hand. Rowan stepped beside me and slid an arm around my back.

      “Should we call the police?” Drew asked. “Magical Law Enforcement?”

      “No.” The voice came from down the hall as Parisa returned to the kitchen. Her high heels were gone and the panicked look on her face was replaced with one of resolve. “All of you. Come with me. Now.”

      We paused at her words. She’d tried to kick us out, and now she was gesturing us further inside. When we didn’t move fast enough, she made a hurry-up motion with her hand. Doing as we were told, we followed her down a couple of dim hallways. Soon, we were standing at a closed door. Parisa opened it, revealing a set of stairs.

      “Down,” she said.

      Descending, we went down single-file, stopping at another door, which unlike the first one was made of solid metal and sported massive locks that would make Fort Knox proud.

      Parisa stepped around us and pressed her thumb to a scan pad. The door beeped and unlocked with a series of heavy clanking noises.

      “It’s the safe room,” she said, pulling the door open and gesturing us through. “Go on.”

      A safe room? If she thought we needed to be in a safe room why had she left us in the kitchen to begin with? Odd. Something seemed off.

      We entered into a mini-apartment—a sitting room with a small loveseat and two chairs facing a large TV screen. On one wall, shelves full of doomsday-prepper canned goods sat in neat rows and, on the other, a serious home monitoring system showed views of the house’s exterior.

      Disha ran up to the screen and jabbed a finger at the section of the screen that showed the front door and Louise’s lifeless body. “Does this record outside? We can see who they were.”

      But, Parisa shook her head. “You think an elite fae killing force would allow themselves to be photographed by human technology? Do you know anything about faeries?”

      “I don’t... know,” Disha said, her bad attitude seeming to grow. “But at least I’m trying to do something.”

      Parisa didn’t take the bait. Instead, she sealed us into the room with the heavy clink of several locks sliding into their positions. Then, she fell into the loveseat. “I’ll have to cancel my dinner meeting.”

      Lenora gaped at her mother from the entryway. “That’s all you can think about? Louise is dead. Her body is outside. In the open!”

      Parisa nodded, smoothing her hands down her dress as if it were upset and not her own daughter. “It’s a terrible tragedy. Very terrible. One that could have been avoided if you weren’t meddling.” Her eyes tracked over to me.

      Oh no. That was not how this was going to go. Now, it was my turn to get pissed. “You’re saying we should just let these fae kill humans and not do anything about it?!”

      “That seems like a cowardly way to go about life,” Rowan added, putting his hand on my back for support.

      Parisa glanced between us. “Oh, I see. You’re the Academy’s investigation squad, eh? Their special task force? You think you can solve this?” She smirked, glancing around at our group, her eyes evaluating and finding us unworthy.

      “Maybe,” Disha said, jutting a hip. “We’ve solved other cases. We’ve done... things.”

      “Really?” Parisa responded. “The case of the lost backpack? Who took the last chicken tender at the cafeteria?”

      Now, she was really pissing me off.

      “Look. We only came here for information. If you don’t have any, fine,” I said. “You don’t want to help us? That’s fine, too. But it seems like you’re involved now since they killed someone close to you on your property. So, you can help us solve this, or deal with them yourself. How long can you hang out here?” I walked over to her wall of canned goods and took a quick count. “Maybe a year, if you don’t mind eating refried beans for three hundred and sixty-five days straight.”

      Her eyes darted to the wall of canned goods, then back to me. “Fine. I’ll tell you what I know and then I want you to leave and take your bad energy with you. I don’t need to be responsible for any more lives.”

      “Great.” I didn’t want to stay stuck down here with her terrible attitude any longer than I had to, anyway. We’d be safe at the Academy and would go to Dean McIntosh for back-up. It was time to get her involved.

      Parisa stood up, walked to an interior door, and turned the handle. I expected a bathroom or laundry area, but what awaited inside, looked nothing like what I’d envisioned.

      This adjacent space bore no resemblance to any others I’d seen in this house so far. Every nook and cranny was filled with natural elements. Vines carved up the walls and dropped from the ceiling. Moss grew on the ground and small trees sprouted from the corners. The buzz of insects and the occasional distant call of a bird could be heard as if it were far off and somehow not encased in this tiny basement. Did the space extend past the dim corners? I had a strange feeling it did.

      The air had the tingle of magic to it. And, in the center of the space, a tree-stump table had many implements of fae incantations strewn on and around it. A horse’s hoof, a bundle of twigs, and vials of something black and viscus got my attention then Parisa stepped in front of us.

      As she entered, her fae characteristics flooded back. Pointed ears, long curling eyelashes, and slitted cats eyes replaced her human features. Her hair was still curly, but switched to a light shade of lavender and took on a feather-like texture. She wore an ethereal, light blue shift that floated around her slender figure and seemed to be made completely out of stars.

      We followed her inside. Up close, everything was just as magical, just as real. It was as if a piece of the faerie world had survived and been transported here.

      Walking to what appeared to be the back of the room, she stooped down and came back up holding a book.

      “You are sure you want to know?” she asked in a different voice from her human version, one that was tremulous and made me imagine branches shifting in the wind. “After this, there’s no turning back.”

      I nodded and found my friends doing the same. We were speechless, mesmerized by the fae goddess before us as she held the ancient tome out and flipped it open.

      Air rushed from between its pages, swaying the branches and vines around us. A flash of light from the book momentarily blinded me, and, when I could look again, an image appeared, filling the space with light and sound.

      A floating head began to speak.

      “...and so the Dark Riders set out on an errand for their Seelie King,” the voice boomed, his blue, bodiless head shimmering as it hovered over the book, long, blond hair framing the fae features. “Yet, the night was dark and the path treacherous. Soon, three of the Riders were born away by unseen forces, never to be heard from again. The remaining group worried that spirits were tempting them off the path, though none had seen nor heard anything to confirm their suspicions.

      “Soon, there were but three Riders left, Ordigon, Borinot, and June, the smallest of their group. Ordigon and Borinot put June in the center of their pack, both vowing to protect her with their lives against the evil that surrounded us on either side, for she was the King’s most beloved Rider.”

      The floating head disappeared and three shimmering images on horseback took its place, two larger and one smaller, the latter riding in the center, looking very young to be on an errand for her king.

      The voice continued in that haunting, howling tone. “At last, the dark forces grew near, attempting to steal June away for themselves. Ordigon and Borinot fought bravely, but there was little their arrows could do against such evil spirits.”

      “Don’t take her, Ordigon begged, reigning in his horse. Take me instead.

      “But the spirits wanted him not. They wanted June with her dewy skin and eyes like the sky at night. When they swooped in to grab her, Borinot cried out. Take us all then, he said. At least then we can be together.

      “At this, the spirits took the three and corrupted them, taking the light from their eyes and the breath from their bodies. They still ride to this day, doing the dirty work of the Unseelie King.”

      Parisa slammed the book shut, cutting off the wind and the floating head. When she glanced at us, her eyes glowed with preternatural light. “Now do you understand? They are monsters, dark spirits. Their only joy is murder and vengeance. And they are difficult to kill because they are barely alive.”

      “But they can be stopped,” Disha said. “Right? Everything can be stopped if you just know how.”

      “No one knows how,” Parisa said.

      “That’s not true,” Lenora cut in. “What about the Unseelie King?”

      Parisa’s eyes darted to her daughter and, for a moment, there was fear on her face before she snuffed it out. “No one sees the Unseelie King and lives.”

      “There has to be a way,” Disha said. “We can’t let them continue killing. Not just for the humans, but for the fae as well. How long do you think the government will let this go on before they turn on fae kind?”

      Lenora nodded. “D.H. killed Louise. They need to pay.”

      Parisa’s mouth twisted up as if she had a secret behind her lips she was attempting to keep trapped.

      “Mother,” Lenora demanded.

      Parisa’s dark eyes locked onto her daughter as she spoke. “Lenora is right. The Unseelie King would know how to stop them. There’s only one problem, the rumor is that he never escaped the other realm. He’s dead.”
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      Dean McIntosh regarded us from the other side of her desk, her fingers steepled under her chin.

      We had tried to reach the dean before to tell her what we’d learned, but she had been unavailable—off with Fedorov somewhere, following a lead.

      Now, at last, we’d finished telling her everything we’d learned about the Death Horse, or D.H. as we were now referring to it, and were now waiting to hear her reaction.

      After Parisa showed us the story about the spirit riders, she’d kept us locked in her safe room for over two hours to ensure it was clear to come out. She’d escorted us to the door and practically kicked us to the curb, her daughter included, leaving me with the impression that, if we showed up again, she would eat us for dinner… raw. The woman was scary, and I wouldn’t put it past her.

      Still in shock, we walked around Louise’s body and left, Bridget hugging Lenora and blocking the view of the old housekeeper. How Parisa could be so cruel, I didn’t know. Maybe it was the fae in her. Either way, if she were my mother, I wouldn’t bother to come back again.

      A few days after returning from Palo Alto, Disha had to say goodbye to Drew and Bridget to Lenora. Drew was still working with his father even after all that had happened and needed to attend High Council business in Brussels, while Lenora, who also had duties at her mother’s company, had to go back to Silicon Valley.

      Now, Disha, Bridget, Rowan, and I were in front of Dean McIntosh, wondering what she planned to do with the information we’d given her and how we would be able to help continue the investigation.

      It was the beginning of the spring semester and classes started tomorrow. We had all gotten situated back in our dorm rooms, purchased our textbooks, and made sure our cafeteria accounts were replenished. It was time to complete our last semester and head towards graduation.

      It seemed impossible.

      I still couldn’t believe it’d been almost four years since I’d joined the Academy. I was supposed to graduate in May, but that seemed even more impossible than the years that had gone by in a flash.

      There was the pesky problem of how I was going to pass my classes without being able to perform magic. I had yet to ask Dean McIntosh and Nurse Taishi if their research to grow back my hand had led to any conclusive findings. Maybe they’d figured something out, and it wasn’t all lost.

      “Good work on finding out so much about the fae riders,” Dean McIntosh said after a long pause. “You took some unnecessary risks, as usual. But, at this point, I know better than to expect any of you to act sensibly.”

      It sounded like she was scolding us, but there was a crooked smile on her face, so maybe not.

      “What are we going to do about it?” Rowan asked.

      He was standing behind my chair, too restless to sit, while Disha and Bridget sat to my left and right. Rowan was supposed to start classes again, but he didn’t think this was the best use of his time. He wanted to be out in the field, chasing the bad guys.

      “We are not going to do anything about it,” the dean said. “We are going to get on with our business. You all by studying, and me by running this Academy.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Rowan said. “Ponomarenko and the D.H. are out there. They need to be stopped.”

      “Yes, but for now, we’ll rely on Magical Law Enforcement for that purpose,” the dean said. “You need to finish your schooling.”

      I sputtered. “Magical Law Enforcement?!” I wanted to add You can’t be serious, but I still knew how to be respectful, unlike Rowan.

      “You can’t be serious!” Rowan exclaimed.

      Rest my case.

      “They can’t be trusted,” he continued. “Not after what happened with Nyquist.”

      “There has been a thorough cleansing within their ranks, Mr. Underwood.” The dean pronounced the last two words with emphasis as if to remind Rowan that we were to keep things civil and polite.

      I waited for Rowan to say something else, but he didn’t. Since he stood behind me, I couldn’t see his face, but I imagined him clenching his teeth, doing his best not to give the dean a piece of his mind. She was lucky we all loved her as much as we did.

      “Because I trust you, I have relied on all of you,” the dean held up her hands as if to encompass us, “more than any responsible adult should.”

      “With all due respect, Dean McIntosh, we’re not kids anymore,” Disha pointed out.

      “I know, I know,” the dean said. “Still, your lives must go on—even after what happened in the fae realm, even after Ponomarenko. And for that purpose, you need to finish your studies and graduate, which would not be possible if you’re not here to pass your classes, would it? It’s time for you to focus on what’s at hand. You’ve done more than enough. I will pass this information to the High Council and MLE. You can’t waste your time, not when you have less than five months to complete your studies.” Her gaze shifted to Rowan. “Except for you, of course. You have a bit longer than that.”

      “No, tell me you didn’t,” Rowan said.

      The dean leaned back in her chair. “Yes, Mr. Underwood, I did. You’re registered as a sophomore.”

      Holy shit.

      “That’s not fair. My skills are way beyond those of a sophomore,” he said, speaking between clenched teeth.

      “In practice, yes,” the dean said. “But in theory, you have much to learn. You did not pass the written exam.”

      Written exam? He hadn’t told me anything about any of this. It seemed he’d assumed he would pass. But just because you could kick the crap out of the bad guys, it didn’t mean you knew Morgana’s Theorem or the Iranian incantation for turning water into wine.

      “There must be a mistake.” Rowan’s voice didn’t sound as confident as before.

      “There’s no mistake, and this is my final decision,” the dean said emphatically, leaving no room for arguments.

      I glanced up and back, hoping to judge Rowan’s reaction, but all I saw was his firmly-set chin. Nonetheless, I felt his frustration as it rolled off of him in waves.

      “I think that’s an excellent decision,” Bridget put in. “I’ve noticed Rowan’s knowledge falls short in certain basic concepts.”

      “Shut it, Bridget,” Rowan said, a deep growl in the back of his throat.

      Bridget wasn’t intimidated, however, and let out a giggle of satisfaction. She still hadn’t fully forgiven Rowan’s involvement with Tempest and the consequent attack on her brother, Bobby.

      “Now,” the dean said, “you should all leave and rest before classes begin tomorrow. Except for you, Charlie. Please stay, I want to talk to you in private.”

      I had begun to stand but froze at her words. I met her gaze, trying to decipher whether she had good news or bad news to share, but her green eyes gave nothing away.

      Rowan squeezed my shoulder. I glanced back and met his reassuring gaze. It seemed to say, No matter what, it’s going to be alright.

      I wished I felt the same way, but I was not as optimistic. Bad luck followed me like flies on a garbage truck.

      My friends left, throwing comforting glances in my direction before shutting the door. Once they were gone, I tried to get comfortable on my chair and put on a strong façade. I had to get ready for the bad news. Hope had become too painful.

      Dean McIntosh regarded me for a long moment. I shifted in my seat, restless energy bubbling in my chest.

      “Did Nurse Taishi figure out how to grow my hand back?” I blurted out, unable to help myself.

      The dean paused for a moment, before meeting my gaze. “Yes and no.”

      She’d uttered the three words very quickly as if she hadn’t wanted the “yes” to get my hopes up. I swallowed, my mouth going terribly dry. As I sat there waiting, it was like being stuck on a roller coaster of joy and despair.

      Nurse Taishi had found a spell to grow back my hand?

      But wait… it wasn’t that easy. There was one little problem…

      And what could that be?

      Did the spell require too much magic? A human sacrifice?

      “Taishi worked very hard during the Christmas break,” the dean went on. “You should know that. He cares about you, as we all do. You have done incredible things for the Academy and for all of us. You’re all heart, Charlie Rivera, and we’ll never be able to repay all that you’ve done.”

      As she spoke, my heart plunged further and further into despair, the roller coaster taking a final plunge. Her tone was enough to let me know what was coming.

      “I know how important magic is to you,” she said. “It is important to all of us, but I know it’s different for you. I know magic helped define you after what you went through with your parents and living on the streets. Still, the loss of your hand and the cuff doesn’t mean the loss of your magic. Don’t confuse the two. It’s time for you to dig deeper and find your magic again. There might still be hope to make your body whole again, but you should try to find strength in other things in case… in case Nurse Taishi…”

      “Get to the point, please,” I said, wanting her to rip off the Band-Aid.

      “Right.” The dean gave me a sad smile. “The point is that there is a potion that is capable of growing back your hand.”

      I clenched my teeth as my heart tried to stop its downward descent into utter desolation. There was a way… there really was a way, though after the dean finished telling me why it would not work, I would have to do my best to forget it existed.

      “The point is,” the dean went on, “is that it requires an ingredient, a rare plant called Elderflower, that we haven’t been able to find anywhere. Nurse Taishi tried. He traveled everywhere searching for it, to all the places where this plant is known to have grown in the past, but there were no traces of the dark green plant with shimmering black bud. It hasn’t grown here for a long time, but he still tried.”

      Tears burned in the back of my eyes. From the sounds of it, the plant was extinct.

      Yeah, such was my luck.

      The last plant was probably devoured by some spider monkey in the jungles of Central America. After that, he’d pooped it into a river, and its last remains had flowed away to be dissolved in the Pacific Ocean.

      Yet, something the dean had said seemed to stick to the surface of my brain like a bothersome splinter.

      “You said it hasn’t grown here in a long time, what do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well, until recently,” she paused, “it still grew in the fae realm.”
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      The fae world.

      Yep, such was my luck.

      The one thing that could give me back my hand had existed just a couple of months ago in the fae realm and now it didn’t.

      This morning, I was still drowning in disappointment. I had been up all night thinking about what the dean had said, wondering if there was a way that something was still alive in the fae realm, namely this Elderflower.

      Huffing, I finished combing my hair, gathered my books and stuffed them inside my backpack, resenting the fact that I had to spend my time going to class rather than figuring out a way to heal the fae realm—or at least, trying to catch Ponomarenko or stop the Death Horse.

      My first class was Spells 402. Gratefully, Fedorov was teaching it, and not that awful Mrs. Bass who seemed to think witches could be nothing more than sophisticated maids—not that I would be learning much from Fedorov without being able to tap into my magic.

      I’d been supposed to meet Bridget and Disha for breakfast, but I didn’t wake up in time. So now, I had to console myself with a breakfast bar, rather than a scrumptious blueberry muffin and a tall cup of coffee. Hopefully, I wouldn’t fall asleep in class.

      Exiting the Senior Dorm, I took a left and hurried down the path towards the Spells Cave. It was a crisp January morning, and students hurried about purposefully, energized by the beginning of a new semester. There were a lot of new people who I didn’t recognize.

      Like Dean McIntosh had said, life moved on.

      When I got to the auditorium, I stopped at the top of the stairs and searched for Disha and Bridget. They spotted me first and waved their arms frantically, trying to catch my attention. They were seated in the middle of the third row, pretty close to the stage and Fedorov. He was already there, dressed to the nines in a black suit and tie, his cufflinks twinkling with the overhead lights. The big desk in front of the blackboard was empty but for his briefcase. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back, quietly surveying the students as they found their seats. He checked his watch every few seconds and, when the hand struck eight o’clock, he cleared his throat.

      “Welcome, seniors,” he said in his heavy Slavic accent. “I am delighted to see familiar faces.” He glanced in my direction and gave me a smile.

      I managed to smile back, even if all I felt inside was gloom.

      “For next couple of weeks, we will do something different. Many of us are item witches and warlocks.” He raised his hands and pointed at his cufflinks. “Items help focus magic and sometimes enhance it. Some of the most powerful witches and warlocks in history used items.” He smiled with pride as if there were no better way to be. “However, it is our responsibility to learn to tap into our magic under any circumstances, even in absence of our items.”

      I squirmed in my chair as I felt everyone staring in my direction. It was obvious that Professor Fedorov was doing this for my sake, and I didn’t know how to feel about it.

      For one, I did want to learn how to tap into my magic again. Rowan had shown me it was still there. It hadn’t gone anywhere just because I’d lost my hand and one of the cuffs.

      On the other hand, it didn’t feel right for Fedorov to focus on this topic for the sake of one student. Wouldn’t the others be jealous? I’d spent enough time on this campus as a pariah to never want to go back.

      “This type of instruction,” Fedorov continued, “is normally reserved for graduate students, but I thought it would be enlightening for many to learn to reach skills in different ways. So those who are item casters will learn to work without items. And those who are not will learn how to draw magic from powerful objects that are imbued with power.”

      “Well, I already know how to do that,” Rowan whispered, sliding into the seat next to mine.

      I glanced at him in surprise. “What are you doing here? I thought you had potions 201.”

      “I do, but it was boring, so I left.” He set his backpack on the floor and made himself comfortable. “This is more my speed.”

      “Hey!” Bridget said, leaning forward to peer at Rowan. “No sophomores allowed.”

      Rowan pressed a finger to his mouth and gave her a disapproving look. “You’re interrupting Professor Fedorov,” he whispered.

      I shook my head. I didn’t know if he was allowed to be here or not, but I didn’t care. I felt a little better by having him with me. Maybe he could help me cheat or something. It would be terrible to fail when the professor seemed to be changing his class for my benefit.

      For the next hour, Fedorov explained the theory of how to tap into our magic by different means than those we were used to. To the frustration of most of my classmates, there would be no practical uses until next week, when we would put to the test all the theory that he was going to impart during the first three lectures.

      For my part, I was glad I didn’t have to try in front of everyone. I had tried on my own, plenty of times, and it was an embarrassing disaster. It seemed I had a week to apply myself and figure out a way to perform entry-level spells by forgetting I was an item witch.

      As we walked out of the Spells Cave, Rowan wrapped an arm around my waist and walked with me. I noticed the way the younger female students glanced at him, and I couldn’t blame them. He looked so handsome in his comfortable jeans, well-worn T-shirt, and racer jacket, his black hair shining in the sunlight. He cut a striking figure, his natural paleness adding to his allure.

      And I’d heard there were girls who were dying to get with a vampire. The rumor was that they could go on forever.

      Gently, he leaned forward to whisper in my ear as Disha and Bridget walked ahead of us. “What’s your next class?”

      “I have a gap, why?” I said.

      He smiled wickedly. “What if we go back to my room? Or yours?”

      “Don’t you have a class?”

      He rolled his eyes. “It’s Magical History 101.”

      “101?”

      “Yeah, it seems I never passed it during my freshman year.”

      I shook my head. “And how are you going to pass it now if you don’t show up?”

      “I doubt I’ll miss much on the first day.” He looked me up and down, one eyebrow going up. “If I don’t get my hands on you today, though, that would be a crime. C’mon.” Just imagining his hands on me sent a thrill down to my center.

      Lately, my life had been full of worries and murdering spirits, there was nothing wrong with trying to enjoy myself for once.

      “What do you say?” he asked, biting his lower lip in a sexy way to make sure I wouldn’t be able to say no.

      I pressed my tongue to my top lip and pretended to think about it. I could play that game, too.

      “C’mon, you’re killing me, Charlie.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      He gave me a huge grin, grabbed my hand and pulled me in the direction of the dorms.

      “We’ll see you later,” I called out to my friends.

      Disha and Bridget turned in surprise at our desertion. Disha raised a seductive eyebrow and gave me a wink.

      As soon as we entered my room, Rowan threw his backpack on the floor, dislodged mine from my shoulder, and pushed me to the bed. Taking off his jacket, he climbed next to me and began kissing me, his cool lips shaping to mine, one of his hands encircling my waist.

      I kissed him back, trying to stow away everything else to fully concentrate on this moment. At last, I was with Rowan. Alone. No one was trying to tear us apart, for which I needed to be infinitely grateful.

      I still had so much. My friends, the man I loved. This passion.

      Our kisses grew more heated, and our hands more insistent. I found the seam of his T-shirt and pulled on it, drawing it over his head. I threw it aside and admired his beautiful torso. It was firm and smooth and perfect. If I wanted to, I’d be able to trace every single muscle and teach an anatomy class.

      His biceps bulged, and his pecs and abs rippled as he moved and positioned himself on top of me. He kissed me tenderly, finding his way to the crook of my neck and along my collarbone. He inhaled deeply, sending a shiver all the way down to my toes, the sophomore-year memory of his fangs sinking into me coming to the forefront.

      He was very controlled now and hadn’t as much as grazed me no matter how heated our makeouts got, but sometimes I found myself getting aroused at the thought of him losing control.

      His hands wandered under my T-shirt and slowly pulled it up. He helped me sit and take it off. His dark eyes traveled over my covered breasts, while I wished he would tear off my bra.

      But, he didn’t. Instead, he lay back down and continued kissing me as his hands caressed my side, my stomach, and the tender skin at the edge of my bra.

      My skin was on fire, making the coolness of his touch feel wonderful and daring.

      “I want you,” he said in a hoarse whisper just as his hand reached for my jeans’ zipper and lowered it.

      This was it. I’d never had sex, but I was ready for it. Rowan would be mine and I would be his.

      Then he stopped and buried his face in my neck. “No,” he said. “I want our first time to be special.”

      What? Really?

      He lay next to me, moving away with visible effort. “I want to take you out for dinner and then to a nice place. Just you and me.”

      “That sounds… nice,” I said, unsure if it even mattered to me. I was burning for him.

      “We can dress up and go somewhere fancy, then have the entire night all to ourselves. Get a hotel. What do you think?”

      We didn’t get to on dates a lot, and now that he put it this way, it did sound really nice. “I think it’s a great idea. Can we set a date?” I asked eagerly. Like right this minute?

      Rowan threw his head back and laughed. “How about Friday? I’ll get us a reservation at seven?”

      “Can’t wait.”

      Literally. I didn’t know if I could stop myself from jumping him.

      We smiled at each other, and he pushed a lock of hair behind my ear. As we tried to let our desire cool down—if we started kissing again, I doubted we would be able to stop—my mind drifted back to our Spells class.

      “Do you think Dean McIntosh put Fedorov up to this?” I asked.

      “Up to what?”

      “You know, teaching us to use magic in a ‘different way.’” I used air quotes.

      Rowan shook his head. “I don’t think so. It’s not an unusual study matter. I know at least one of my brothers had to learn how to do it. I think it was Lawrence.” He stared at the ceiling, pondering, the expanse of his smooth chest a constant temptation.

      “Is he an item warlock?”

      “He is. A lot of men in my family are.”

      “How did he do?”

      Rowan frowned, thinking. “Not too well from what I remember. But he was never very talented,” he added quickly as if to reassure me I wouldn’t experience the same fate.

      Sitting up, I picked up my T-shirt and slipped it on. Rowan frowned, looking quite disappointed.

      “We won’t make it to that date if we don’t get dressed,” I told him.

      He twisted his mouth. “I guess you’re right.” He retrieved his own T-shirt and put it on, too.

      I wanted to focus on something Professor Fedorov had said in class, anyway. Watching Rowan half naked didn’t quite help my concentration.

      “You know what Fedorov said about getting centered and feeling your magic?” I asked.

      Rowan nodded and sat cross-legged in front of me. “Do you want to try it?”

      “I think I’ve done it in the past. When I was trying to understand how Fedorov’s canceling case worked, I had to feel the magic in it. I’ve also used magic without using my hands.”

      “So you already know how to do it,” Rowan said with a big smile.

      “I guess. The problem is that ever since…” I gestured towards my missing hand, “well, I haven’t felt anything at all. No matter how hard I try. The only time I felt anything was when you drew magic from me.”

      Rowan cocked his head to one side, frowning. After a quiet moment, he met my gaze. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      “Maybe.”

      He jumped off the bed and squared his shoulders. “Alright, I’ll draw magic from you to help you feel it, and when you do, you reach for it and try to use it.”

      Yep, that was exactly what I’d been thinking. It was incredible to be so in-sync with someone.

      “C’mon.” Rowan gestured for me to get up from the bed.

      I stood, feeling apprehensive. I should have been excited about the idea, but instead, I was scared. I didn’t want to fail again. I didn’t want to lose what little hope I had left.

      “Focus on something simple, like…” he glanced around the room, “flipping the light switch.”

      “Sounds easy enough,” I said, even though the task felt insurmountable.

      Rowan walked closer to the wall, next to the switch, and encouraged me to do the same. Once I was in place, he said, “Ready?”

      I nodded, pressing my right hand to my side to resist the temptation of weaving spells that would do me no good. Most useful patterns required two hands, after all.

      Rowan’s fingers moved quickly and, almost immediately, I felt the familiar pull as he drew magic from me. As the power surged within me, electricity ran across my body. My heart swelled, and my entire being seemed to grow bigger. It was as if I’d been empty, and suddenly I was full again.

      Something fizzed in my chest, like a thousand carbonated drinks exploding between my ribs. My fingertips tingled. The magic was there. I couldn’t deny it.

      Slowly, I reached for it, worrying it might be skittish, but it wasn’t. It didn’t matter that I made a grab for it. It didn’t even seem to notice. I tried again, reaching as if with an invisible hand. I grasped nothing but empty air.

      “I can’t,” I said, ready to give up.

      “Do it again! You can’t give up on your first try.”

      Of course I could. If I did, I could still keep pretending it was possible, rather than prove to myself that I was wasting my time.

      “Come on, Charlie. I’ve never known you to be a quitter. As a matter of fact, you’re stubborn as hell.”

      I narrowed my eyes at Rowan. “Look who’s talking.”

      “That’s right,” he said. “I never gave up until I found myself, and you will, too.”

      His intense dark gaze held me. I couldn’t have broken eye contact if I’d wanted to. If I didn’t know better, I would have said he was using my own magic to keep me immobile, but he didn’t need to. His gaze could capture me and hold me for as long as he pleased.

      “So?” he insisted.

      “So I will do the same,” I said, knowing exactly what he’d wanted me to say.

      Feeling more determined than ever, I dug in my heels and focused on that effervescent feeling in my chest. Rowan hadn’t stopped drawing from me since he’d started, and the longer he went on, the more like myself I felt.

      “Relax,” he said in a soft voice. “Relax,” he repeated in a whisper that made me close my eyes and exhale, letting all the tension fall from my shoulders.

      Again, I tried to reach for my magic but failed, invisible fingers slipping through air.

      Fingers…

      I wasn’t supposed to imagine it this way. Hands had nothing to do with it.

      “You feel with heart. Brain,” Fedorov has said in class, “or with whatever part of being that makes you who you are.”

      Whatever part of my being that makes me who I am, the thought echoed in my mind.

      Did I know what that was? Did I even know what made me Charlie?

      Just two months ago, I’d thought so, though apparently, I had defined myself through magic, and that wasn’t really who I was.

      Magic was only one part of me, and it had been taken away as easily as my hand. Yet, I was left behind—bereft, but still quite alive.

      “You’re all heart, Charlie Rivera,” Dean McIntosh had told me. And I guessed she was right. When it came to those I loved, logic never came into play. Only my heart.

      And to find my magic, to reach for it, I didn’t even have to try, did I? It was already there. Fizzing right in my chest, filling me, making me feel strong, even when I’d been telling myself that I wasn’t.

      “Quit lying to yourself,” I said out loud.

      I can do this.

      Charlie can still be Charlie even if the cuffs and her hands weren’t a pair anymore.

      My eyes sprang open. I stared up at the light switch and willed it to move.

      It flipped and the lights came on.
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      If I thought I’d cracked some code and figured out how to use my magic after flipping on that light switch, I was sorely mistaken.

      Of course life isn’t that simple, Charlie. Don’t you know you were born with shit luck and even shittier circumstances?

      Try, try, try as I may, I couldn’t get the newfound spark of magic to kindle into a flame. I couldn’t conjure that feeling again. I even tried to use my remaining cuff, willing it to work, but nothing happened.

      Sure, the power had awakened. I could feel it—now even without Rowan drawing on it—but I couldn’t wield it, not really. I could flip on light switches and levitate pieces of paper, but I couldn’t manage anything that required more power than that.

      For instance, before I lost my hand, I would reheat my cold coffee with a flick of my wrist while studying. Now, a wrist flick did nothing. Hard focused conjuring did nothing. And swearing, beating the table, and throwing my pencils didn’t help either, but that’s how frustrated I was getting.

      The coffee was still cold, same as the embers of hope I’d been tending.

      But I’d survived killer teachers, mass murderers, and insane mentalists. I could figure this out, goddammit.

      Fedorov’s class was helping some. For the rest of the week, he continued his lessons on feeling magic, much to the chagrin of the other students. Some even gave me dirty looks. Nice, right? Glaring at a girl with a missing hand had to be the fastest way to the naughty list in my opinion.

      I’d studied all that Fedorov gave me, reading extra texts by ancient monks who’d used meditation magic and studying reports on native shamans who used substances to enhance their talents. But all the techniques were complicated and would take many hours of training on top of all my other studies.

      Fedorov’s lessons were my only hope, though I needed space and quiet to practice them, somewhere no one would stumble on me and where blowing someone up or burning down a building wasn’t a concern.

      An idea for the perfect place came to me as I was exiting the Spells Cave after class one morning. Dim January sunlight caught my eye, glancing off the sundial to my right. Beyond that, the leafy hedges of the maze stood out, a bright green despite the forty-something winter temps. Magical hedges didn’t lose their leaves, apparently, which meant they would be able to withstand any stray bit of magic.

      The hedges were also a secluded place to train as we’d learned over the years.

      We’d practiced there with Bridget and Bobby and with Professor Fedorov, but I hadn’t visited this year. There were nymphs and moving walls, plus, those awful pixie minotaur buggers. Going in there without magic was asking for trouble, but maybe that was what I needed, a shock to the system. Maybe if I was in real danger, my magic would respond accordingly.

      Or maybe I’d come out looking like Cousin It.

      Either way, I had to try. This was getting ridiculous.

      After midnight, I left my dorm room and crept downstairs. Students were allowed out without restrictions now that Nyquist was gone and McIntosh was back, but I didn’t want my friends to catch on to what I was doing. They might try to stop me, or worse… offer to come with me and add to my embarrassment.

      The common room was empty, as were the hallways, but outside, a few people cut across the lawns, jackets tugged tight around their bodies to keep warm against the cutting winter wind. I pulled my knit cap down over my ears and wished like hell I could conjure a heating spell. After the sun went down, the temperature had dropped to thirty degrees. Not fun.

      The moon was out, lighting my way. I’d snagged a backpack, equipped with a flashlight, compass, and a can of spray mace, all things I wouldn’t have needed if I could do spells, but might desperately require if my experiment failed. I’d thought about trying to procure a baseball bat from one of the sporty girls in the dorm but wasn’t exactly sure how I’d explain needing it.

      Midnight batting practice anyone?

      Jogging, I made it to the maze in no time. Glancing up to its tall hedges and never-ending paths, it took me quite a while to gather the courage to enter. It was one thing to go in there as a capable witch and entirely another to brave the dangers as a defenseless human. But, eventually, I forced myself to step inside.

      As I made my way between a few passages, my footsteps crunching on the gravel, I was careful to mark each turn in a little notebook I’d brought for this purpose. The magic of the hedge maze was mysterious and otherworldly, having been made as a nasty prank from one headmaster to the other. The moving walls could trick you, even if you kept good track of where you’d been.

      I was careful not to go far, stopping only a few turns from the entrance. I was dressed warmly, but if my magic didn’t manifest, there was a real possibility of hypothermia on a night like tonight.

      Nothing like setting yourself up to die trying.

      Clapping my hands together for warmth, I prepared to access my magic as I had the day in my room with Rowan. Telling myself to relax, I focused on the fizzle under my breast bone, the little seed of magic humming beneath my ribs. When I concentrated, the tingle was there, but it was tiny, a little wisp of a thing ready to be blown away on the smallest puff of air.

      Fedorov had assured me my magic was big. The cuffs helped to channel it, but the magic was mine.

      I closed my eyes and tried again.

      Something bit my ankle.

      “Ow!” I said, my eyes snapping open. I was expecting pixie minotaurs, but the hairy thing on the ground looked nothing like a little sprite.

      Standing at about two feet tall, this creature had a huge, bulbous nose and thin ears nearly as long as its body. Its features were humanoid, similar to a troll’s, but its body shape was different, thin legs and meaty arms with formidable claws at each end.

      As I stared at it in surprise, the thing scampered forward and bit my ankle again.

      “Ow. Stop!” I shook my pant leg, trying to dislodge the monster, but it held on like a pit-bull. Sharp teeth cut through my jeans and pierced my skin.

      Reaching down, I tried to grab one of its meaty arms to pry it off, but the creature dislodged from my leg, darted up to my torso, and bit my arm.

      “Arg! Jesus, that hurts. Cut it out.” I shook and twirled, batting with one arm, but it did no good. The jaws on this creature could make a crocodile jealous.

      Magic. I had to use magic.

      This was it, the conflict I’d been seeking, the imminent danger, even if this creature was little more than an overgrown mosquito.

      Feeling the fizz in my chest, I focused on the pain and tried to draw as much as I could. The little buzz began to grow until my whole body vibrated with it.

      But something was wrong.

      The vibration became painful as if I were stuck in a clothes dryer. The magic was too much. It was overloading my system somehow, like raw energy with no exit. My magic used to feel like flipping a very powerful switch. Now it felt like taking a bolt of lightning to my heart.

      I cried out, falling to the gravel.

      Pain overwhelmed my senses.

      Then, the world disappeared.
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      In a haze, I awoke to a figure standing over me.

      I couldn’t really see, couldn’t move, but I sensed someone’s presence like a vile, raw stink. Someone or something evil had arrived. Was it that little monster? It had felt mean, but not evil.

      What else was in this maze?!

      In terror, I tried to scream, tried to get up, but my body didn’t respond. I was helpless. A sitting duck.

      And it was here for me.

      The figure squatted, cloak billowing around its lithe shape. Its magic rolled off in waves so strong I could taste it.

      He reached for my remaining hand.

      No!

      Pain blared from my wrist as the figure began to cut with a magic blade. He was going to take my other hand. I couldn’t let him.

      I lurched up, yanking myself away from the person squatting before me.

      “Don’t touch me!” I screamed, scrambling back. Gravel flew from beneath my boots as I tried to crawl backward. Away. I had to get away.

      “Charlie, it’s okay!” a familiar female voice said.

      Disha?

      I stared at the figure as it lowered its hood.

      Disha held out a gloved hand to calm me. “It’s just me. I heard you screaming. I came right away. Are you okay?”

      “What? How?”

      How could Disha be here? And had she tried to hurt me? No, it couldn’t be. This was my best friend, the person I loved the most in the world second only to Rowan on his best days. She wouldn’t.

      Unless…

      A memory of last semester came back to me: Disha trying to wake me from what I’d decided was a nightmare. She’d appeared to be there under a trance of some sort, attempting to take my cuff then, too.

      Ponomarenko’s mentalist powers were hard to resist. I learned that myself when he made me kill Nyquist. Could he be controlling her?

      I backed away a little further, my back hitting a hedge. “How could you have known I was out here? It’s after midnight.”

      Disha frowned but answered quickly. “I was out here, too.”

      “Why?”

      She shrugged and pulled out a broken dinner plate, white with a blue pattern of flowers on its cracked surface. “I was trying something.”

      Could it be that we’d picked the same night to attempt dangerous spells? It seemed like too much of a coincidence.

      “What’s with the plate?” I asked, stalling for more time.

      Tears began to slide down her smooth, brown cheeks. “I ruined it. Oh, Mama’s going to be so mad.” She slumped down into the gravel.

      Everything in me wanted to comfort her, but I was still wary. “Why would you want your mom’s plate? What’re you doing, trying out one of Mrs. Bass’s polishing spells?”

      Disha shook her head. “This is a magical item, a family heirloom. It was my grandma’s. I thought if I could combine item magic with my finger weaving, I could have more power. But I wrecked it.”

      “More power? Disha, you’re one of the best witches I know. What in the world would you need more power for?”

      Disha sniffled and pulled a tissue from her pocket. “If I had more magic, I could transport myself anywhere there were clues related to the murders. As it is, I can only manage a few trips without getting exhausted.”

      “Why would you do this?” I asked.

      She wasn’t fae. None of her loved ones had been murdered. But then, she had always enjoyed true crime stories. And lately, I’d caught her watching them more times than I cared to admit.

      Disha shook her head, her hand going to her head as if she had a headache. “These murders… they’re out of control, and the D.H. They can turn into a real mess. We’re not equipped to fight spirit riders. I need to stop them.”

      I need to stop them? She sounded obsessed.

      “Disha, we will stop them. Don’t worry.” When I reached out to pat her on the back, I spotted a cut on my wrist just above my cuff.

      I drew my arm back, starting to sweat. Disha watched me with narrowed eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Something… cut me.”

      “Let me see.” She reached to take my arm, but I pulled back.

      Her gaze narrowed. “You don’t think… that I had anything to do with it, do you?” When I didn’t answer, she continued. “Charmander, this is me. Are you sure you didn’t hit your head or something?”

      She was right. Disha would never hurt me. I must’ve been hallucinating, combining what happened with Ponomarenko to what was happening in real life.

      Slowly, I extended my arm.

      She took it in one gloved hand and inspected the cut above my cuff “That’s from that dirty imp. Mean little creature. I scared him off and burned his bottom for good measure.”

      Warmth spread across my injured skin as she wove a healing spell over me. The other bites the imp has inflicted also healed.

      Bites. Not cuts. Bites.

      I clenched my teeth and pushed away the realization as Disha started a heating spell to cut the chill.

      “Let’s go to bed,” she said. “Tonight has sucked the life out of me.”

      “You’re not kidding,” I said, focusing on her warm expression and letting her help me stand.

      Together, we walked out of the maze arm and arm. Bed sounded exactly right. Tomorrow, I would see everything clearer. Maybe that evil little creature had had a knife. Maybe he was the one under Ponomarenko’s control, and Disha had saved me.

      When we turned the corner, witch lights blazed from every direction, far too many for this time of the night. People were pouring out of buildings, their eyes wide and faces stricken.

      Terror ran icy fingers over my skin. I’d seen this kind of panic before. It meant only one thing.

      Evil had returned to the Academy.

      Disha and I locked eyes, then ran in the same direction everyone else was heading—the center of campus.

      The Enlightenment Fountain.

      It didn’t take long to figure out what was wrong. Witch lights illuminated the body splayed out on top of the eagle’s outstretched wings. Blood dripped down the statue and tainted the water beneath.

      Who was dead and how had this happened?

      “Charlie, look.” Disha pointed a trembling finger to a bloody scrawl on the fountain’s side. No fae runes this time. The words were written in English, loud and clear for all to see.

      “Stay out of our way,” it read. “Or next time, this will be you.”
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      The body dangled, arms hanging limply and streaked with blood that reached the fingertips, then dripped in slow, crimson droplets to the water below.

      After reading the message scrawled on the fountain, I took a few steps closer, sidestepping to get a better angle. The body belonged to a man with a swirl of white hair atop his head. As I moved, his profile came into view, and my heart stopped.

      I recognized him.

      “D-Disha,” I said, my voice breaking.

      My friend was squatting in front of the message, analyzing it with a frown as if it could tell her who had written it there. She was so deep in thought that she didn’t hear me.

      “Disha,” I said a little louder.

      She glanced up.

      I didn’t know how to tell her. The news would gut her, but she was going to find out one way or another.

      “It’s… it’s Billy,” I said, approaching her as she rose to her full height.

      She gave me a frown as if I’d spoken in a language she didn’t understand. “Billy?”

      I nodded, my throat thick with words of comfort I knew would not be enough.

      Billy was Disha’s parents’ gardener. He had been with their family for more than half of her life. He lived on the grounds of their New Jersey mansion and was a constant figure around the house, practically another member of the family. Last year, he had helped us keep an eye on Nyquist during our summer break when the evil ex–Regent had decided to rent a house across the street to spy on us.

      Billy had been a sweet old man who grew the most beautiful roses and always had a ready smile for everyone. In his entire life, he’d never hurt a fly, but someone had hurt him to get to us… to get to Disha.

      Slowly, reluctantly, Disha’s dark eyes rose to the body. Her mouth opened halfway as her chin trembled. I saw the moment of recognition. Her face disfigured and tears began flowing down her cheeks as if someone had turned on a faucet. They soaked her face as she choked on a sudden sob.

      I wrapped my arms around her and maneuvered her body so she couldn’t look at Billy anymore. She trembled in my arms as I supported most of her weight.

      She mumbled something into my jacket as she buried her face into it. I couldn’t tell what it was and didn’t ask. All I knew to do was rock her from side to side and squeeze her hard so she would feel something other than pain.

      When I didn’t say anything, she pulled away and looked me in the eye.

      “The message was for me, Charlie. It’s my fault. Billy is dead because of me.”

      “No, it’s not your fault. You didn’t do this.”

      She went on as if I hadn’t said anything. “It could have been my brother or one of my parents,” she said in a wretched tone and an even more wretched expression that suggested she hated herself for being grateful it had been Billy.

      “I killed him,” she added, the statement sounding like a sort of punishment for the guilt she felt.

      “You didn’t kill anyone,” I said, shaking her by the shoulders. “Evil spirit riders did this and someone must be controlling them. Someone horrible.”

      “Billy,” Disha keened, the sound a weak howl of despair. “He was my friend. I loved him.”

      “I know,” I said, pulling her back in and hugging her tighter than before.

      “What have I done?”

      “Charlie! There you are.” Rowan and Bridget came pushing through the crowd, looking relieved.

      “What happened?” Bridget asked, looking up toward the body. “Oh, shit.”

      I shook my head and flicked my eyes towards Disha. Bridget frowned but said nothing.

      “Billy, Billy, Billy,” Disha repeated the gardener’s name as if it could bring him back to life as if calling for him would erase the pain that must be tearing her up inside.

      Rowan and Bridget stepped closer to the fountain to take a better look. I could see the moment they recognized Billy the way Disha had. They’d met him, too. Anyone who ever visited Disha’s house would have made his acquaintance.

      They turned around, understanding in their faces.

      That was when Disha collapsed. I staggered as her whole body fell against mine. Rowan rushed forward and scooped her up in his arms. She hung limp, her face etched in grief.

      We rushed her to the infirmary. She needed something strong, something capable of mending a broken heart.
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      “That can’t be right!” Bridget exclaimed. “Ponomarenko is powerful but not enough to get through all the new wards around the Academy. Is he?”

      Bridget, Rowan, and I were sitting in my dorm room, cross-legged on the floor around an empty takeout box. We had devoured the entire box of cold leftover pizza, a near-dawn snack Rowan had scrounged from the cafeteria.  Now, Bridget and I nursed hot cups of instant coffee while Rowan sipped on a blood shake.

      Disha had stayed at the infirmary after Nurse Taishi made sure she was okay and gave her one of Irmagard’s sleeping potions to ease the shock.

      We had been sitting here for over an hour and I had told them everything that had happened at the maze: my attempt to use magic, the attack by that nasty little creature, Disha’s sudden appearance after I passed out, and more importantly what she had been doing there. I hadn't left anything out.

      Rowan had given me a raised eyebrow of disapproval as I told the story but didn’t interrupt. Instead, he let me finish and now sat there, pondering quietly.

      He finally spoke. “Bridget is right. Ponomarenko couldn’t control Disha—not from the outside.”

      We exchanged nervous glances. Did that mean he had a way to get into campus?

      “Assuming it’s possible,” Bridget said, “what if it’s you Ponomarenko is controlling?” She pointed at me.

      “Why would you say that?” I asked defensively.

      Bridget put her hands up. “I was just suggesting another possibility.”

      I glanced in Rowan’s direction, looking for support. I found none as he seemed to be considering her words. Anger filled my chest. Of course I would have to be the weak link. I wasn’t even a witch anymore.

      I stood and stalked around my bed, the furthest I could get away from them, tempted to leave them altogether even though it was my room.

      “Don’t be angry,” Rowan said, playing with the bracelet I’d given him for Christmas—something he did a lot. “If your theory is that Ponomarenko is trying to get your other cuff and is using his mentalist powers to do so, then you have to consider the fact that he could be using any of us, including you.”

      “It was Disha I saw—not you guys. And I would hardly mutilate myself.”

      “Can you trust anything you see with a mentalist?” he asked, tilting his head to one side.

      His question just made me angrier, and it didn’t make sense. He was right. It could be any of us. As a matter of fact, I was the most logical target. Maybe I was the one trying to take off my own hand.

      I shook my head. No, Disha had been there. I didn’t imagine her presence, our conversation about her grandma’s plate, or the fact that she was trying to grow more powerful than she already was—something she could do with the Aradia cuffs as well.

      I ran my fingers through my hair as if the motion would rake away those awful thoughts. Disha wouldn’t hurt me for personal gain. If she had been trying to cut off my hand, the only explanation could be that Ponomarenko was controlling her.

      “This is so frustrating,” Bridget said, jumping to her feet and setting her cup of coffee on my desk. “We really have no idea what’s going on, and with a mentalist involved, it could literally be anything.”

      Rowan sighed, grabbed the empty box, and rose to his feet as well. His demeanor signified that our little meeting was over. He walked toward the door and, with a glance over his shoulder, said, “I’ll be right back. Taking this out to the dumpster.”

      He walked out and closed the door behind him.

      Really? He didn’t need to worry about the garbage right this moment, did he?

      I threw myself on the bed, reclining my back against the headboard and crossing my arms over my chest in frustration. Was it that hard to believe my theory? Couldn’t they at least consider it? They sure had been quick to point their finger back at me.

      And what if Disha was in danger? Maybe her attempt to garner more power to solve this mystery was the precise reason for Billy’s murder. Maybe it truly was her fault.

      Whatever the case, we must be on the right track, and they were trying to scare us away. But if they thought we would let them get away with this, they didn’t know us.

      Bridget peered at me as she sat on top of my desk. She had a hand poised on her chin as she tapped her index finger along her jaw.

      “I know we haven’t had much time for anything,” Bridget said, “but, have you considered studying further into ways to block a mentalist?”

      Seriously? Again?

      We had already looked into this over the holidays. We had even practiced on each other. Of course, our mentalist powers were a joke compared to Ponomarenko’s, so we had no real way to prepare against him. We would need to practice blocking someone as powerful as he was for it to mean anything, and unfortunately, we didn’t know anyone that fit the bill.

      However, we thought we’d be safe at the Academy under its many new protections and wards. Perhaps we were wrong.

      “Have you?” I threw the question back at her, unable to conceal my anger. I was being a bitch, but, at this moment, I couldn't make myself care.

      Bridget, however, didn’t react to my snark. “I have. I also raided my parents' vault looking for something that could help.”

      I sat up straight. Bridget’s parents had a huge collection of magical items that could do different things. Last semester, she had taken a cancellation case and other items from them. Both had come in handy in our fight against Nyquist.

      “Did you find anything?” I asked.

      “Nothing that would help block a mentalist, but,” she glanced left and right as if we were in a crowded room and expected someone to overhear us. Thinking better of it, she hopped off the desk and came to sit at the edge of the bed.

      “I found something else, though,” she whispered.

      “What?!” I demanded as curiosity buzzed like a bee inside my chest.

      “It’s something called a Vita Mensura. It allows you to detect and decipher biological spells.”

      I frowned, feeling a little underwhelmed. What did this have to do with anything?

      “Whatever Ponomarenko did to the fae realm destroyed all life there. Ergo, it is safe to assume that he used a biological spell.” Bridget explained. "I mean, I’m sure that the powers-that-be who are investigating what happened already know this much, though they’re not sharing their information with us. Instead, Dean McIntosh is trying to keep us safe.” She made a face. “It’s a waste of time if you ask me,” she continued. “McIntosh knows better than to think we’ll sit on our hands and wait to see what happens.”

      Just what I had been thinking.

      And she did know better, but I guessed our dean could hope we would, for once, care about our lives and our futures.

      “So, you think they already know what type of spell Ponomarenko used?” I asked.

      “They must know it was a biological spell, but I doubt they know what type. Finding out would be no easy task, but it would be much easier if you have a Vita Mensura. They’re very rare, you know.”

      “Why didn’t your parents offer it to help with the investigation in the first place?”

      Bridget rolled her eyes. “They don’t even know what they have in that vault. Bobby and I used to play hide and seek in there when we were little. It’s huge, you can get lost inside of it. I still like to explore it from time to time. It’s full of possibilities, and my parents are fools for ignoring it. They are too involved with their multimillion-dollar company—the same things I’d better learn since I will be inheriting part of it.” She said the last bit in a sarcastic, tired tone as if she’d heard it too many times already.

      “Anyway,” she said after a heavy sigh, “we can use the Vita Mensura to find out what's wrong with the fae realm. If we do, then we can fix it and our new friendly neighbors can go back home. That way whoever is controlling the D.H. will stop killing people. At least, I hope they will. After that, all our cities can revert back to normal because I don’t know how much longer we can make it with all the fae refugees flooding our system. Besides, they hate it here. At least, that’s what Lenora says.”

      “We can’t even go,” I said. “The whole place is poisoned. You saw what it did to those fae.” I shivered, remembering their black stained bodies, the way the oily substance had moved as if alive.

      But Bridget didn’t seem phased. “I have a plan for that, too.”

      “Is all this to impress Lenora?” I asked, narrowing my eyes.

      Bridget shrugged. “It would help a lot of people.”

      “That all sounds great, Bridget, but how are we going to get to the fae realm?” I held my arms and stared pointedly at my leftover cuff. I had always been the one to help us get through the portals, and with the current state of my powers, I couldn’t even reheat our coffee.

      Bridget winked. “I also found someone that can help us with that.”

      Excitement fluttered in my stomach like butterfly wings. If we were able to cure the fae realm, I would be able to get the Elderflower for Nurse Taishi’s potion. I could get my magic back and help a whole civilization. “Can you really do all this?”

      “Yep, really.” Bridget had all the confidence in the world and I envied her.

      “We have to go then,” I said in a whisper, a cool chill settling over me at the realization of what we were thinking about doing.

      “Yes, we do,” she whispered back.

      We should tell the dean, give her the Vita Mensura, and focus on studying, but we both knew we weren’t going to do anything of the sort.

      The door swung open. Rowan stood at the threshold, looking at us with a cocked eyebrow.

      We glanced back, as guilty as hell. Shit, how much had he heard? Was he going to tell Dean McIntosh? He hated being a sophomore, but he had told me more than once that it made him happy to know I was safe on campus. If he tried to stop us…

      He rolled his shoulders and gave us a wicked smile that flashed one of his fangs.

      “When are we leaving?”
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      Half an hour later, we stood outside of a tiny house, hunching our shoulders against the cold and steeling our will to knock.

      I’d never noticed the shack in the woods near the lake. It was a little dated, a little ramshackle with peeling paint and drooping shingles, but it seemed nice enough. A curl of smoke eked out of a chimney in the back, filling the chilly air with the scent of wood smoke and roasting meat. Lights filtered through closed curtains and gave the bushes that surrounded the home a warm glow.

      “How long has this place been here?” I asked Bridget, standing beside me.

      She shrugged. “A long time. They only now started using it for some of the fae that were displaced. McIntosh modified it, I think.”

      Once Bridget had fully laid out her plan to go to the fae realm, she let us know her secret. She’d met some of the fae on campus and befriended them. Perhaps it was a way to get closer to Lenora who she’d barely seen or talked to since we’d left Palo Alto. Perhaps Bridget was just nicer and more thoughtful than we were.

      I hadn’t even known there were fae on campus. They weren’t attending classes and they certainly weren’t serving food in the dining hall like they had been forced to do during Nyquist’s reign. With so many filtering into the cities around the United States, I figured they’d all just gone elsewhere.

      We knew our friends Sinasre, Anama, and their parents, the King, and Queen had relocated as far from the Academy as they could. And who could blame them, considering everything the family had been through at the hands of those who were charged with running our school?

      Not me, though I did miss them. Sinasre most of all.

      But, as it turned out, some fae were still here. Mainly those with no family and fear of the outside world. McIntosh had let them stay and set up a nice little home for them.

      Of course, the dean had. I was so glad to have her back even though she was far too busy with the cares of the world to spend much time with me.

      Either way, we stood outside the fae’s home hemming and hawing.

      “You knock, Bridget. You know them.” I gave her shoulder a little shove.

      She bit her lip. Tonight, she was modestly dressed in her green parka and black pants, but I had a feeling whatever top she had underneath was decorated with pizza-eating kittens or something.

      “I only know Tally. The others, they aren’t so friendly. They don’t trust humans, and rightfully so.”

      Tally! Tallyndra? She had stayed?! I grew more nervous, remembering her honed intensity.

      “Then knock and ask for Tally,” I said, but Bridget screwed her face. She wasn’t one for hesitating so I wondered just how bad the fae could be.

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake.” Rowan stepped around us, walked up the stoop, and knocked.

      Three hard raps sounded on the wooden door. No one answered. The lights were on, there was smoke coming from the chimney. They had to be there.

      Then, suddenly, the lights went off. The house went dark and deathly quiet.

      “I told you they don’t trust humans,” Bridget said.

      “Shit.” I stared at the unopened door. How could we let them understand we were here to help?

      A thought occurred to me, and I acted on it before I could second guess myself.

      “We’re here in peace,” I shouted, stepping up to the door. “I can’t even perform magic. Look.” I held up my arm, the jacket sliding off my wrist to reveal my stump. Everyone on campus had heard what had happened to me. Surely, they would know, too.

      Slowly, the front door creaked open just a crack, revealing only darkness.

      “You can come in,” a disembodied voice said. “The rest wait out there.”

      Glancing over my shoulder at Bridget and Rowan, I noted their concern. Rowan shook his head, but Bridget gave me a shrug.

      “I’m sure you’ll be fine,” she said.

      Great. It was nice to have their votes of confidence.

      Cautiously, with my hand and stump up to show I was unarmed, I walked through the open door. The darkness inside was impenetrable. I couldn’t see anything, but I did hear the creak of the door as it swung shut behind me.

      To the side, the humming of fast-moving wings filled the air. Tally? But I didn’t have time to ask because someone stepped behind me, and then a blade pressed against my neck.

      “Hey!” I shouted, but a firm hand gripped my arm.

      “You stole our queen,” a voice hissed. “I should cut your throat right here.”

      “Fauneir, that’s enough,” another voice barked.

      The lights clicked on.

      Squinting against the glare, I found myself surrounded by fae. A dozen pairs of eyes glared at me. They were tall and short, hairy and smooth, winged and not. Some had animalistic features and some appeared more human. But many were pale and sickly looking. At least two had missing limbs and another held tight to crutches to keep her upright.

      Children. They were all children.

      These were a few of the surviving fae. The lucky ones. Though, they looked anything but lucky.

      Still, one of them had a knife to my throat, so I couldn’t feel too sorry for them while they threatened me.

      “Put the knife down,” I said. “Then we’ll talk. I have something to offer you.”

      The figure behind me pushed out a dry laugh. “I have something to offer you, too.” The blade pressed deeper, slicing into my skin. A warm trickle of blood snaked down my neck and under my shirt collar.

      “That’s enough.” The figure who had spoken before cut through the crowd of onlookers.

      It was Tally. I recognized her immediately with her white hair tinged with pale violet to match her eyes. Same as when I’d visited the fae realm, her presence was commanding as if she were the leader here. The others deferred to her, and I hoped the idiot at my throat would, too.

      He growled once, and I readied myself to elbow him in the gut before he cut my throat for good, but then the blade was gone as was the hand on my arm.

      When I stepped back and whirled to face him, he glared at me with large goat’s eyes, then stalked away into a dark hallway, hooves clicking on the wooden floorboards.

      “What are you doing here?” Tally asked, her tone unfriendly despite the fact that I had helped her when Dean McIntosh brought her from the fae realm, her body infected by that black stuff. If it weren’t for me, she might not appear so spry at the moment. She seemed the only healthy one in the bunch which might explain why she was in charge.

      “I’m here,” I said, touching the cut on my throat, “to try to help.”

      “Help?” she asked, cocking her head and sending a long strand of hair down one shoulder. She was dressed in threadbare jeans, an Academy T-shirt and bare feet—much more plainly than befitted a Queen’s niece. It reminded me of all she’d lost and, also, of how much we had in common. That was basically how I’d looked during my first days here.

      “My friend Bridget says you know how to get into the fae realm. We have something that we think can determine what spell Ponomarenko used to infect your land. If we can figure that out, we might be able to reverse it, find a cure.”

      Tally’s purple eyes narrowed. “Returning to the fae realm is death.” She glanced at the small girl beside her, a skinny child of eleven or twelve. She had wings like Tally, except one was mangled and the other was completely black.

      I averted my eyes as emotion threatened to overwhelm me. She was broken like me. “The tar substance is a problem, but we think we can protect ourselves against it.”

      “You think?” Tally asked, her voice hard.

      She was tough, and I liked it. She reminded me a little bit of myself.

      “Why don’t you just use your precious fountain portal?”

      I shook my head. “They’ve locked it down. No going in or out for fear of contamination.”

      She stared hard at me as if still considering.

      “I’m willing to be the first one to go if that makes you feel any better.”

      “It doesn’t,” she said, walking over and grabbing a satchel that was hanging on a hook by the door. “But, if you’re willing to die alongside me to try to save my realm, I guess I can show you how to get there.” She grabbed a hand-me-down coat and stuffed her feet into boots that were nothing like the supple footwear she had worn when I first met her.

      Could it be that easy? I hadn’t had to beg or plead. But when she bent down to kiss the smaller ones goodbye, I understood. This was her family now, and she would do anything to make it better for them.

      Bridget had picked the right fae for the job.

      Tally got to the door and opened it wide without saying any more. I followed, giving one last glance to the fae gathered around to watch her leave. More than one face had tears glistening at the corners of their eyes, but no one protested or tried to convince her not to go.

      I knew at that moment, no matter what else I did, I had to get Tally back safe.

      We joined Bridget and Rowan outside. Rowan was at my side in a second, examining the cut on my throat as his nostrils flared and dark veins appeared around his eyes.

      I waved him down before he decided to tear the door off its hinges. “It’s just a scratch. I’m fine.”

      “Tally, good to see you,” Bridget said, holding a hand out to shake.

      Tally nodded but didn’t reach for Bridget’s hand. She didn’t yet trust us, but I hoped she would soon.

      “If we do this, we do it tonight. The moon is full. We should be able to cross without a problem.” Her eyes tracked up to the sky and back to us.

      I sighed deeply. Tonight? She didn’t mess around.

      Was I ready for this? It appeared I had to be.

      Giving a sigh, I glanced around my group. “We can go tonight.” But I didn’t sound very convincing. Were we really going to do this?

      Just as I was about to remind everyone of the insanity of our plan, a figure stepped out of the woods. Rowan growled and Bridget readied an attack spell, but Disha held up a glowing hand, a witch light hovering over it.

      “It’s just me. Don’t shoot.”

      “Disha?” I asked. “What are you doing out of the infirmary?”

      She shook her head as if my worries were completely unfounded. “Taishi gave me something and I feel fine. I came looking for you guys, but you weren’t in your beds so I used a little locator spell.” She twiddled her fingers.

      I stared at my friend who’d just had an awful shock. I knew about the numbness potions Counselor McIntosh liked to dole out. I also knew that when they wore off, all the grief fell on you like a depression anvil.

      It hurt like hell.

      “What are you doing?” she asked, peering at everyone and pausing at Tally.

      I exchanged meaningful glances with Rowan and Bridget. There was no way we could take Disha along with us, but how could I lie to her. Hesitantly, I explained what we had decided.

      “I’m going,” she announced as soon as I was done.

      Stepping up to her, I put a hand on her arm and leaned in to speak in her ear. “Listen. I really think you should sit this one out. It’s going to be dangerous. And if you’re not in tip-top shape—”

      “I am,” she cut me off. “I’m fine. You can’t leave me out. You need my magic for what you’re about to do.”

      “Disha, I don’t think—”

      “Charlie, I’m going.” She pulled her arm out of my grasp. “You can’t stop me, so just make your peace with it.”

      A little help here, I stared pointedly at Rowan and Bridget who seemed just fine with letting me handle this. Bridget shrugged and Rowan bit his lip, unwilling to help me dissuade her. And, if I knew Disha, it would take a hell of a lot of magic to keep her from coming along.

      “Do we have to go tonight?” I asked Tally.

      She nodded. “We can only cross during the full moon.”

      Not liking any of my options, I threw up my hands. “Fine. You can come, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      Disha gave me an indifferent shrug then said, “Now, tell me the plan.”
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      Twenty minutes later, we stood by the forest behind the Humanities Building, ready to enter the fae realm and take our lives into our own hands.

      “Anyone want an alertness tincture?” Disha asked, offering a vial. When did she get those and why?

      I shook my head, remembering the last time she’d taken one and had acted like a cheetah on speed. “We all need to have our wits about us.”

      “Fine.” She shoved the vial in her coat. “I’ve already had one, anyway.”

      More worry circled my heart. Disha was not okay.

      Tally gave Disha the side-eye. I could tell she didn’t think bringing her was a good idea. I agreed, but it was too late now.

      The moon was full, and on our way here, Tally had explained that if we didn’t go now, we would have to wait until the next full moon. As much as I wanted to protect Disha, waiting that long was not an option. Who knew how many people might die between now and then if we didn’t take this chance. Even if our crew wasn’t as healthy or sane as it should be, we had to go.

      Still, what we were about to attempt… it was worse than anything we’d tried before, and we’d come up with some harebrained schemes in our day.

      Should we stop and get the adults? No, they’d just tell us to go back to bed. Besides, we were the adults. Technically, anyway.

      “Everyone hold your breath,” Rowan said.

      I felt the pull as he drew magic from me—something we’d discussed beforehand, of course. If I couldn’t use my power, someone should.

      As his hands wove, a shimmering spell dusted over the crew. The incantation settled over my body, coating my face and hair and moving downward.

      Rowan had learned the spell and was sure this would be enough to keep us safe from the black tar, but if it turned out to be inadequate, we could slip right back through the portal Tally was about to show us. Then it would be a race against the clock to try to stop the spread of infection before it took us out completely. Not the best of plans, but we were all about taking chances.

      “Your turn,” Bridget said, gesturing to Tally.

      Now that we were protected, it was up to the fae.

      “This way.” She pointed toward the trees.

      The hike was long, but at least it was warm thanks to Bridget’s heating spell. The dark trees swallowed us almost immediately, the night slinking just behind Disha’s witch light and animal sounds creeping closer the farther we went.

      Tally walked with confidence, taking turns and leading us off the path and into places in the forest I’d never known existed. It reminded me that we’d attended a fae party here during sophomore year. Maybe the reason this place had been picked was because a faerie connection existed.

      Our guide shuffled to a stop at a wall of dense trees. I figured she’d taken a wrong turn, but instead of backtracking, she reached out and placed her palm on an ancient tree trunk.

      The trees bowed outward, making a hole for us to enter.

      “Cool trick,” Bridget said, breath puffing with the cold.

      We stepped past the giant trunks and into a perfect circle of trees about thirty feet in diameter. In the center was another ring, this time of ancient, slender boulders that reminded me of Stonehenge.

      “We can cross here,” Tally said, stopping just outside of the ring. “It’s an ancient portal, one that had stopped working until the attack created a rift in the veil that exists between our realms. The Academy staff tried to fix it, but it’s like a scar, one that splits as the magic thins and the moon waxes. Get ready. I’ll go first.”

      Before we even acknowledged her words, she stepped through the circle and disappeared.

      “The girl moves fast,” Rowan said, taking my hand. “You have to give her that.”

      “I’m gonna give her something,” Disha muttered in an annoyed tone while lightly gripping the crook of my arm.

      Bridget stepped beside her and put mittened fingers in Disha’s gloved hand. “Here goes nothing.”

      Together, we stepped through the portal and came out in another world.
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      The fae realm was complete darkness and as silent as death.

      A light flared bedside me as Disha conjured a dim witch light, small and tentative like she was afraid to fully reveal what lay in front of us. I inwardly thanked her.

      What kind of horrors awaited outside our little sphere of light? I sure didn’t want to find out.

      I blinked at what I could see, another ring of stones surrounding plumes of smoke rising from the ground. Particles floated like thick pollen, obscuring everything, making it impossible to see more than a foot past my nose.

      The poison was everywhere.

      Panicking, I put my hand out and grabbed Rowan’s jacket. He stepped closer, wrapped an arm around my waist, and nodded. His expression seemed to say “I’m here. You’re safe.” But what could he do to protect me against something that worked the same way a virus did. There was no amount of fangs or attack spells that could stop this infection from spreading if it took hold.

      “Everyone all right?” he whispered as if speaking any louder might break the protective shield he’d cast over us.

      As I opened my mouth to answer, I realized I’d been holding my breath. I didn’t want to inhale. We were using a similar spell to the one Dean McIntosh had used to rescue all those fae the day of the attack. The dean and others hadn’t suffered any ill effects, so there was nothing to worry about. Nothing.

      “I think I’m fine,” Bridget said, nodding repeatedly as if to reassure herself.

      Next to her, Disha said, “I feel fine, too.”

      See, it’s fine, Charlie. You can breathe. C’mon, go on.

      I inhaled once, a shallow breath that barely took in any air, but made me very aware of the putrid smell of rotten eggs

      Yep, just fine—even if it stinks like hell.

      A wail of pain shattered the silence around us.

      No!

      It’s not alright. It’s not working. We have to get out of here!

      Heart in my throat, I spun, holding my arms up as if I could still cast a spell to protect us.

      Tally was on her knees, hands deep into the blackened soil. She let out another wail, the column of her throat working with her raw scream.

      Tears slid down her pale face, streaks of silver that split her cheeks in half. The protective spell kept the dark particles from landing on her wet face, rejecting them as they tried to taint her, the way everything else was tainted.

      I thought I knew pain. I thought I’d seen the depths it could reach, but I was wrong. The agony that shaped her features was pure and unmistakable. Surely, her heart had been broken before, but now it shattered beyond repair, its splinters flying like shrapnel to embed themselves in every corner of her body.

      We didn’t know what to do. We just stood there watching, useless against the tidal wave of pain.

      She always seemed so strong and put together, that finding the right thing to say to comfort her seemed impossible. If someone like her was drowning in despair, the entire world would follow. There couldn’t be any hope left for anyone when the strong gave up all hope.

      After a long moment, she stood up shakily and raked her hands down her face, wiping away the tears. She didn’t glance in our direction. She just stared straight ahead at the rising plumes of disease that ravaged her land.

      We fidgeted, unsure of what to do. I felt as if I should apologize as if I was to blame for all of this. I had been unable to stop Ponomarenko, after all. I hadn’t been strong enough to withstand his mentalist powers. If I had, I would still have my hand and my magic, and this land and its people would be whole—not mutilated like me.

      Bridget cleared her throat and shifted from foot to foot. “Umm, I still feel alright,” she said in a shy tone that made it sound as if she would have rather say nothing, like a person in a funeral parlor who knows silence is preferable to empty words.

      “Me too,” I said. I had taken several breaths, and I still felt fine.

      “It’s working then.” Rowan gave a firm nod and looked satisfied.

      No one asked Tally if she felt okay. I doubted if she could have answered anyhow. Her jaw was clenched too tightly, her focus too honed in on standing firmly, on not collapsing in grief again.

      “What now?” Rowan directed his question at Bridget. “We should hurry. I’m drawing from Charlie, and the spell takes a lot of power. She’ll get tired soon.”

      “Right,” Bridget said. Reaching inside her parka, she pulled out a small box, a perfect cube that fit on her palm.

      “Is that the Vita Mensura?” Disha asked, leaning forward to take a better look.

      “Yes.” Bridget slowly removed the box’s top.

      Disha squinted inside the box. “What the hell?” She straightened and gave Bridget a deep frown.

      At this, Tally seemed to wake up from her stupor and regain interest in our endeavor. She took a look inside the box, then pulled away with an expression similar to Disha’s.

      “How is that going to help us figure out what is wrong with my home?” Tally demanded, her voice harsh. “Are you wasting my time? Giving me false hope?”

      “No, of course not,” Bridget said, tipping the box toward her other hand before I could lean in to peer inside.

      Under the dim witch light, something dark and shapeless moved on her palm. I squinted, then got a little closer, almost knocking heads with Rowan as he leaned in as well.

      “The Vita Mensura is a toad?” Rowan asked sounding as puzzled as I felt.

      “I thought you all knew that,” Bridget said tiredly, shaking her head and rolling her eyes to indicate how clueless she thought we were. “I call him Kevin.”

      “This is all a game to you, isn’t it?” Tally asked, her previous pain taking a new shape: anger. Even in her threadbare clothes and hand-me-down boots, she looked intimidating and capable of kicking all our asses.

      I wanted to say that it wasn’t a game, but this time, I was going to let Bridget do the explaining. A toad didn’t seem like the answer to anything—unless Bridget was planning to kiss it.

      Rowan crossed his arms and stared sharply at our redheaded friend. He seemed to have no intention of helping her, either.

      Bridget sighed while the ugly toad stared up at us with amphibian indifferent.

      “It’s not a game. This little guy is—oh, I don’t know—five hundred years old, give or take. There’s a powerful spell on him, done by a long-dead witch… maybe even a warlock, though that’s unlikely. Anyway, this type of spell was probably that person’s specialty, much like the cancellation case is Fedorov’s. That’s why they are rare. That person could only create so many, also because of what happens after you use them.”

      “What happens?” I asked.

      “They die,” Bridget said. “Poor Kevin.”

      My stomach gave a little twist. The idea of killing the poor little guy wasn’t exactly appealing. Disha twisted her mouth in distaste, apparently feeling the same way I did.

      “You see,” Bridget continued, “toads and frogs are very sensitive to their environment. When there are problems with the air or water, they are the first animals to suffer the consequences. I don’t know, I guess they absorb all the impurities through their sensitive skins. So we just have to set him down somewhere and leave him here for a while.”

      She scratched the toad’s head with her index finger as if it were her pet and not an animal she was planning to send to its death. And was it really five hundred years old? How could we kill something that had lived that long? It just didn’t feel right.

      “Whoever created him,” Bridget said, “gave Kevin extended life and placed a special incantation inside of him. When his job is done, the answer to what killed him will be left behind.”

      Disha wrinkled her nose.

      Without warning, Tally snatched the toad off Bridget’s hand and set it down on the festering ground.

      “This looks as good a place as any,” she said, her hand extended toward the toad, ready to grab it if it decided to jump away.

      “It’ll stay put, no worries,” Bridget said, looking a little regretful despite her earlier practical explanation.

      “It’s just a toad,” Tally said, pulling her arm back slowly, still expecting an escape attempt. “It has lived more than its share. Some of my people didn’t even get that chance.”

      I exchanged a glance with Rowan. Tally was right, of course. This was the only thing we could do. Still, she couldn’t blame us for feeling sorry for the creature.

      Tally turned her back on us and the toad as if she was also feeling some regret. “I assume the warlock or witch who cast the spell made sure the creature won’t suffer.”

      “Oh, yeah, I should have mentioned that,” Bridget said. “He won’t be in any pain. It’ll be like going to sleep.”

      “Good,” Tally said, staring at the fumes that rose lazily from the brittle, broken ground. “One never knows with your kind.”

      “Hey!” Disha said. “We’re trying to help. Plus, I’m sure not every fae out there is a saint. Take the D.H., for instance.”

      Tally glanced over her shoulder and frowned at Disha. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You know, the… Death Horse.” Disha glanced in our direction as if expecting help, but I shook my head in warning. This was not the type of conversation we needed to have at the moment.

      “You’re not supposed to say their name,” I hissed.

      “The what?” Tally said, rotating to face us once more. Her purple eyes zeroed in on Disha like violet laser beams.

      “The spirit riders that are going around murdering innocent humans like Billy, a sweet man if there ever was one.” Disha sniffed and stuck her chin out as if she were holding back tears.

      Tally narrowed her eyes. Tendrils of black spores swayed all around her like seaweed in the ocean. We were all surrounded by the stuff, and it seemed to lap at our skins as if trying to find a way through the spell that protected us.

      Through the haze, I noticed the knowing expression on Tally’s face. She’d heard about the Death Horse, maybe through lore passed down from her parents or something. Either way, she knew.

      “You know what I’m talking about, don’t you?” Disha asked in an accusatory tone that she would have never used if she were thinking clearly. Grief was getting the better of her.

      “I’ve heard of the spirit riders, yes,” Tally admitted. “But I have no idea what a children’s story has to do with any of this.”

      “Guys,” I said. “We should probably leave. We’ve done what we’ve come here to do. No point in lingering with this stuff floating around. We can come back just before dawn and get Kevin, but we gotta go.” The weird black spores wafting around us required no further explanation.

      I glanced around the fae realm one more time. I’d thought we might find some life left. I’d held hope that, here, the flower that would return my hand still grew, but now I finally understood how dead this place was. We needed to leave before Rowan drained me of all my magic and the protective spell failed.

      Disha opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, a sharp hiss sounded behind us, then a flare-like light exploded above, illuminating our circle with blinding force.

      I threw an arm over my eyes and squinted at the harsh, white light. Rowan stepped in front of me, weaving his hands in a defensive spell that tugged energy from my chest the way a line tugs at a hooked fish.

      As my eyes adjusted, the light above us revealed all that Disha’s shy witch light had not.

      When I visited the fae world last year, it had been like going into the promised land of religious teachings, a dream-like world where Mother Nature was queen. Tally’s home had been exquisitely beautiful. The mere sight of it had made me drunk with its marvelous scents, sights, and sounds. I had been awestruck.

      The paths had been bright green, covered in moss thicker than any carpet. The colors of the rainbow had not been enough to describe every shade of teal, purple, and gold that feasted my eyes.

      There had been life everywhere: ethereal butterflies, trees filled with succulent fruit, crystalline rivers teeming with fish.

      Kiana, the fae queen, had called their magnificent city Alanthyl. She had been so proud of her home.

      And now…

      There was nothing but death and decay. Everything had succumbed to Ponomarenko’s spell.

      Trees, plants, and animal carcasses covered the ground. The few trees that still stood dripped tar from rotted holes in their trunks. Black puddles roiled around them, simmering the sickness and exploding it in primordial bubbles that spewed toxic particles into the air.

      As my vision adjusted further, I realized that some of the dark shapes that surrounded us were moving closer, just outside our ring of stones.

      “What is that?” I asked, clenching a handful of Rowan’s jacket in my hand.

      “That,” Disha said, “is the Unseelie Court. I had a feeling that some of them might still be here, and I cast a little summoning spell when we got here just in case I was right. It’s about time they showed up.”
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      “You did what?!” I exclaimed, shrinking away from Disha.

      “I called the Unseelie Court,” she said matter-of-factly. “Now, they’ll have to tell us what they know about the D.H.”

      “Not like this!” I hissed, whirling toward the dark figures that stalked our way.

      “Disha, what have you done?” Rowan growled, crouching low. His human features blended into his more fierce vampire ones. Fangs elongated and eyes drained of color as he turned to face the approaching shapes.

      Tally’s posture turned defensive, too. From her bag, she produced a short wooden club and lifted it over her shoulder as if she would use it to beat the brains out of anyone who might cross her. Her wings whirled at her back, buffeting the air as she rose slightly off the ground.

      Bridget began weaving spells and I, feeling mostly useless, pulled out a curved knife that I’d strapped to my thigh, my only defense, and it felt like bringing a cotton swab to a sword fight.

      My heart wildly pumping against my ribcage, I stared out into the desolate landscape and marked our foes.

      The shadowy figures advanced. In all, I spotted five or six. Decent odds against our group, though we weren’t in our element and Rowan’s protection spell was using a huge amount of my magic. We wouldn’t be able to keep up our protections and battle these creatures for very long.

      “We have to get out of here!” I hissed, waiting for Disha to use her teleportation spell to jump us out. She and Bridget could take us all to safety, right? But then, we did travel through Tally’s fae portal. Maybe she had to walk us back through? I glanced around for the exact spot through which we’d crossed, but all I saw was desolation. Shit! We should have known our exit strategy before coming in.

      “Tally, how do we get back?” I asked, glancing desperately in her direction.

      She ignored me, her gaze curious, even as her body crouched in readiness.

      “Disha!” I shouted.

      She waved me off. “I called them. Let me handle this.”

      She straightened her shoulders as if she were about to walk into a board room and not be attacked by… what? I had no idea, all I could see were black shapes creeping forward, though my mind conjured the image of vicious monsters.

      Let her handle this? We were about to be killed.

      I didn’t have time to consider how because the dark figures crawled out of the shadows, getting taller like plants growing from the sickly ground.

      Five fae creatures surrounded us.

      I blinked in surprise, my mind reeling. How were they here? Alive despite the deadly poisons that ravaged their realm?

      The first was tall and slender, at least seven-foot tall with impossibly long, spidery limbs and an elongated neck that made me wonder if he were part equine, though his black eyes were human enough to show how vile he thought we were.

      The next figure was shorter and broad with large, bulging muscles and giant hands. In one, he gripped a horrible-looking ax tinged with what looked like dried blood. His clothes and face were splattered with it, too. In fact, each wore a covering of mud that made it seem as though they’d just crawled out of a bog.

      Another fae skittered around our group like a giant centipede before raising himself up on jointed hind legs. His face split into a cruel smile before he spoke.

      “Which of you isss Disssha?” he hissed, his black eyes roving over us.

      Rowan growled and bared his fangs. “None of your business. Now, back off before I rip your insect arms off!”

      Disha put her hand on Rowan’s heaving chest. “Back down, ‘Roid Rage, I’m handling this.”

      When she tried to leave our protective circle and step towards the creatures, Rowan reached out to stop her, but Disha was too quick. In a split second, she zapped him with a rigor mortis spell. Rowan froze, unable to move.

      “Disha!” I exclaimed, but she was already stepping around him.

      She was out of her mind.

      I glanced at Bridget who shook her head, then worked to free Rowan from Disha’s spell.

      She squared herself in front of the fae who had spoken. “I’m Disha,” she said, glancing from face to face. “Which one of you is the Unseelie King?”

      The Unseelie King? Why was she asking about him? Parisa had told us that everyone believed he was dead. Where was Disha getting all of these crazy notions?

      A laugh went up from the fae, cold and toneless like bone scraping against bone.

      “The Unseelie King doesn’t degrade himself to come to the likes of you. You come to him.” The tall fae spoke, angling his horse-like neck and peering down at Disha. “You all come. Now.”

      So it was true? The Unseelie King was alive? In this mess? Fear skittered into my chest like a cluster of hairy-legged spiders.

      “No. No, no, no,” I whispered, glancing back at Tally who was also shaking her head an emphatic no. She was curious, but not that much. The Unseelie were criminals, cruel unyielding fae who hated humans even on their good days. On their bad days, they murdered them for fun. They were inclined toward darkness and evil. Was that why they could survive here?

      I stepped forward and grabbed Disha’s arm. Her head snapped back and her eyes locked on mine. “I’m doing this, Charlie, whether you come or not. For Billy. I have to find the culprits and the answers may be here.”

      Then she pulled her arm out of my grasp.

      Damn her stubborn streak. She was going to get us all slaughtered. But what could I do? I couldn’t just leave her here in the fae realm all alone with these murderers. How many times had she put herself in harm’s way for me? Too many to count.

      “Fine,” I said so all could hear. “I’ll go with her. The rest of you can go back.”

      Rowan shook away the rigor mortis spell as Bridget freed him. “I’m going.”

      “Me, too,” Bridget said. “Let’s see where this insane faerie rabbit hole goes.”

      Tally rolled her eyes but didn’t walk off, so I took that to mean she was joining us.

      “Where are you taking us?” she asked the Unseelie, lowering her club but not putting it away.

      “To the King,” the fae with the ax said. “This way.”

      The Unseelie turned and began walking or crawling back the way they’d come.

      Our group, having decided forward was the only option, said goodbye to Kevin and followed. Disha walked in front, Bridget close behind, her hands out as if she might need to cast a defensive spell at any moment. Rowan and I followed her, side by side, with Tally in the rear.

      The walk through the remains of Alanthyl must’ve been what returning to Chernobyl felt like. Everywhere death reigned. The ground beneath us was charred black in some spots and bubbled over with oozing tar in others. Even with our protective spells, our shoes were soon black, making me worry about our skin. Gnarled tree branches angled like skeletal hands reaching up from their graves toward an ashen sky. Tendrils of wavering particles floated in the air, ready to poison anything that breathed. Even the very air seemed dead, flooded with the sulfuric stink of rotten eggs that no spell could filter out. No animal or insect sounded, leaving only the wailing wind. It mourned the beautiful world it had once known the same way Tally had.

      It was horrible to see and the further we went, more horrors were revealed: fae houses, abandoned and falling apart, bleached animal bones, and the saddest sight yet… a child’s cloth doll discarded on the roadside. Tally stopped, scooping the broken doll from the gritty ash. She gave it a sad squeeze before tossing it aside. It was poisoned, ruined like everything else.

      For their part, the five Unseelie didn’t harm us. In fact, they barely acknowledged our presence behind them. They plodded along (except the one who skittered on the ground). Soon, I noticed some limping. They walked hunched over, wheezing heavily. A couple of them stopped to cough, hacking up big globs of black phlegm onto the ground.

      So the poison was hurting them. They were sick, perhaps dying. How they could survive this long without succumbing to the oily tar, I could only guess, but I wondered if it had to do with the mud that caked their bodies.

      Either way, they wouldn’t make it much longer and I began to feel sad for them. Why had they stayed when so many had fled? Couldn’t they escape through the portal on a full-moon night?

      On the path ahead, the branches of a giant, dead tree obscured the sky. Around the massive tree, many small huts and walkways clustered, creaking slightly in the sulfuric wind.

      It was the site of a large civilization, the one I’d been to when it had been alive and thriving. The heart of Alanthyl.

      A muffled sob sounded behind me. When I glanced back, Tally wiped away tears as her eyes took in her former home. One heartbreak after another. I wondered if she regretted coming with us. I would have.

      “Thisss way,” the centipede-like Unseelie said, his voice raw. He crawled around a huge tree root and disappeared.

      Soon, we were spiraling down a crumbling earthen path, descending deeper and deeper under the main tree until we found ourselves in a large cavern lit by guttering torches. Tree roots made up the ceiling and walls, though most appeared dead. Piles of dirt lay on the floor from cave-ins and landslides.

      I had been here before, too. This spot was where I’d first entered the fae realm, waking up in a dangling cage that was now smashed to pieces on the floor.

      But, we didn’t stop here. The Unseelie continued down the long corridors, now so dark we could barely see. Disha and Bridget conjured witch lights, though the Unseelie didn’t seem to need them. They limped through the dark as easily as nocturnal animals and it was a good thing, too. With the sky obscured by disease, very little light existed anywhere.

      We took a final turn and entered the grand dining hall.

      Last I’d been here, the place had been one of the most spectacular sights I’d ever seen. Rainbow light had poured from the ceiling and delicious food had blanketed the table.

      Now, the ceiling was black and the table was covered with rot. The smell of it clogged the air, putrid meat and over-ripe fruit. The first insects I’d seen alive buzzed above the brown, clotted plates and moldy cheeses.

      At the end of the table, presiding over it all like there was nothing amiss, sat the Unseelie King, alive, though not necessarily well.

      If I thought his fae servants were tall, the Unseelie King dwarfed them greatly. Even sitting, he must’ve been at least eight feet tall with curling ram’s horns extending out three feet from either side of his head. His eyes were a preternatural ice blue and seemed to glow like butane fires in his sunken face. Muscle and sinew stood out on his bare chest and disappeared into a leather loincloth. But he too seemed half-starved and gaunt. Even in his grandeur, I could tell the sickness was in him.

      “Usurper!”

      The wind stirred as a figure buzzed over my head. Tally flew at the Unseelie King. She dove toward the throne, her face twisted with rage. Her hand held something sharp that glinted in the torchlight.

      My knife! She’d swiped it out of its sheath without me even noticing. She was going to kill the King before we’d even gotten to speak to him!

      But, just before she reached him, a figure sacked her from the side. The two of them bashed into the far wall, arms and wings flailing. The insect fae pinned Tally to the ground as she fought and shouted.

      “You stole our home! This isn’t yours. Traitor! Brathaidh!”

      The insect man clamped a hand over her mouth as she fought. When he weakened, another of the guards jumped on Tally to help keep her down.

      “Let her go!” I said, but the tall fae stepped into my path. I glared at him. I might not have any magic or a knife, but I knew how to throw a punch. Trey had seen to that.

      “Enough!” a voice boomed, shaking bits of earth from the walls.

      The Unseelie King stood at the head of the table, dominating it and commanding everyone’s attention. He seemed both feral and cunning, one of the most cunning creatures I’d ever seen. His burning blue eyes held us all in check.

      “Everyone, sit down,” he boomed.

      We moved in unison to the table. I wasn’t sure if his voice had magicked us into complying or if we were just awestruck. Anxious thoughts began to whir at the back of my brain, but the Unseelie King’s words soon drowned them out.

      “Seelie daughter, I mark your anger, but if you raise a hand against me again I will be justified in taking your life. Do you understand?”

      Tally glared from the ground, but she gave a quick nod and darted her eyes away. The two pinning her let her up and everyone took their places at the table.

      The Unseelie King turned his blue gaze to us. “I understand her presence here,” he said, gesturing to Tally, “but three humans and a vampire? What could you want? You’ve taken everything. All that’s left is disease and ash.” He gestured at the rotten food.

      Disha cleared her throat. “Sir… Your highness, we’ve come because some of your kind are killing innocent humans, including people we love. We…” Her voice faltered as she fought back tears. “We want justice. We want to know where the Death Horse is.”

      The Unseelie King seemed unmoved by her words. He ran a thumb and forefinger along his skeletal jaw. “The Death Horse, you say?”

      Disha nodded. “They are in the human realm, killing us as revenge for poisoning their home. While we think what happened here is a tragedy, we cannot allow you to kill innocent humans.”

      She stood up, her chair scraping on the floor, and stared down the Unseelie King in one of the bravest, or stupidest, shows of courage I’d ever seen.

      “We want you to turn the Death Horse over to us. Now!”

      I expected the Unseelie King to deny her accusations, for his guard to start a fight. What I didn’t expect was for him to lean back and steeple his fingers.

      “You are mistaken, child,” he said.

      Disha pounded her fist on the table. “I am not. They used the Death Horse mark!”

      The Unseelie King shook his huge head, horns swinging from side to side. “No, daughter of man, I am not mistaken. The Death Horse cannot be responsible for those crimes because they’ve been here with me all along.”

      “What?” Disha asked.

      “They’re here,” he said, gesturing to the broken and withering creatures sitting at the table beside him. “The Death Horse is right here.”
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      We stared at the broken misfits that surrounded us. This sickly bunch was the Death Horse? I exchanged confused glances with my friends. Even Tally, who was supposed to know more about the spirit riders than we did, appeared surprised.

      “But they…” Disha said, “they can’t be.”

      “Are you suggesting I’m lying?” the Unseelie King asked, after clearing his throat and wincing as if something were stuck there. “You do know that we, fae, are incapable of such a thing?”

      It was true. Fae couldn’t lie. They could entangle you in half-truths and omissions, but he had been clear enough. There could be no doubt, these few fae that still remained with him were the Death Horse.

      I examined them more carefully. They looked nothing like riders or spirits. They appeared to be regular fae, as regular as giants and centipede-like creatures could be.

      “But if the Death Horse hasn’t been killing people in our realm,” Disha said, “then who is?”

      “You’re asking me?” the Unseelie King said, his voice growing raspy as if he’d already talked too much. “How should I know? I’ve been here, trying to stay alive.” He coughed and pounded his chest with one fist as if to punctuate his last statement.

      Disha turned to us, her expression lost, her back hunching over. She seemed on the verge of crying, and it broke my heart to see her that way. It was as if her idea for revenge had kept her strong, as if without the possibility of making someone pay for what had happened to Billy, she had no reason to keep going.

      My mind reeled at what we had just learned. All those clues had pointed right to the Death Horse, but had it all been too simple, too convenient? It was as if someone had been leading us down the wrong path, keeping us busy.

      We’d been duped.

      “We are so stupid,” Rowan said at the same time that the realization hit me. We’d been chasing the ghost that someone had wanted us to chase.

      And there was only one possible someone who could be blamed for the ruse. Anger and shame rose in me. Some detectives we were, not even fit for a Scooby-Doo mystery.

      Ponomarenko had done this.

      He had sent us on a wild goose chase across the country, which meant he was the one who had killed that person in the alley, Lenora’s housekeeper, Billy, and all those others who had been found marked with the Death Horse runes.

      I met Rowan’s gaze, letting him know I had reached the same conclusion. “It was Ponomarenko. It’s been him all along.”

      “No,” Disha said, her voice rising, her spine straightening once more. “What?”

      “It can’t be. He must be lying,” she said.

      I shook my head at Bridget. We didn’t want the King to get mad.

      “I beg your pardon,” the Unseelie King said, “would you care sharing your epiphany?”

      I faced him again, a sliver of fear wedging itself into my chest. We’d come here with accusations, blaming him and his subjects for what had happened an entire realm away. And now, we were supposed to tell him that the same person who had destroyed his home bore the responsibility for those murders, too? I didn’t think he would take it well.

      “Anyone care to explain who this Ponomarenko is?” the Unseelie King waved a hand in the air as if to coax an answer out of us.

      “Umm, he is… a man,” I started, feeling like the least eloquent person on any realm, “umm, a warlock. The same one who infected your world.”

      The air, already thick with black particles, seemed to grow even thicker as it filled with tension. A muscle in the King’s jaw twitched.

      “Your audacity has no limits,” he said, pronouncing each word very carefully. “And it is only surpassed by your stupidity.”

      Yep, we deserved that. We had some nerve standing here on such flimsy suppositions and attacking them. We’d had no proof besides those runes, and any idiot or rookie investigator would have dug deeper before jumping to conclusions.

      “We apologize,” I said, inclining my head while my eyes darted from side to side, in case we needed to make a quick escape.

      “Apologies are hardly enough.” The Unseelie King stood up, his giant chair scraping loudly against the dirty ground. His massive figure towered over us. Even sickly, his tree-trunk arms and dinner plate hands could crush us if he wanted to.

      We stood, the tension in the room growing. I glanced around at my group. They all seemed to sense the danger we were in.

      “Tell me, human, how would you like to stay here?” His mouth tipped in a wicked smile, and his blue eyes flamed with pleasure. “It seems fair for some of your ilk to suffer the effects of what one of your own did. We shouldn’t be the only ones to enjoy this magnificent… grotesqueness.” He put his arms out to demonstrate our decrepit surroundings just as his court stepped in closer. They ringed us now, blocking our exit.

      We couldn’t stay here. Rowan had been drawing from me for almost an hour. I didn’t know how much longer I would be able to hold up, but the rubbery way my legs felt indicated it couldn’t be much longer.

      Rowan growled, his vampire fangs elongating. “What makes you think we’re gonna sit here and let you?” Rowan asked, weaving his hand in a spell that sent an electric tug into my chest. A ball of fire glowed between Rowan’s fingers even as my legs weakened further. If he drew any more magic from me, I was a goner.

      “C’mon. We’re leaving,” Rowan urged, waving his free hand at us.

      The Death Horse advanced, the giant moving jerkily on his long limbs like a daddy long-legs, the squat one twirling his bloodied ax. The scuttling of the centipede creature echoed in the cavernous space, a tick, tick, tick that set my teeth on edge.

      Rowan brandished the fire from left to right, trying to keep them at bay. Floating particles hissed in the flame, but instead of burning out, they seem to multiply. Bridget and Disha had followed his lead and had their own flames going. Tally still had my knife, and all I had were my trembling limbs.

      The Death Horse weaved in close, hissing and brandishing weapons, but Rowan had guessed right. They were afraid of the fire. He held his out, making our foes break the circle, opening a gap toward the cave’s entrance. We walked backward, keeping the fire between us and them. Still, they followed close behind. If we lost the fire, we were done for.

      Moving back, I stumbled on a rock and almost went down. I grabbed on to Disha’s arm for support. “I’m getting weak,” I whispered in her ear.

      Rowan should have only been using my magic for our protective spell and nothing else, but we needed the flame to escape.

      Disha nodded. “Hang in there,” she hissed. “We just have to make it back to the ring of stones.”

      Going back there felt like miles. I didn’t know if I could make it, but I forced myself to appear strong. I could do this. I had to do this or we were dead.

      As we continued backing away, the King and his Death Horse matched our every step, not an ounce of worry in their vile expressions. They kept out of the reach of the flame, but only just. As we went, they taunted us, hissing and spewing curses in a fae tongue. The ax-wielding fae kept brandishing the blade while the centipede one skittered around the rock-lined hallway. Through it all, the Unseelie King kept his blue flame eyes on us, cold and unforgiving.

      I glanced to my left and saw Tally moving in unison with us, brandishing the knife in front of her, holding on to the slim hope that we might escape.

      “Are we supposed to be afraid of your little display?” The King asked, walking at the front of his pack. “How long can you keep it up?”

      “Fire can’t really hurt half-dead fae,” Tally said.

      “What then?” Disha asked, desperation in her voice.

      My hand itched and involuntarily made patterns that were only half of useful spells. I felt the magic within me, but it was weak. Rowan had already spent most of it, and even if I could use it, it wouldn’t be smart. I had knocked myself out last time.

      “What then?!” Bridget repeated Disha’s question.

      “Nothing of this realm… or yours,” Tally said, eyeing the Unseelie.

      At her words, fear thrilled down my back. We were doomed. I stumbled as the last of my energy began to give way.

      Rowan felt it, too. The well was running dry. His fire spell sputtered and died in his hands.

      A roar went up from the Unseelie. They rushed forward.

      “Run!” Rowan shouted.

      We turned tail and ran. With a burst of adrenaline, my trembling knees did their job.

      At the last second, Bridget wove her hands and sent a blast of light to the ceiling above. Roots and dirt caved down, falling on the Unseelie and blocking their path.

      “That won’t hold them long,” she shouted, sprinting up beside us.

      “How do we get back?” I asked as I struggled to run down the twisting earthen tunnels, a witch light conjured by Bridget speeding ahead of us and illuminating our way.

      “We have to get back to the stones,” Tally called back. She couldn’t fly in the tight cavern but sprinted so fast that she was almost keeping up with Bridget’s beacon.

      “Where are they?” Rowan asked from behind me. “Those stones wouldn’t have kept them long.”

      Where are they?! Right on our asses, that’s where.

      “Just keep running,” Tally called, her voice more distant than before.

      The tunnel seemed to go on forever and my legs were feeling weaker and weaker. After too much running, we finally burst out of the narrow cave system and rushed under the branches of the ancient tree.

      Now, all we had to do was get to the stones and we would be okay.

      But my legs had had enough.

      They gave out as I tripped on something no larger than a pebble and stumbled. I went down hard and stayed there unable to lift myself. My limbs felt like wet paper. My energy was spent.

      Arms circled me, lifting me up. Rowan pulled me to his chest and carried me as he ran.

      “I’ve got you. We’ll be out of here soon,” he panted, just as he picked me up and sped away, using his preternatural strength and speed to get ahead of our friends. It seemed that now that we weren’t in a tight tunnel, he could run without hurting anyone.

      “No!” I protested. “The others. We can’t leave them behind!”

      “We won’t. I’ll get them, too.”

      He ran, covering the poisoned ground at a considerable speed. Soon, he set me down just outside of the ring of stones.

      “I’ll be right back,” he said, then he sped off the way we’d come.

      In a few minutes, he was back with Bridget, depositing her next to me. She was wide-eyed, her red hair pointing in every direction. She wobbled on her feet and blinked at the clearing.

      “Well, that was something,” she said.

      Rowan was gone again and in no time he was back with Disha.

      “Where’s Tally?” I asked in a panic.

      Rowan held up one finger and took off once more, leaving black particles swirling in his wake.

      One minute had passed. That was all it had taken him to retrieve Bridget and Disha. Nervously, I squinted at the wafting tendrils of sickness. Why was it taking Rowan so long to get back with Tally?

      I heard them before I saw them, steps pounding on the ground. When I caught a glimpse of them, Rowan was running next to Tally as she flew, her wings a blur at her back.

      They stopped in front of us, Tally panting and Rowan not even breathing. I frowned at him and shook my head. What the hell?

      He threw up his hands. “She literally growled at me when I tried to help.”

      “I am not a damsel in distress from one of your earthlings stories,” she said. “Besides, it’s futile,” she added, twirling the knife, eyes peering at something coming out of the ashen ground.

      A cold shiver slid lazily down my back.

      Between us and the stone ring, dark figures rose from the earth. In an instant, each rider took shape, becoming as solid and real as before.

      Five shapes. Five monsters ready to rip us to shreds. And they stood between us and our only exit.

      How the hell did they get here? It was as if they had slipped through the ground like water, had rushed beneath us in an underground river, and were now sprouting up like geysers.

      And our magic was nearly gone. Mine was slipping away, the protective spell wavering.

      “Open the portal!” I shouted at Tally.

      She shouted back, “We have to be inside the ring.”

      My eyes darted out to the Unseelie, anticipating their attack. They brandished their weapons, but the riders simply stood there, blocking our escape. They weren’t attacking. They didn’t need to. All they had to do was keep us here long enough until the infection got in our lungs and killed us. It wouldn’t be much longer.

      “Get out of the way,” Rowan shouted.

      The fae creatures didn’t respond.

      Disha and Bridget readied their magic, tracing practiced patterns that cut through the thick black air. Tally, despite the fact that she thought this was futile, stood ready with the knife, wings fluttering behind her, keeping her aloft and making her look as intimidating as a bird of prey.

      “Blast them!” Rowan waved a hand in Disha’s direction.

      She sent a current of electricity at the daddy long-legs giant. The blue current zapped through the air, striking the Unseelie right in the chest, but the thing didn’t even twitch. In fact, the magic simply went through him as if he weren’t there.

      I groaned, pressing a hand to my heart.

      “What is it?” Rowan asked, side-stepping to run an arm around my waist.

      “I can’t take much longer. We have to get back.” I was about to lose consciousness.

      “Why aren’t they doing anything?” Bridget asked, then bravely darted forward, trying to get through the Death Horse. As soon as she got near, the centipede creature lashed its forked tail and swept her feet from under her.

      “You're not going anywhere,” he hissed.

      Bridget blinked from the ground, then staggered up, retreating, and breathing hard.

      Disha ran to her, helping her step back into our protective cluster. “Are you alright?”

      Bridget coughed and coughed again. She finally straightened, a hand pressed on her mouth. She glanced back at us, panic in her eyes. One side of her face was normal, still untarnished, but the other was turning black.

      Oh no. Oh no!

      “Please, let us out of here!” I begged.

      “And I shall,” a voice called from behind.

      The Unseelie King had arrived, and he stood tall and triumphant, looking down on us.

      
        
        “There is only one small condition. You have to take us with you.”
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      The Unseelie King drove a hard, deadly bargain, and almost killed us. A few moments later, we fell through the veil into our own world, gasping and clawing on our hands and knees.

      Oh God, fresh air never tasted so good.

      The frosted grass crunched between my fingers as I crawled away from the ancient stones that marked the tear between our world and theirs. I wanted nothing to do with that place ever again.

      Unfortunately, we’d made a bargain with the Unseelie that would make staying away very difficult.

      When I was far enough from the stones, I rolled over and dragged my limp body into a sitting position as my friends emerged from the tear between worlds. Disha stumbled forward, a hand at her throat as she coughed uncontrollably. Rowan was next and Bridget followed, dragging herself along the ground. Her head lifted and her bloodshot eyes met mine. On her cheek, a smear of black tar stained her normally white complexion.

      She’d been infected. She needed help.

      I scrambled wildly to her, grabbing her arm and hauling her into my lap as panic set in. I was still weak, but my terror spurred me on. Bridget’s eyes roved wildly as she opened and closed her mouth, struggling for air like a fish out of water. My hand began to weave uncontrollably, but then I realized I wasn’t the one for this job.

      “Disha!” My head swiveled, scanning for her.

      In a second, she was falling to her knees beside me and pressing her hands on Bridget’s chest. The magic throbbed, glowing with amber light as Disha worked furiously over our friend.

      “Hold on, B,” I whispered, stroking her tangled hair as tears streamed down my face. It was awful to watch her struggle for breath. Her hands clawed at her chest as if trying to rip the infection away. Her legs pistoned and her back arched. I could only imagine the torture of slowly suffocating to death.

      “Come on. Come on!” Disha wove spell after spell, casting it into Bridget. Sweat beaded on her forehead and dampened her hair as tears blurred her already smudged mascara.

      Oh, Bridget. Oh, God. This had to work. It had to.

      Bridget coughed. Then began to gag. I rolled her over and let her vomit out the blackness, patting her back as she retched over and over. Finally, she sucked in a few ragged gulps of air and settled into unconsciousness, her chest rising and falling raggedly.

      “Is she okay?” Rowan said, stumbling our way.

      “For now,” Disha answered. “We need to get her to the infirmary.” In a split second, both she and Bridget were gone. She’d used a teleportation spell to take them to Nurse Taishi, no doubt.

      Now, that one crisis was averted, Rowan turned his attention to me, putting a hand on my shoulder. “Are you okay?”

      I touched my body, looking for tell-tale signs of the black tar infection, but didn’t see any. Rowan, too, seemed untouched. We were the lucky ones. My eyes drifted back to the ring of stones that marked the portal.

      “She’ll be okay,” Rowan whispered, glancing back, too. “She’s tough.”

      Damn the Unseelie. Damn them to hell. They’d kept us there as Bridget sucked in lungfuls of tainted air, using our weakness as leverage to get what they wanted.

      To be granted passage into the human world.

      But there was no way we could do what they asked. We didn’t have the authority—others had decided to leave them there. And, also, we weren’t crazy. The Unseelie were monsters. Even if they weren’t responsible for the murders, they likely had killed many others in their lifetime. Plus, they were tricksters. No bargain with them ever benefited the one who made it, which made me fear we would eventually pay for the bargain we’d been forced to make in order to save Bridget… in order to save all of us.

      At first, we’d refused, but they’d blocked our path, letting Bridget gag and gasp. I’d been ready to tear their heads off with my bare hands until Tally stepped forward.

      “We agree to your terms,” Tally had said. “Now, let the girl go before she dies. She comes from a very powerful family and, if you kill her, they will come for you and make sure you suffer.” She stuck her chin out defiantly.

      But they didn’t seem impressed by her show of strength.

      “We already suffer,” the Unseelie King said in his booming, though garbled voice.

      “These humans will find a way to grant you passage into their realm. Just give them time to make the bargain. There are those more powerful in charge they must speak to. You, of all people, should understand that, King Oberon.” Tally narrowed her purple eyes.

      “Fine,” the Unseelie King said, “but one of you stays behind. To make sure you will return hastily.”

      “No,” I shot back. “If we stay, we’ll die.”

      “She’s dying now,” the Unseelie King gestured to Bridget.

      He was right. We were running out of time. Panic racked through me, making my heart pound to near bursting. What could we do?

      “I’ll stay,” Tally said, stepping forward. “Let them go.”

      “You can’t!” Disha shouted.

      The Unseelie King grabbed Tally’s arm. She flinched but didn’t run.

      “Don’t worry,” he snarled. “We’ll keep her safe. But I suggest you hurry.”

      I glanced at Tally, offering her a chance to recant, but she shook her head. Then she stood perfectly still as the Death Horse began to slop mud over her skin. It seemed my guess had been right, the mud did protect them from the infection.

      “This should give her a little extra time in our lovely realm,” Oberon said.

      Time Bridget didn’t have.

      So, despite the wrongness of it all, we’d left.

      “What will I tell her family?” I whispered, pulling Rowan into my arms. “The fae children. They depend on her.”

      “We’ll hurry,” Rowan said. “We’ll go to McIntosh now.”

      Together, we stood and, using the last ounce of his strength, Rowan picked me up and ran to staff housing. It wasn’t hard to find now that Dean McIntosh had dropped the spells that hid the apartments and her new house. She’d reasoned that the area should be accessible to students in case they needed help in the middle of the night. And, unfortunately, we did.

      We ran up the little cottage steps, the building very similar to the one that was destroyed last year when Nyquist decided to declare war on half the staff. The cute garden cottage had green shutters and a rounded entryway that always reminded me of storybook houses.

      Rowan and I banged on the door, hearts pounding along with our fists, as we waited for her to answer.

      The sound of footsteps headed our way, then the scrape of a lock. Finally, the door swung open.

      Irmagard peered at us from under an old-fashioned nightcap straight out of a Dickens’ novel. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      “Where’s Lynssa?” I asked, pushing in. “We have to talk to her. I’m sorry to wake everyone up, but this is an emergency.”

      “Oh, dear,” the counselor said, shuffling her slippers along the wooden floorboards as she fumbled for a lamp near the door.

      The light flicked on, illuminating a warm foyer and living room. The floors were rustic wood, the walls were a light lavender, and the furniture was cozy. A large fireplace took up the far wall, dark now, but with a few glowing embers from a fire that had died down hours ago. A giant clock ticked in the corner, the sound reminding me that every second we spent here was a second Tally was ingesting poison.

      “Where is she?” I asked, gazing around. Could she still be sleeping? We were making a terrible racket.

      Irmagard blinked wildly. “What? Oh! My sister. Yes. Hold on.” Shuffling slippers slid down the hallway as Rowan and I stood staring at each other and counting the seconds.

      Muffled voices echoed from what must’ve been a back bedroom. Then, footsteps that sounded more confident marched our way.

      “What is it this time, Charlie?” Lynssa strode into the room, pulling a robe over a two-piece pajama set in pale pink. “Hello, Rowan.”

      “Hello, Dean,” Rowan said. “We don’t have a lot of time.”

      “We never do,” Lynssa McIntosh said with a sigh. “Spill.”

      We told her everything: our hunches, how we’d gone rogue yet again, what had happened. The familiar guilt of having broken the rules and endangering my friends washed over me, but I didn’t have time for that. All I could think of was Tally inhaling that awful black stuff.

      “So, you see, we have to go save her. Right now.” I punctuated the last words by pounding my fist against my thigh.

      Dean McIntosh stared at me. For her part, she didn’t lecture, but she didn’t rush to action either. “I see.”

      “We need to go,” I said, turning, but she didn’t follow. “Dean.”

      She ran a hand through her hair. “There’s one little problem, my dear. There’s no way the High Council will agree.”

      “What?” I asked. “We can’t leave Tally to die.”

      “And I guess we won’t.” The dean sighed in resignation. “Let’s go.”

      She extended her arms, placing one hand on each of our shoulders. A tingle of magic broke out over my skin and then the familiar yank of someone dragging me along by my navel. In a split second, we were back at the ring of stones.

      “I’m going in,” the dean said, weaving the protection spell over herself with one hand while tightening her robe’s belt with the other. “You two stay here.”

      In a moment, she was gone, swallowed by the tear in the veil.

      “We should’ve gone to her in the first place,” I murmured, staring at the spot of moonlit grass where she’d been.

      Rowan put a protective arm around my shoulder. “We didn’t know. We couldn’t have known.”

      “We did. We were reckless. Haven’t we learned anything?” I put my face in my palm. How did I keep making the same mistakes? Putting people at risk over and over? People had died, I’d lost my hand, and here I was right back where I started.

      Rowan pulled me into an embrace, running a hand down my hair. “The dean is the dean for a reason. She always knows what to do. We’re just students. Hell, I’m a sophomore for God’s sake.”

      That made me chuckle. I pressed my tear-streaked face into his T-shirt. “I’m robbing the cradle, aren’t I?”

      “A senior with a sophomore? For sure. Everyone’s talking about it.” His voice was coy as he rubbed a hand down my back. “It’s the scandal of the year. Also, think about this… we’ve also done a lot of good, even when we screw up.”

      I leaned into his embrace, holding his solid frame to mine for the support and comfort I needed in this moment of doubt.

      As I was trying to come up with a witty response, the air shook and there they were.

      Standing in the circle of stones, eight figures stumbled into view. The five Unseelie guards, plus their King, strode out and glanced around, while Dean McIntosh laid Tally on the ground and immediately began casting spells over her.

      “Is she okay?” I rushed forward, skirting around the monstrous-looking fae and fell to my knees beside Tally. Her entire body, head to toe, was covered in that special mud the Unseelie wore. Eyes closed, she didn’t stir and I feared the worst.

      But the dean’s spells began to draw black particles from Tally’s mouth. Soon, she coughed like Bridget had, and rolling over, retched onto the cold January ground as the dean burned the swirling blackness that came out.

      “She’ll be okay,” the dean said, placing a hand on the fae’s back. “She was very brave and selfless to stay behind.”

      “I know,” I whispered.

      No matter what happened, from here on out, I’d always have Tally’s back.

      The air rent again as Dean McIntosh and Tally disappeared, probably joining Disha and Bridget in the infirmary.

      Standing, I faced the six Unseelie.

      “That was wrong what you did,” I said, anger pulsing in my veins. I didn’t care if they were huge and horrible. I was pissed. “You almost killed her and Bridget. We should’ve let you rot!”

      The King turned to me. Here, in our realm, he was still gigantic, but his eyes no longer glowed a burning blue. “Perhaps you should have let us rot, human. But, you came to us, remember?”

      I pinched up my face. “And you gave us nothing.”

      The Unseelie King regarded me, tilting his huge head, his horns cutting the night sky in two. “I like your spirit, human girl. You may call on me again and ask me one question and I will answer it. But think it over carefully. One question and one only.” He held up a giant finger and regarded me from behind it.

      One question. What could I possibly want to know?

      Before I could think it over, he turned from me and the six began to walk off into the forest.

      Should we stop them, make them wait until the dean returned? I realized she was far more powerful than a half dozen weak fae. If she wanted to find them, she could.

      Rowan stood beside me as we watched them lumber away. But before they’d gone far, the Unseelie King stopped, reached down, and placed something on a rock near the trees’ edge.

      He glanced over his shoulder one last time. “Don’t ever say I gave you nothing.”

      He was using my words against me. But why?

      They disappeared through the trees as Rowan and I made our way to the rock.

      On it was a lifeless lump, spotty and black. It took me a moment to recognize the gift the Unseelie King had given me.

      It was Kevin, our Vita Mensura toad, and, hopefully, the answers we’d been seeking.
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      My friends were going to be all right.

      Disha, Bridget, and Tally were going to fully recover from Ponomarenko’s horrible infection thanks to prompt attention, and the relief I felt was immeasurable.

      Without question, after what had happened, I considered Tally my friend—even if she might not feel the same way. The fact that she’d been willing to sacrifice herself for Bridget spoke volumes of who she was, and maybe, just maybe it meant she was starting to like us just a little bit. I really hoped so.

      First thing in the morning after only a couple of hours of sleep, Rowan and I met the dean in her office and deposited Kevin on her desk—a small, shriveled lump that might hold the secrets to healing the fae realm.

      “You have no idea how many times the research team has wished to have one of these at hand,” the dean said, stowing the frog in a box from one of her drawers. “I was under the impression there weren’t any more of them left in the world. Maybe this was the last one of its kind.” She sighed. “Anyway, I’ll get it to the researchers immediately. It should help shed some light on their ongoing work. I hope.”

      “How long will it take them to decipher what is hurting Alanthyl?” I asked.

      “I don’t know,” Dean McIntosh said. “It’s not my specialty, so any guess would likely be wrong. But I will keep you posted.”

      “Thanks, Dean,” Rowan said. “We really hope it helps and can’t wait to hear what they find out.”

      “Will there be trouble with the High Council for letting the Unseelie King through?” I asked.

      “We shall see,” she said.

      Looking tired, she inclined her head, then glanced toward the door. There was a tall pile of folders on her desk. She laid a hand on it as if to indicate she had lots of work to do, and we had already wasted enough of her time. Being roused out of bed in the middle of the night by two of her students surely wasn’t helping her stay rested and productive.

      We left the Administration Building and walked outside into a gray morning.

      “When do we tell Tally?” I asked Rowan.

      He took in a big breath. “She deserves to know as soon as she’s well enough to hear it.”

      We broke the news the next day as Tally got ready to be discharged from the infirmary. She was wearing another set of ratty clothes. They were clean, but that didn’t help hide their age.

      The jeans were bell-bottoms, so wide that I didn’t know how she didn’t trip on herself, and her top was a long-sleeved, fringed, brown suede monstrosity that screamed seventies so loudly I suspected it had come from Irmagard’s closet.

      “Thank you for trying.” Tally nodded at us and, without a word, started walking toward the exit.

      “We’ll see you around,” Bridget said with a small wave from her own bed.

      I watched the fae go, her shoulders hunched over, her hands in her pockets. I hated that she felt the need to hide her wings. The campus was a safe place for non-wizards. She shouldn’t feel threatened here. Though, I couldn’t blame her. There were enough things happening on the outside, humans protesting against the fae “invaders” who had “flooded” our cities.

      “Tally, wait!” I said, the words coming out of my mouth before I knew it. I didn’t want to let her go without speaking to her first.

      She turned, her two-toned hair swaying, a long purple strand dividing her forehead and cheek into.

      I approached her and stopped a couple of steps away, out of hearing range from the others.

      “I wanted to… thank you,” I said. “What you did for Bridget was very brave.”

      She gave me a smile. It was small, but it lit up her face in a way I had never seen before. She was so intense and determined that it was rare to catch her in moments like this. Of course, it didn’t help that every time I’d met her it had been under less than optimal circumstances. She was so lovely, beautiful in a way that humans could never be, and even one little smile made her twice as stunning.

      “I would like to believe you would have done the same for one of us,” she said.

      “I would,” I said, no doubt in my heart.

      Tally’s violet eyes scrutinized my face for a moment. “I believe you.”

      I returned her smile. “We’ll keep fighting. We’ll find out what is wrong with your realm, and we’ll fix it. And Ponomarenko, he’ll pay for what he did.”

      Tally’s gaze went to my severed wrist. “You’ve suffered, too. You suffer still.” She met my eyes again. “If you ever need me, call me. I’d love to help you destroy that ydrie.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I’ll call you.”

      She smiled more deeply, even showing the edge of her teeth. Then she extended a hand for me to shake. It was a human custom, and she knew what it meant. I shook it. Our gazes locked, sharing the same intensity of heart and soul.

      Yes, I thought, I definitely have her at my back any day.
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      The rest of January and the beginning of February went on without real news from Dean McIntosh. Oh, we went to her office to pester her, but every time her answer had been the same: no progress. Kevin had indeed told the researchers a lot, except it had been nothing they fully understood.

      Apparently, Ponomarenko had used a spell of his very own to infect the fae realm. A signature incantation like Fedorov’s cancellation case and the Vita Mensura itself.

      Great!

      It could take ages for the researchers to figure it out. If signature spells were easy to decipher, there would be tons of cancellation cases and immortal toads running around.

      It had been hard to see Tally take in the news. Her face had remained as stoic and emotionless as always, but her eyes were trembling ever so slightly, reminding me of the way she’d wailed when she saw her ravaged land.

      Luckily for us, The Unseelie had disappeared into the night and, if the dean had told the High Council what we’d done, we hadn’t heard about it. Maybe she was keeping it secret or maybe they had bigger fish to fry.

      For his part, Ponomarenko had been quiet the last month, making us uneasy, but also hopeful.

      It seemed, somehow, he’d learned we were aware of his little ruse and realized his plot to cause unrest by trying to blame fae for killings humans wasn’t going to work. The authorities—Supernatural and human—had been alerted to the true culprit, after all.

      Or maybe he was saving up for something truly monstrous. I didn’t really want to think about it.

      What I wanted to think about was my hot vampire boyfriend.

      In all the commotion, Rowan and I had forgotten about our date. That fateful Friday had passed with us going rogue in the fae realm and visiting our friends in the infirmary.

      However, he’d brought it back up at the first opportunity and had suggested that since Valentine’s Day was near, we should wait until then.

      I’d reluctantly agreed. We needed to focus on our classes. Rowan had to move up from a sophomore at some point or he’d never graduate.

      At last, between senior-level classes, more failures to access my magic, and constant bad news from Dean McIntosh, February 14th arrived.

      Rowan and I were scheduled to go on our very important date, but to my dismay, Disha had other plans.

      “We have to go, Chardonnay,” she said as I sat on her bed, watching her throw clothes into a pile beside her closet. Kenny, the boy Disha had dated Freshman year was throwing another one of his infamous Valentine’s Day parties. Oh joy!

      “Bridget needs it.” Disha continued. “Lenora hasn’t called her in two weeks.”

      I raised an eyebrow. Bridget needed it or Disha did?

      Frankly, since Billy’s death and funeral, she’d been acting out of sorts. Her family had been forced to hire more security for fear of another attack from Ponomarenko. Viraj had stopped going to his school and began attending classes online because their mother was afraid he might be targeted. To add to Disha’s stress, Drew was in Uganda or something, leaving her alone on Valentine’s Day yet again.

      Her desire to keep herself busy was understandable, of course, but the thing that scared me the most was that she seemed to be dealing with the tragedies she’d faced by not facing them. If I agreed to go to the party, was I helping her dodge her problems?

      “I don’t know, Dish. There’s a lot going on. Plus, Rowan was supposed to take me out.” I picked at her rumpled comforter, trying to find the right words. “Maybe instead of going to the party, we should go see Irmagard again.”

      Disha made a frustrated sound, her head still in the closet. When she whirled around, she had a lime green dress, short and flowy, in her hands. “You and Rowan can go tomorrow, and just so you know, I’m done with Irmagard. Did you know she bathes with her ferret?”

      “Unfortunately, yes. Yes, I did.” There were things I saw that summer on the beet farm that I would never unsee. “But that doesn’t mean going to see her won’t help you.”

      “This party will help me,” she insisted. “Now, try this on.”

      She threw a light blue garment at me. I held it up, discovering it was a babydoll style cotton dress with short, puffed sleeves trimmed in lace. It was very tame compared to the spaghetti-strap number she was shimmying into.

      “What am I supposed to be?” I asked, holding the dress to my body.

      Disha stopped shimmying and eyed me. “You’re a… a little girl.”

      “My costume is Little Girl?” How unoriginal. “Is this a theme party? It’s Valentine’s Day, not Halloween.”

      “No one likes Valentine’s Day.” Disha glanced at me but didn’t answer my first question. She knew how I felt about themed events. At the Alice in Wonderland party, I’d nearly been killed by Henderson disguised as Answorth. And, surprisingly, it had put a bad taste in my mouth for some strange reason. Go figure.

      “Are you keeping the theme from me because you know if you tell me I won’t go?”

      She shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe.”

      “Disha,” I scolded.

      But she shook her head. “We’re going. For Bridget. She needs us.”

      And how could I argue with that?

      A few hours later, we met up on the circular drive in front of the Administration Building, waiting for our car. Bridget stood on the curb, kicking at a rock and looking thoroughly pathetic. Her costume seemed even worse than mine—she wore a pair of holey pants, an ill-fitting, white blouse covered in dirt, and a leather vest on top. Her face was smudged and her hair looked like she hadn’t brushed it in a month.

      Was she a hobo? A vagabond? Bridget normally dressed in bright colors and outlandish costumes. If this was what she wanted to go as she really was depressed. The distance between her and Lenora was really getting her down.

      I put a hand on her shoulder. “Hey, B. How are you?”

      Her green eyes drifted up to my face. “What are you supposed to be?”

      I shrugged, staring down at the dress Disha had given me. It was too thin, so I’d paired it with a cardigan. “I dunno. Ask Disha.”

      But, she was too busy admonishing Rowan who hadn’t dressed up at all.

      “Where’s your costume?” She flapped her hand at his usual jeans and long-sleeve T-shirt that hugged his muscular frame perfectly. I was fine with his normal attire, though a sexy costume might have been fun.

      He put a hand on her shoulder. “Calm down. I’ll change when we get there.”

      “Ahh,” she said, a light of understanding settling over her features.

      Were they all in this together?

      “Does everyone know the theme except for me?” I asked, annoyance tightening my chest.

      “The car is here.” Disha waved down the Uber driver and deftly dodged my question.

      Jerks. My friends were all jerks.

      We climbed into the black SUV and rode the few minutes over to Greenville where the sanctioned off-campus houses were located. We’d been here three years ago, but it felt like a lifetime had passed. So much had changed.

      Apparently, not for our hosts, however. The house looked the exact same: an unkempt farm with the same threadbare couches on its wrap-around porch, twinkle lights strung by the entrance. Inside, the dancing disco lights and drunken college students were all very familiar, too.

      Even Kenny, our host of three years ago, was standing outside, waving people in. Disha had dated him briefly, then they’d gone their separate ways, or so she’d told me. I hoped there wasn’t any awkwardness tonight. We had enough of that in the car with us already.

      We climbed out and walked up to Kenny, who greeted us with a big smile. He was dressed in a perfect Captain Hook costume, complete with a curly black wig, frilly pirate shirt, and a shining metal hook.

      “You guys made it. Awesome!” He waved his hook in the air.

      Bridget frowned. “Shouldn’t you have graduated by now?”

      “Bridget!” Disha cut in. “Don’t be rude.”

      But, Kenny just laughed. “Yeah, dudes. For sure, I should’ve. I’m, like, a super senior. No worries, though. We’re having a blast.” He gestured to the raging party behind him.

      Rowan reached out and shook Kenny’s hand. “I’m in the same boat.” He pointed to his chest. “Sophomore.”

      “Awesome!” Kenny gave him a high-five, which was actually a high-hook since it seemed he had forgotten his hand had transformed into a dangerous metal object. Luckily, Rowan had quick vampire senses and dodged before it sliced into his palm.

      Kenny just laughed and turned to Disha. “Love your costumes. Tinkerbell.”

      At this, Disha wove her hands over her head. A pair of faerie wings sprouted from her shoulder blades, sparkling with a light of their own.

      Rowan wove his own spell, tugging a little magic from me so that he could transform himself into Rufio from the movie Hook, streaked red hair, bone vest and all. I had to admit he looked super hot, though I was annoyed.

      “I’m Wendy Darling? Really?” I glared from my nightgown to Disha. Wendy was so… passive. If I’d picked, I would’ve gone for something much more ferocious.

      Disha twiddled her fingers and I could feel my hair changing. No doubt if I checked a mirror I would discover that I looked exactly like Wendy Darling from the Disney cartoon.

      “It suits you,” she said. “Now, come on.”

      We walked with Kenny into a house thumping with techno music and filled with drinking college kids. A delicious-looking spread of treats ran along a buffet table that was also straight out of the Hook movie, and I half expected a food fight to break out any second. Everyone was costumed in similar gear, a lot of Tinkerbells and Peter Pans, though I did see a crocodile and a really authentic Mr. Smee.

      Disha grabbed us some cups and shooed us through the throng of dancers toward the open back doors.

      The backyard did not disappoint. Last time, it had been festooned with giant mushrooms and a Mad Hatter table. This time, a mermaid lagoon shimmered in the moonlight while a miniature Jolly Roger ship bobbed in the center. It was just big enough for three drunken Peter Pans to take turns diving off the top of the mast. Girls dressed as mermaids squealed as the water splashed their iridescent tails.

      “I am not getting wet,” Bridget complained, sipping from her cup. I glanced at mine, but Disha had already downed hers, and one of us had to keep our wits about us.

      Bridget and I sat down on one of the boulders near the lagoon while Rowan decided he had to try out the pixie dust the boys had concocted to give people a few minutes of flight. I waved him away to have a good time, deciding to stick close to the girls.

      After a moment, Disha mentioned something about getting another drink and darted back inside the house. Soon, she was dancing with a guy I didn’t know and downing another cup.

      I watched her with growing concern. I wasn’t about to let her jeopardize her relationship with Drew for some dumb frat boy. I nudged Bridget who gazed up and frowned.

      “I don’t think she’s been sleeping,” Bridget said, watching Disha stumble into some other dude’s arms, giggling drunkenly. “I found several bottles of alertness tincture in her room. Empty. She’s reading a lot of forensic magic books, and she mentioned something about bad dreams.”

      “Bad dreams?” Why hadn’t my friend told me? Maybe she was worried I would make her go back to Irmagard? Either way, I needed to find out what was wrong.

      I glanced back for Rowan, but he was sparkling with pixie dust as he soared over the barn roof. Let him have his fun now. I had a feeling we weren’t going to be here long.

      Cutting through the crowd, I made my way inside the house, trying to get to Disha. She’d fallen into the arms of yet another guy in a Lost Boys costume, but he’d seemed to have lost half of it and was now bare-chested.

      “Disha!” I slipped between two John Darlings and touched her arm. “Disha.”

      She whirled and lost her balance, falling into me. I grabbed her arms, holding her up, but she was barely standing.

      “How much have you drank?” I asked.

      “Not enough.” She reached over me, trying to grab a cup from the shirtless boy.

      “Stop.” I stepped back to keep her away. Given that she couldn’t keep her balance, I figured she didn’t need any more alcohol tonight or for quite a while. This was bad. I’d watched Rowan drown his sorrows in alcohol freshman year and his destructive decisions nearly killed him. I couldn’t let Disha go down that path.

      I began to lead her toward the front porch. “Say your goodbyes. We’re leaving.”

      She sagged in my arms. “There’s no one here I even want to say goodbye to.”

      “We’ll get you home.” I half-carried, half-helped her toward the door. “We’ll get you fixed up.”

      She sighed, shaking her head against my shoulder. “I don’t know, Char. I wonder if anything can be fixed or if it’s all broken for good.”
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      The next day, Rowan picked me up in his car in front of the Senior Dorm. It was the same Mercedes his father had owned, which now belonged to Rowan. He kept it at home most of the time, but tonight, he’d taken it out for the special occasion.

      I came down the steps, feeling extremely self-conscious. I was wearing a dress unlike I’d ever worn on a date before. It had a tight bodice, fitted sleeves that kept me warm, and a flowing skirt that reached the ground. It was classy, and yet a bit over-the-top for me, but Disha had insisted it wouldn’t look out of place—not where Rowan was taking me for dinner. Also, she’d assured me it would make the subsequent disrobing far more interesting and exciting. I blushed just at the thought.

      Was I ready for this? I hoped so. We’d waited so long.

      Fabric rustled with every step, sequin sparkling as the lamplights hit it.

      My heart pattered like a scared rabbit as Rowan spotted me from his place beside the shiny black car, his gaze devouring me with that predatory intensity that could never let me forget he was a vampire.

      “You look ravishing,” he said as he strode forward and took my hand to help me down the last step. He was ravishing himself in a dark suit with a gray shirt and purple tie.

      My insides melted with the growl of his voice. I had looked forward to this night for weeks, years maybe, and it was finally here. And yet, I was so nervous. I might not eat a bite for all the knots in my stomach.

      He opened the passenger door and ushered me in. When he walked around the front of the car, I watched as he forced himself to walk slowly, doing his best not to rush anything about tonight. When we left campus, he drove slowly, too. The car cruised lithely down the dark streets, purring like a subdued kitten as we headed toward the city.

      We talked about classes, his mother and brothers, the restaurant we were visiting, everything, except any of the gloomy topics that had occupied our conversations lately. It almost felt normal, like we were an ordinary couple out on a date, not a vampire and a maimed witch who had been through too much.

      We arrived at the restaurant in a posh area of Atlanta. A valet took the car, and we walked between two tall hedges and entered a small courtyard, past empty cast-iron chairs for outside dining.

      Aria, the name of the restaurant, was displayed prominently on top of the door, backlit by yellow lights. Inside, the atmosphere was modern, and even though the place was full, conversation was subdued and pleasant.

      We were seated at a round table covered by a white tablecloth and topped with pristine wine glasses and fine china. Rowan ordered wine and an appetizer, and soon we were enjoying toasted ciabatta with balsamic syrup. It was delicious, way better than the cafeteria fare I’d eaten for the last four years.

      After I’d taken in my fancy surroundings—me, a girl who more than once dug food from a dumpster—I started to notice some of the other customers and realized that a few of them kept casting glances in our direction.

      They probably could tell Rowan was a vampire. It was hard to miss his pallor and the decisive way he moved. That predatory vibe he gave out was also impossible to hide. Plus, he was so handsome in his suit, imposing and comfortable. For my part, I was dressed appropriately, as Disha had said. So what was the problem?

      A moment later, I caught a furtive glance from the women sitting at the table next to ours. Her eyes darted in the direction of my wrist, a slight frown on her face.

      I jerked my wrist off the table and hid it under the tablecloth. Around my friends and on campus, I never felt self-conscious anymore, but I’d forgotten that, out here, things were different. People could find fault so quickly, for any number of reasons. Especially the uber-rich.

      I’d endured snide glances before, but it stung tonight. Maybe because things were supposed to be so special.

      “Hey.” Rowan put a finger under my chin and forced me to meet his gaze. “Want me to turn her meal into a buffet of slugs?” He wiggled his fingers. “It would only take a second.”

      I laughed, imagining how the snobby woman would freak. “It would be nice. But I guess that would make me just as bad as she is.”

      “Always taking the high road,” Rowan said, sighing. “Just for once, you should have a little fun.”

      Fun. That’s right. I was supposed to be having fun.

      We were smiling, waiting for our main courses when there was a loud clatter, and then a yelp followed by the sound of glass shattering on the floor.

      Every single head swiveled.

      “My apologies,” a waiter was saying, taking a step back from the mess of spilled gravy and vegetables at his feet.

      “Not here, too,” a man in a cream-colored suit said loudly enough for everyone to hear.

      Someone came rushing out from the back, a woman in a black sheath dress. She wore four-inch heels and her hair was piled on top of her head in a fancy bun.

      “Sir, can I help? What seems to be the matter?” Noticing the mess the waiter was hastily cleaning up, she gestured toward a few more staff. “Clean this up immediately,” she hissed. They got to work, helping the one who’d spilled the meal.

      The offended customer regarded the restaurant manager with disgust, picked up his napkin from his lap, and threw it on top of his plate. He leaned in and whispered, but in the silent restaurant, you could hear every word.

      “If I’d known these were the type of servers you hired, I would’ve gone somewhere else. Somewhere with class.” He stood and extended his hand to the woman seated across from him. “Let’s go.”

      She was twenty years his junior, with blond hair and a body shape that indicated she hadn’t eaten much, anyway. She seemed confused and embarrassed at the same time. Apparently, she had no idea what had set the man off.

      “I’m sure I don’t know what you mean, sir,” the restaurant manager said. “Please, explain and I’ll make it all better.”

      “Don’t bother. I’ll take my business elsewhere.” He took his date’s hand and headed out the door without a backward glance.

      The manager turned to the chastised waiter and looked him up and down.

      “What did you do?” she hissed quietly.

      He shook his head. “N-nothing,” he said, looking just as confused as the skinny blonde had.

      The manager looked him up and down, an angry expression on her face. Then, remembering all eyes were on her, she glanced around apologetically, looking like someone who liked having things under control and now found herself in chaos. The other customers darted their eyes from the door to the waiter as if wondering if they should leave, too.

      Looking embarrassed, she pulled the scared waiter to a back alcove and away from the remaining patrons. Yet, it so happened, our table was near the back and close enough that I could hear the whole conversation. I angled my neck so I could get a good view. Now, away from prying eyes, the manager’s mouth twisted downward as she scrutinized the waiter from head to toe, searching for a discernible reason for the customer’s outraged. Shortly, her eyes widened and her mouth twisted in disgust.

      “You’re one of them,” she said, pointing at the waiter’s hand.

      He frowned and glanced down. One of his white gloves was ripped at two of the fingertips and a couple of gnarly, sharp claws poked out.

      “How dare you lie to us?!” The woman growled in a hushed whisper, glancing around. “Get out of here.”

      The poor man’s head swiveled from side to side like a trapped animal.

      “Get out of here and don’t come back,” the woman whispered in a hiss.

      Before I knew what I was doing, I was on my feet, wedging myself between the waiter and the hostess.

      “How dare you talk to him like that? You have no right, you underpaid, overdressed basic bitch.”

      She blinked at me, a deer in the headlights, and looked me up and down, registering my fancy dress, Rowan’s invaluable medallion at my throat, my tasteful makeup and hair. She opened and closed her mouth like a dying fish.

      She was lucky I didn’t have my magic or I would have turned her nose, eyes, and tongue into slugs. If she could be this mean, she didn’t deserve to be able to talk again.

      “Rowan,” I said, turning. He was already standing behind me, “this place hires speciests. I don’t like it. Let’s go.”

      “Gladly,” he growled and stalked behind me.

      The waiter stayed behind looking too shocked to move. I waved him along. No way I was leaving him there. He shuffled from foot to foot for a moment, then followed us out.

      I was fuming. I swear, in the cold, steam came out of my ears. We stood on the sidewalk, waiting for the valet to get Rowan’s car. The waiter, the fae, started walking away.

      “Wait,” I said. “Don’t go. We’ll take you wherever you need to be.”

      “It’s fine, ma’am. You’ve already done enough,” he said, removing his gloves and discarding them on the sidewalk. His fingers were thick, scaled, and claw-tipped. His face was human enough, but fae came in so many different packages.

      He was stuck here, had been trying to earn an honest living, and wasn’t permitted. It wasn’t fair.

      Rowan’s car pulled up. I opened the back door and gave the fae the nicest smile I could muster. “Please, let us take you home. My name is Charlie and this is Rowan.”

      He frowned.

      “Or we could go to dinner,” I added quickly. “We’re starving. We never made it past the appetizer.”

      He smiled shyly, relaxing a little after he’d pondered my words. Something I’d said had made him decide we were all right. I wondered what?

      He got in. I climbed into the passenger seat, and we took off.

      With the fae in the car, the sexy mood had shifted. Damn. It was like fate was purposely keeping us apart. But somehow, right now, this felt more important. In the Academy, I lived isolated from the outside world, a microcosm that was far from reality. I would be graduating soon. I needed to understand what would be waiting for me once I did.

      “Where should we take you?” I asked.

      “Home, I guess,” he said. “I can trust Charlie Rivera to do that much.”

      I whirled, eyes wide in surprise. “How do you… know my name?”

      “We know what role you’ve played in our fate. You’re a bit of a legend among some of our people.”

      Rowan and I exchanged a confused glance. I suddenly had a million questions for this fae.
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      We didn’t have to drive for very long to get Thelar, our new fae friend, home. That was his name and he had been visiting Alanthyl when I’d first been there, that day I’d deceived Queen Kiana. It seemed he should’ve hated me for what I’d done, but he seemed genuinely glad to meet me. Maybe he wasn’t a member of her Seelie Court.

      As Rowan drove to where Thelar directed, the posh area we’d been in gradually morphed into the Atlanta I was more familiar with, the kind of place Trey and I had called home. The buildings around us became more industrial-looking and unkempt. There were broken windows, broken fences with “no trespassing” signs, graffiti, and dilapidated façades.

      Driving in a Mercedes down this road didn’t seem like the best idea, but we were committed. I was very curious to see what kind of place this fae called “home.”

      “It’s just up ahead,” Thelar directed from the backseat. He was broader than most fae I was used to, filling out his waiter’s shirt and tie with wide shoulders and muscular arms. He had very few tell-tale signs that he was fae, but now that I looked closer I could see traces of their delicate features in the shape of his jaw and the line of his cheekbones. He was clean-shaven and handsome. No wonder he’d gotten the job at that posh restaurant. He fit in nicely there. Too bad they were assholes.

      “Take a right. You’ll see it.” He pointed with one clawed hand.

      At the end of a particularly desolate road, we came to a closed chain-link fence. One lonely street lamp illuminated the dark night. There was no sign of life beyond the fence, just a long gravel road that led towards darkness.

      “Here?” Rowan asked, his hands gripping the wheel. His vampire instincts were in full alert, I could tell. I was so attuned to him that the slightest change in his mood registered on my radar.

      “Yes, here. Wait for a moment,” Thelar said, getting out of the car.

      The fae shut the car door, approached the fence, and waited. Soon, two tall females seemed to materialize from the shadows and appeared in front of Thelar. It was hard to tell in the poor light, but from their posture and the way they carried themselves, I decided they must be fae.

      “Maybe we should leave,” Rowan said, though there was no conviction in his comment.

      I squinted at the three fae who stood between the beams of our headlights. “You know you want to stay, find out why I’m something of a legend.” I waggled my eyebrows.

      He nodded. His curiosity had been piqued as intensely as mine. “I must be crazy to pick this over our hotel reservation.” He squeezed my thigh, making me wonder if we were nuts to be out in a slum instead of the Four Seasons.

      After Thelar had a quick conversation with the two female gatekeepers, he turned and waved us forward. The gate opened, rolling on a rickety wheel. Rowan let the car creep forward and stopped as the two females peered in from either side. We rolled our windows down.

      “Hi,” I said, waving awkwardly.

      The females were tall and muscular and indeed fae. They had angular faces with pointed ears and braided hair of spun gold. Their eyes were slanted and cat-like. They reminded me of the warriors who came to fight against Nyquist the night Anama and Sinasre were rescued by their father. They peered inside the car, checked the backseat. They didn’t seem afraid of us as much as distrustful.

      “I recognized you,” the fae on Rowan’s right said, peering straight at me.

      How could she recognize me? Had we met somewhere? I had no idea.

      “Do you come to help?” she asked.

      My mouth opened and closed. Was this why Thelar had brought me here? Did they think I would be able to help them somehow?

      “I—I don’t know,” I said.

      “Your answer is better than a lie. You may come in, but know that we’ll be watching you.”

      “Thank you.” I nodded once. “We mean no harm.”

      Smiling from ear to ear, Thelar got back into the car and directed us to go straight down the gravel road. “My wife will be pleased I brought you.”

      “It seems like you are a celebrity around here,” Rowan said.

      “That’s crazy,” I said. “How is that possible? I haven’t done anything.” I turned around to peer at Thelar in the backseat.

      “When you took Kiana with you,” Thelar said, “many in our realm hoped you’d taken her for good.” He poked a finger between Rowan and me. “Here, turn right.”

      Rowan cut the wheel and drove between two broken-down walls, the remains of a building now crumbled. At the end of the road, Thelar instructed us to park in front of the large dumpster.

      Now, I was really overdressed. I tugged on my long sleeves and squirmed.

      Thelar got out of the car. Rowan and I exchanged a glance. If things went sour, Rowan could use my magic to get us out. We exited the car, looking around. The night was dark and the air was putrid.

      “Follow me,” Thelar said.

      We walked close behind him and entered yet another dark alley. Rowan’s head swiveled all around, his eyes piercing the night, his nostrils flaring. But, so far, it didn’t seem as if there was anything to worry him.

      At the end of the alley, another chain-link fence blocked the way. I thought our friend might call another set of guards, but, instead, he strode forward and walked straight through.

      Rowan and I exchanged a knowing glance: a glamour. Things here weren’t as they appeared. We had to keep that in mind.

      Holding hands, we walked through it together.

      What lay on the other side left me speechless. The darkness and silence of what we’d left behind were replaced by the glow of warm lights and the easy chatter of voices.

      A long alley flanked by two brick buildings extended as far as the eye could see. Branches grew overhead, forming a canopy between the two structures. Sparse leaves glittered with their own light on creeping vines, providing illumination for the long passage.

      Down the narrow alley, military tents had been erected on either side. They were decorated with vines, tree bark, and moss—a meager attempt to create a natural feel. Flap doors were rolled open, giving glimpses of little magical worlds inside each tent: glittering wings, flower-covered beds, root-filled spaces. I peered at their interiors curiously, then averted my eyes when someone frowned at me from inside.

      Tent after tent lined the passage. I supposed the fae could have stayed inside the outlying buildings, but apparently, they prefer the flimsy tents, which they’d gone out of their way to adorn with as many natural elements as possible. It couldn’t have been easy—not surrounded by mostly concrete as we were.

      As we followed Thelar, Rowan pointed at several figures walking along the top of one of the adjacent buildings. They were following our every move, nothing but shadows, balancing lithely on a narrow strip of brick.

      Even though it was nighttime, a few children played between the tents, weaving in and out of their flimsy homes as they chased each other. They wore ill-fitting human clothes, jeans, and T-shirts that looked out of place on their fae bodies.

      “This is me,” Thelar said, stopping in front of a two-person, small tent. “I would invite you in, but it’s far too small. Arafina Herra, I’m home!” he called into the tent.

      A female with doe eyes the color of a sunflower stuck her head out, looking surprised. “Already? You’re early.” She seemed about to say something else, but she stopped when she noticed us.

      “We have guests,” Thelar said.

      Arafina Herra came out of the tent, straightening to her full height of five-foot tall. She wore a tight tank top over a furry, dappled torso. Coarse hair like that of a dear started at her neck and went down her shoulders and chest. It stopped at her wrists, leaving her hands smooth and human-looking. She had pointed ears and tiny horns atop her head. She was simply lovely.

      She examined us up and down with a deep frown, then gave Thelar a similar look.

      He laughed nervously, gesturing to us. “Arafina Herra, this is Charlie Rivera,” Thelar said, emphasizing my name and staring at her hard.

      “Wait, what?!” Her eyes went so round and big that she looked like a Japanimation cartoon. “This is Charlie Rivera?” She glanced skeptically down the length of my gown. “The Charlie Rivera?”

      “I am I guess,” I said, feeling self-conscious at being treated like some sort of celebrity for reasons I completely ignored. “It’s nice to meet you, Arafina Herra.”

      “She doesn’t look like anything special.” Arafina Herra ignored my outstretched hand and glanced at her husband. “Are you sure? You’re always meeting people thinking they’re someone they’re not. This is just some human off the street.” She gestured at me as if anyone could tell from my appearance that I was nothing special.

      Gee, thanks. I’m standing right here.

      “Well, I was in Alanthyl that day,” Thelar said, “and you weren’t. And I tell you, this is Charlie Rivera, the human girl who got the best of Kiana who is responsible for all of this.” He waved his hands about, his expression growing desperate. “Now, please, don’t embarrass us in front of our guests.” He smiled at me as if to cover up for his wife’s rudeness.

      I blinked. What had he said about Kiana?

      “Um, what do you mean?” I asked. “Kiana didn’t cause the destruction of your world. It was Mystro Ponomarenko, a human warlock. You do know that, right?”

      Arafina Herra gave me a hard stare. “In a way he did, but the Seelie Queen would certainly like for everyone to forget her involvement.”

      Walking around to the side of her tent, Arafina Herra sat on an upturned plastic bucket in front of a squat metal barrel. She picked up a stick and poked at a bed of coals at the bottom of the metal cylinder, then crumpled a few pieces of newspapers and threw them in. The embers flared to life, causing a twist in my chest. Such a familiar sight. It reminded me too much of Trey.

      Thelar pushed a couple of buckets in our direction and sat on a fourth one. “Take a seat,” he said. “We don’t have much to offer, but a good story by the fire may be all it takes. It might help relieve any guilt you might feel for lying to the Seelie Queen.” He laughed in that easy way he had, prompting a frown from his wife.

      “I wish you would have kept her,” Arafina Herra said. “The entire fae realm, Seelie and Unseelie, would be better off without her.”

      My head was spinning with curiosity. I bunched the gown around my legs and sat.

      “How can Kiana be responsible for what happened to her own realm?” Rowan asked, taking a seat on the bucket and looking as intrigued as I felt.

      “All our actions have consequences,” Arafina Herra said, her face warmed by the light of her growing fire. “Kiana sealed our fate many years ago by taking advantage of a gullible human warlock.”

      “Who was this warlock?” I asked, knowing there was only one person it could be.

      Arafina Herra poked the fire once more, squinting as smoke rose toward her face. I had a feeling she was hiding how pleased she was to be able to tell her story to someone who’d never heard it before.

      “Kiana was never meant to be Queen of the Seelie Court,” she began. “It should have been her older sister, Terina, who was meant to inherit the throne. Terina had been groomed for it, and she would have been a far better Queen. She was humble and compassionate, two traits Kiana has never possessed.” At this, her lip curled up in a sneer.

      Thelar cleared his throat, casting his eyes around a bit as if to make sure no one was listening. Would it be heresy if someone from the Seelie Court heard her speak this way? She didn’t seem too worried about it.

      She went on in the same disgusted tone. “At the time, the portals between our realms were open. We could come to this world if we so wished. Kiana did. It was an outlet for her. She hated her sister and liked getting away. Maybe to forget all the ways she wasn’t fit to be queen. During one of her excursions, she met a powerful, young warlock. We fae don’t have magic the way humans do, so Kiana was intrigued, to say the least.

      Rowan glanced at me and we shared a knowing look. Ponomarenko. It had to be.

      “The young warlock had so much power, something that had always fascinated her,” Arafina Herra continued. “The warlock fell in love with her,  followed her everywhere. He came back and forth to our realm and was welcomed by many. He was kind and helpful. Or so we thought. Many hoped he might be a good influence on Kiana, and for some time, he was. She set aside her resentment towards her sister and was momentarily happy. Her parents were relieved.”

      “Mighty glad they were,” Thelar added in, though Arafina Herra gave him a look that clammed him right up.

      “Of course, Kiana’s fascination with the warlock waned, and the only thing that was left was her interest in his magic and power. He was adept at potions and had found clever ways to use the ingredients he’d discovered in our lands: mushrooms, plants, animals, flowers that don’t exist here. He was eager to learn and invent things. And so… he did,” Arafina Herra said, pausing and looking pained.

      “What did he invent?” I asked, thinking that I already knew the answer.

      “He created a potion so foul that a mere sniff of it could taint and kill anything alive,” Arafina Herra said in an eerie voice that seemed to echo through the dark alley. “Kiana used that potion to kill her parents and her sister and take the throne for herself.”

      “What?” I asked, shocked. Did Kiana’s own children know what she had done? What about Phraan and Tally?

      Arafina Herra continued as if I hadn’t interrupted. “The young warlock couldn’t believe what Kiana’d done. He hadn’t meant to create this disease. It had been a terrible accident.

      “Ponomarenko?” Rowan asked. “He’s a killer. Of course he meant it.”

      But Arafina Herra shook her head. “He blamed himself and tried to excuse Kiana’s actions, but she called him a coward. She told him she didn’t love him. She never had. How could she love such a pathetic creature? He was nothing but a mortal who would wither away in the blink of an eye. She humiliated him in front of everyone.”

      I pressed a hand to my mouth, shock coursing through me. This story was horrible. Had this really happened? Kiana hadn’t seemed evil when I met her, but then I’d only talked to her for a short time.

      “Still, the young warlock refused to believe her,” Arafina Herra continued. “He begged her to think better of it, to give it time. Kiana laughed at him and threw him out of our realm. He tried to come back, but Kiana made sure his passage was barred.”

      “Love makes you do crazy things,” Rowan muttered. He and Thelar exchanged a glance as if they were in that boat together.

      I gave him a look, telling him to hush. I needed to hear the end of this story. “What happened to the warlock?”

      Arafina Herra’s eyes dropped to her fire and the grate she was setting over the can’s lid. Thelar reached behind him and pulled out some meat that he placed on the makeshift grill. We watched it begin to sizzle as her voice filled the silence once more.

      “The warlock grew bitter. He called on Kiana, threatened her, but she ignored him. Enraged and humiliated, he vowed to destroy her, promising to unleash the sickness he’d created upon our realm.”

      Thelar shifted in his seat and glanced between us, his face uncomfortable. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like the last part of the story.

      “That was when your High Council decided it was time to intervene,” Arafina Herra said. “They sealed the portals between our realms. Someone close to the warlock feared him enough to suspect he would go through with his threats and thought it best to sever ties between our kinds, but as you now know, he didn’t rest until he found a way in.”
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      “So, what do we do?” I asked, glancing around. All three faces stared back at me.

      “Do?” Arafina Herra asked. “What do you mean what do we do?”

      “To stop Mystro Ponomarenko. There has to be something.”

      I darted my gaze to Rowan who raised an eyebrow but seemed perfectly content to let me do the talking.

      Thelar also clammed up, choosing instead to pull out some mismatched plates and begin passing them around for the meat his wife was roasting over her tin can fire.

      “What’s done is done,” Arafina Herra said decisively, using battered tongs to pull the food off the fire. On the plates Thelar provided, she began portioning out four helpings of what looked like roasted rabbit. “Our world is dead. There’s nothing to be done but eat.”

      She passed a plate to both Rowan and me before taking one for herself and handing the last to Thelar.

      Eating was the last thing on my mind, but I didn’t want to be rude. She seemed firm on her stance that there was nothing to be done about Mystro Ponomarenko, but I just couldn’t agree. He had to be stopped. He couldn’t be allowed to roam free. After all the people and fae he’d killed, he had to be brought to justice.

      Letting the meat cool, I chewed on her words instead while Rowan stared at the meat unsure of what to do with it.

      “There has to be something that can undo Ponomarenko’s spell,” I said.

      Arafina Herra ran a hand shining with rabbit grease down the fur on her chest, before answering me. “They say there was a cure for his poison. He tried to use it to save Kiana’s family. Elderflower, it was called. Now it’s all dead, together with our realm. He destroyed every bit of it so that no one could stop him.”

      “Elderflower!” The same flower that could restore my hand. I glanced at Rowan. His eyes were wide in surprise.

      Arafina Herra took a large bite of her rabbit as if tired of answering my questions, but Thelar took up the conversation in her place.

      “The Elderflower is a fae plant, the fae plant if you ask me. It can heal almost anything if used correctly. Your wizard made a point of ripping it all up right before he destroyed everything.”

      Elderflower. Could Ponomarenko really have destroyed it all? It didn’t seem likely. A man so clever and cunning, destroying something so valuable?

      I thought not.

      Maybe there was still some out there. Maybe he had it.

      Maybe my problems and all the fae hopes combined could be solved if I tracked Ponomarenko down and made him hand it over.

      Maybe I was just delusional.

      “So Elderflower would heal the fae realm. If we could find it.” I set my plate down, my mind spinning.

      But Arafina Herra made a frustrated noise in the back of her throat. “Didn’t you hear him, girl. It’s gone. Now, give it up. Eat.” She picked up my plate and shoved it into my lap.

      As frustrated as I was to come this close to an answer and be told to forget it, I didn’t want to make any more enemies among the fae. I lifted the rabbit hindquarters I’d been given and took a bite. The meat was surprisingly good, considering it had been roasted over a garbage can.

      “This camp is well organized. Who’s in charge here?” Rowan asked, breaking the awkward silence.

      Thelar looked up, a hunk of meat pressed between his sharp teeth. He chewed and swallowed quickly. “In charge? Like the king?”

      Arafina Herra’s eyes shot up as if Thelar had let the cat out of the bag.

      “King?” I said, glancing at Rowan, my meal forgotten.

      Which king? The Unseelie King perhaps? Would a creature such as that hang out in a slum outside of Atlanta? I pictured him in a Siberian palace or deep underground, not in an abandoned factory.

      Thelar and Arafina Herra exchanged a look before he nodded slowly. “We only tell you this because you are Charlie Rivera. The King’s location is not supposed to be known by humankind. The King would be... unhappy if he knew we’d mentioned it.”

      “I won’t tell anyone,” I promised. “But, if I could, I’d like to speak to him.” The last thing King Oberon said to me rang in my head. He’d said I could ask him one question, and I finally had one that burned like an ember.

      “He’s busy,” Arafina Herra shot back. She stood up suddenly. “And it’s time for you to go. We’ve fed you, answered your questions. I grow weary of your company. Leave.” She pointed down the alley.

      Damn. So much for not pissing off any new fae.

      We did as she said. The night was cooler, quieter. There were fewer children milling about, but a few still peeked at me from dark corners, large eyes following our movements as we headed away from the tents and back towards Rowan’s parked car. Smells of cooked meat or stewing vegetables now took up the space where talk and play had been. The refugee camp was tucking in for the night, yet, the night felt unfinished. I wanted more answers. I needed more.

      Once we were safely away from Arafina Herra’s tent, I stopped, intent on telling Rowan this, but then I saw a figure moving toward us.

      Thelar jogged up, holding up his clawed hands to stop us.

      “Sorry ‘bout that. She’s a… she’s a bit on edge. Life here doesn’t suit her.” His warm smile returned. He was such a sweet fae. I hoped we hadn’t gotten him in trouble with his wife.

      “It’s alright,” Rowan said, reassuringly. “We barged in, asked too many questions. It was a lot.”

      Thelar shook his head. “I think you’re on the right path. And, frankly, you may be the only ones. You think any other humans care about our fate? You saw what happened in that restaurant tonight.”

      The thought of that woman dressing Thelar down in front of those snobby people made me want to lose the bits of dinner I had eaten.

      “We’re not all like that snobby woman,” I said, but he waved my comment away.

      “We don’t want to be here anymore than they want us here. So, please, Charlie Rivera, figure out how to get us home.” Then he turned and pointed down a dark, deserted alleyway. “The King is down there.”

      He turned to go, but I took his clawed hand in my remaining one. “Thank you. I’ll do my best to get you home.”

      He smiled. “I know you will, Charlie Rivera.”

      Thelar jogged back, leaving Rowan and me alone with only the stars and the peering eyes of children looking on.

      Rowan put a gentle hand on my back. “I know you want to go see the Unseelie King and I think I know that you know what I’m going to say.”

      I smiled, stepping closer to him. “You’re going to say that we should really think this over because the Unseelie King is dangerous and unpredictable.”

      “It’s like you can read my mind.” He stepped closer, drawing me into an embrace that placed his rock hard chest only inches from my steadily beating heart.

      “Are you also thinking,” I said, staring up into his eyes, “that you wish this night had gone differently and that we’d made it to that hotel reservation?”

      He ran a hand down my cheek as his eyes traced my face. “Very much.”

      “Me, too.” I held on to his broad shoulders. If he asked me to leave right now, would I go? My hammering heart and tingling lips made me wonder.

      But, when he leaned down, his lips only brushed my forehead, far more sweet than sexy. “I’ve got your back. Let’s go see the King.”

      I grabbed his hand as a wave of love washed over me.

      Then we took the dark alley.

      If there was ever a place less fit for a king than this, I couldn’t picture it. The alleyway was cluttered with trash, so much that it made wading through it difficult. Rowan and I picked our way over broken glass, rotting tires, and rusting car parts. The buildings on either side were tattooed with graffiti, old tags blending with new until none could be deciphered. Worse was the smell. Dead things mingled with mildew and rot, so strong Rowan wove a spell similar to the one we’d used in the fae realm to protect ourselves from inhaling its foul air.

      I expected the trash to give way to a much cleaner space, one spruced up for the King, but that didn’t happen. We came to a dead-end where the walls butted up to a third shorter wall, ending the corridor. A door with an ancient brass knocker at its center seemed out of place in this junk heap, the scowling lion with a ring in its mouth staring us down. It was so realistic looking, I half expected it to speak like a scene out of The Labyrinth.

      “Should we knock?” Rowan said with an arched eyebrow.

      “That’s what we came here for, right?”

      I reached out and knocked.

      A great wind picked up, blowing the trash around. My hair swirled in front of my eyes, blurring my vision, then the door swung wide and we were pulled through.

      Rowan and I fought against the current of air, but there wasn’t enough time to conjure anything because, in a few seconds, we were deposited at the feet of the Unseelie King.

      King Oberon sat on a throne made of trash. The giant chair was fashioned out of bits of metal, charred plastic, and stacked concrete blocks. Someone had blasted it with heat to weld most of it together, but it gave it a weepy, melted look that only added to the sad motif of “king amongst trash.”

      The building appeared to be an old recycling plant. Giant conveyor belts bisected the back of the warehouse running to huge bins that overflowed with discarded waste. I couldn’t smell, thanks to Rowan’s conjuring, but I had a feeling the air here was worse than the alleyway.

      King Oberon watched us, his giant horns bobbing slightly as if nodding in approval. His skeletal body was still pocked with sores, but they appeared to be healing, the bone and sinew filling in.

      Behind him was his Death Horse crew. They watched us with wary eyes but made no move to step out of the shadows.

      “You have come,” his voice boomed. “I thought you would.”

      “Your highness,” I said, dipping my head. “We heard you were here.”

      King Oberon cast his ice blue eyes around his new throne room. “The surroundings are fitting, don’t you think? Refuse wherever I go, though, here, the trash doesn’t kill me.” Using his giant hand, he picked up a dented can, inspected it, and tossed it aside.

      Watching it roll into a trash pile, I shuffled from foot to foot. What did I say to that? Instead, I jumped to what I was here for.

      “We don’t want to waste your time, but last I saw you, you offered me the answer to one question. I’m here to claim it.”

      “You have a right to,” he said. “But, I warn you, the answer likely will not solve your problems. It will only multiply them.”

      “Be that as it may, I want to ask. I need to know where Mystro Ponomarenko is and I want to know how to defeat him.”

      King Oberon didn’t flinch. “Ah, that’s two questions.” He held up two huge fingers.

      I shrugged. “I had to try.”

      The King gripped his armrest. “I’ll answer the first question, but cannot answer the second. How to defeat our common enemy is something for humans to figure out. We are too weak to fight him at the moment, and even if we could unify and rise from this chaos, we have little recourse against his magic.”

      I nodded in understanding. Ponomarenko was our responsibility. We had powerful people on our side who could fight him: Lynssa, Fedorov, the High Council… we could take care of him.

      “We are determined to help your kind,” I said. “We have people working relentlessly to reverse the curse on your realm, but Ponomarenko may be the only one who knows exactly how.”

      “Ah, yes, the Elderflower,” King Oberon said, catching my meaning. “Many here think that’s the key. They think this plant can heal us and our land the way it has healed us in the past. They hold on to hope, but I entertained no such fancies. Elderflower, on its own, cannot undo the blight. Only the warlock knows the secret of how to reverse his curse.”

      “Then we have to find out!” I said. “Please, if you can, tell me where to find him.”

      “Very well.” King Oberon closed his blue eyes for a moment. When he opened them, they flared like candles with a sudden gust of flame. His features tightened and I knew the next words he would speak would do exactly what he said, make things worse for me.

      “Ponomarenko is here in this artificial city of yours. And he knows you’re looking for him. He’s planning something, and he not only has something you want, but he also wants something from you, needs something from you to make it happen.” He glanced down at the cuff circling my wrist. “He wants to face you and take you down for good.”
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      Ponomarenko was in Atlanta or at least he had been two weeks ago when we’d met with the Unseelie King and I’d asked my one question.

      After Oberon assured me that the warlock wasn’t far, I’d requested that he be more specific. Atlanta was a big city. I needed details. However, the Unseelie King had been unable or unwilling to pinpoint an exact location.

      Of course, Ponomarenko wouldn’t make it easy. Whatever his location, he was probably using spells to avoid detection. Magical Law Enforcement was searching for him, the Death Horse was searching for him, and who knows who else. He was too skilled not to conceal his whereabouts. He had avoided being captured for a long time, ever since he was with Nyquist. He wasn’t about to let his guard down now.

      As if learning the details about Ponomarenko’s attack wasn’t enough, there was more. The one thing that was causing me to lose sleep… the warlock was planning something and he needed my other cuff to accomplish it.

      My dreams and fears had been accurate.

      Power… it was all about power. I had some and he wanted it.

      Before, he had used the concentrated energies of his enslaved Loopers to harness enough power to bypass the closed portals into the fae realm. Apparently, the damage of his infection did not satisfy him and he was ready for more. But what was his plan? More death? More destruction? In this world?

      Oberon’s promised answers were mostly vagaries which left me with even more questions.

      He also has something you want, Oberon had said.

      That specific piece of information hadn’t been vague, at least. It meant Ponomarenko had the Elderflower just as I’d hoped. He hadn’t destroyed the plant—not when he could gain something from it. He wasn’t stupid. He’d known I would want it, need it to grow my hand back, so he’d made sure to keep some of it in order to tempt me.

      We had also told Dean McIntosh everything we’d learn, especially the part about the Elderflower being the cure to the diseased fae realm. She’d said she would pass the information on to the researchers—not that they could do much when the Elderflower couldn’t be found here at all.

      Panicked by Oberon’s news, my urgency to relearn how to control my magic took front row once again. If Ponomarenko wanted the other cuff, I had to be ready when he came for me.

      I hated to admit it, but I was scared. The uncertainty was driving me and Rowan crazy.

      For safety reasons, I hadn’t left campus in the last few weeks, not even to visit a coffee shop or snatch lunch in town. Rowan, acting like the overprotective boyfriend, insisted I was safer here, and I couldn't argue with that. I did ask him to stop spending his nights prowling beneath my dorm window like some sort of Secret Service bodyguard. I loved that he cared about me, but it was a bit much.

      Even with added protection, I still felt like I needed to peer behind every corner before making a move. Rowan couldn’t watch me every second. He had classes and a life to live.

      That was why regaining my magic was more important than ever. I couldn't stay confined for the rest of my life. There were only a few months left until graduation, so I had to be ready. Yet, after many embarrassing attempts, I wasn’t any closer to figuring out how to use my magic.

      My power was as useless as screen doors on a submarine and was going to sink me just as fast.

      Hoping to speed things up, I’d even swallowed my pride and asked Professor Fedorov for help. If I wanted to succeed, working on my own wasn’t an option. As humiliating as it felt, I needed help. I couldn't go at it alone. New Charlie had learned this in the past, but then Old Charlie was a stubborn ass.

      In the end, I swallowed my pride and went up to him after class. He graciously agreed with a nod and a gentle smile that made me wonder if he’d been waiting for me to ask.

      So, for the past week, every afternoon before dinner, I had been meeting with Fedorov in his office and working on different techniques to help me control my magic.

      The first order of business was to try to find another item that could help channel my power. With that in mind, he had taken me to the Historical Museum, the same place where I’d found the Aradia Cuffs. He had instructed me to walk around the restricted area with my eyes closed, waiting for one of the magical items to call my name. None of them had.

      After that, he’d brought me every magical item from his secret stash: mirrors, wands, a coronet, a monocle, even a petrified rat. None of them had helped, either.

      “I have bad luck, remember?” I’d told him, tossing the withered rodent aside. He just shook his head, undeterred. At least one of us was.

      In the end, Fedorov had figured that Rowan's amulet was as good a choice as any other. It was already mine, and it hung around my neck all the time. It was powerful, and it had history. If an item was going to help me, this was as good as any.

      Except it really wasn't helping. At all.

      No matter how hard I tried, the amulet didn’t focus my power, which just sat inside of me, smoldering like a huge ball of fire threatening to explode any time I reached for it.

      In fact, it was happening now.

      “Focus, Charlie,” Fedorov said. “Reach for magic, but imagine small passage, like straw. Very narrow.” He held up two fingers with a small gap between them.

      I was sitting in front of Fedorov’s desk while he conducted one of our sessions. I’d arrived twenty minutes ago and had taken my usual spot in his expansive space, a large rectangular room flanked by bookshelves on all sides. The place was more library than office and had tomes in every language—all of which Fedorov spoke. Right in the middle, there was a small, bare desk that didn’t appear to get much use.

      My eyes were squeezed shut as I tried to imagine this mythical straw through which my magic was supposed to flow like Coke. Instead, my power just grew bigger, expanding inside my chest like a supernova.

      My body trembled with the effort. One straw was not enough. My magic was spilling all around it. I needed a thousand, a million of them.

      I clenched my teeth and dug my fingernails into my palm, trying to contain the onslaught, but it was impossible.

      “Charlie, breathe,” Fedorov instructed.

      But I had forgotten how to breathe. My lungs were frozen. I tried to force myself to do it, tried to inhale, but I was drowning in my own magic as it spilled all around me, rising and rising.

      “Your medallion, feel it,” Fedorov said, his accent growing thicker as the tension rose in the room. “It can help. It can hold magic that spills.”

      I focused on the weight of the medallion on my chest. It was heavy. Too heavy. Maybe that was the reason I couldn't breathe.

      Without thinking, I grabbed it, pulled its chain over my neck, and threw it to the floor. It fell with a satisfactory clank.

      “No!” Fedorov protested.

      I heard footsteps, then metal jangling as Fedorov picked up the medallion.

      My eyes were still shut, my lungs still frozen. Magic pushed on me from within, threatening to stretch me like a balloon. My chest expanded, burning and tightening. I really was going to explode.

      Stop, stop, stop.

      But the magic kept growing.

      Oh, God, I was going to burst like an overbaked cake. I needed help. I needed my cuffs. They'd always known what to do. They'd always known how to take my magic and store it until I was ready to use it.

      Why didn’t it work anymore? I still had one of the cuffs. Shouldn’t it be able to take at least half of my magic?

      My eyes sprang open. I stared at the cuff as it uselessly circled my wrist. It was nothing without its pair. It made no sense.

      Anger and magic roiled inside of me, threatening to blow my top. My head was pounding. My ears felt as if they were stuffed with cotton. My skin was feverish. I was going to pass out.

      Fedorov was standing off to the side, watching me. I perceived him out of the corner of my eye. He was silent and still as a statue.

      “Work, dammit!” I growled between clenched teeth, poking at the cuff with the stump of my wrist as if I could prod it back to life.

      You don't need the other half. You don't need it!

      I willed this to be true, trying to bend my magic in the shape of this wish, hoping to make it come true.

      The cuff flashed, hot and bright.

      I gasped. The magic that had been trapped inside of me, fizzing and threatening to asphyxiate me, was suddenly gone. I could breathe again. My headache disappeared. Silent tears of relief spilled down my cheeks as the pain left me.

      “It worked,” I whispered in awe.

      I focused on the book that sat on the desk in front of me. I was supposed to open it… a simple thing.

      Slowly, I made a finger gesture. The book cover flipped open with a muffled thunk.

      “Charlie, you did it!” Fedorov exclaimed, smiling from ear to ear.

      It hadn't been much, not any more than flipping a switch, but it was the first time I'd accomplished anything bigger than moving paper since that day with Rowan. I looked up at Fedorov and smiled through my tears.

      “I did,” I said, my heart pattering with excitement.

      “This is great progress,” Fedorov said. “Now, we need much practice.”

      He seemed happy. We’d been at this every day, and I’d worried he might give up on me. Maybe now he didn’t have to.

      Fedorov extended Rowan's medallion in my direction. “Here,” he said. “It may not be Charlie’s item, but it’s still good item.”

      I took it. “Yes, it is.” I pulled the chain over my head and tucked the medallion under my T-shirt.

      “Maybe, at least, it's good luck charm,” Fedorov joked.

      “Yes, maybe. I need all the good luck I can get.”

      Fedorov smiled, his handsome face taking on a fatherly quality like he was proud of me. He was quiet in his praise, subdued, but I always could feel that he cared for me. I’d made the right choice coming to him.

      He patted my hand once before walking back toward his chair. “See you again tomorrow. Same time.”

      I picked up my backpack from the floor. “You bet,” I said, feeling happier than I had in a while.

      I left Federov’s office and the Humanities Building and headed towards the cafeteria for dinner. There was a bounce in my step as I walked across the lawn.

      Rowan, Disha, and Bridget were waiting for me at our regular table. I waved in their direction and rushed forward, excited to share my news.

      Rowan must have been able to tell something from my expression because he stood and waited for me with open arms. I crashed into him, wrapped my arms around his neck, and kissed him. His arms circled my waist and held me tight.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      I pulled away. “There was a little progress today,” I said, smiling like an idiot.

      “Really?!”

      I nodded, the excitement in my chest making me giddy.

      “That’s awesome,” he said. “Tell us.”

      We sat. Disha and Bridget glanced expectantly at me as I explained what had happened.

      “That's great!” Bridget said once I’d finished telling them. “I guess that was the key all along.”

      “I had tried to use the cuff before, but it hadn’t worked,” I said.

      “Maybe something changed,” Disha suggested, her happy expression waning.

      I met her gaze with a frown. For some reason, her words sent a shiver down my back. What could have changed? Had Ponomarenko done something with the other cuff? What if he was near?!

      Panic surged in my chest. My eyes darted towards Rowan. He was frowning, looking worried as if he'd had the same thought.

      Bridget cleared her throat to help dissipate the tension that had abruptly built among us. “Well, I think it's great news.”

      “Yeah,” I said, growing pensive, my original excitement turning to worry.

      “Let’s eat.” Bridget stood and started toward the line.

      We got our food and sat in silence, poking at our dinner. Disha had a tall pile of books in front of her and was leafing through one of them as she chewed despondently.

      Bridget was nearly as mentally absent. Her head was low as she ate without interest. I exchanged a worried glance with Rowan. They’d been excited for me for a little bit, but their own worries had quickly overshadowed the good news.

      Bridget missed Lenora and was worried she’d lost interest in their relationship for good. Disha still hadn’t recovered since Billy's death and not even daily calls from Drew seemed able to keep her happy for more than five minutes.

      For once, I seemed to be the only one with things lining up in the right direction. My boyfriend was here, my magic seemed to be coming back, I had my friends with me. If only I could make them happy, too.

      Just as the thought crossed my mind, Bridget's phone rang. She glanced down at the screen and a smile illuminated her face.

      “It's Lenora,” she announced, jumping to her feet and walking away to answer the call.

      Hopefully, the call would go well. If so, one down, one more to go. Maybe there was something I could do to cheer up Disha. She’d always tried to cheer me up in the past when I needed it. Maybe I could surprise her and get her to pull her nose out of all the forensic magic books.

      I smiled as a plan started to take shape inside my genius brain.
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      The stage was set. Now, all I had to do was spring the trap.

      And, by trap, I meant tricking my best friend into attending a surprise party.

      It just illustrated how much things had changed that I, Charlie Rivera, was making Disha Khatri go to a party. Disha was the party queen.

      I couldn’t even count the number of parties she’d dragged me to in the last four years. If I was doing the dragging, she really needed this.

      The best part was I’d gotten Drew to fly in as a surprise. A party and her boyfriend in the same zip code had to pull Disha out of her funk. If it didn’t, I was out of ideas.

      There was only one problem. I knew nothing about planning parties.

      Oh, and also that little problem of a maniacal warlock wanting to cut my one remaining hand off. Needless to say, Rowan had been beside himself when I told him about my idea.

      “Are you crazy?” he said, tugging his hair up into unrecognizable shapes. “You can’t throw a party off campus!”

      “Well, I can’t throw a party on campus. Not a good one, anyway. And this needs to be good.” I pulled him close, planting a kiss on his cheek. We were sitting on a bench outside on a warm spring day between classes. “I know you’re worried, but after all Disha has done for me, this is the least I can do. You’ve seen her. She’s a shell of herself. She needs something big to bring her out of her funk.”

      I batted my eyelashes, but Rowan didn’t take the bait. “But why off-campus? Can’t we just do something by the lake or in the extremely dangerous forest? That’s what you want, right? Danger? I can invite the pixie minotaurs.” He tilted his head to the side, looking miserable as if he already knew my answer.

      “It’s already been planned, but don’t worry. Bridget and Bobby will keep us safe. They do this kind of stuff for a living. If it’s good enough for Oprah, it’s good enough for us.” I waggled my eyebrows, trying to be cute and convincing, but he turned away.

      It was nice that he was so worried about me, but frankly, the constant vigil was growing a bit suffocating. He was with me every second of the day and spending lots of time lurking under my window. Plus, I hadn’t been off campus since the day after Valentine’s and I was going stir crazy.

      One night out wouldn’t kill me.

      “You’re going to do this with or without my approval, right? Like you always do.” He leaned back, withdrawing his hand from mine.

      I dipped my head. I wanted to make this right with him, but I also couldn’t cancel. “We’ve already put down the deposit, so…”

      He abruptly stood up. “I need a walk.” Then he was gone, cutting across the lawn at superhuman speed while other classmates looked on.

      I blew out a breath. This wasn’t our first fight by a country mile, but it was our first in a while. Frankly, things had been tense between us ever since our Valentine’s date had been derailed. The information from King Oberon had shaken him and nothing I could say or do would make him unshook. Even my newfound magic didn’t help. True, it wasn’t nearly as powerful as before, but it was getting stronger every day. I had confidence that I would get there before I needed to face Ponomarenko.

      Was I a fool to throw a party off-campus? I wasn’t trying to be reckless and what I’d told Rowan was true. Bridget was seeing to the security herself, bringing Bobby along. Since leaving school, he’d become the go-to guy for security in North America. They’d scouted out the perfect place and had been weaving protective spells for the better part of three days leading up to the event. Bridget had even skipped classes to make sure there was no way Ponomarenko could get in. Only those on our super special guest list would be able to cross the threshold without getting booted halfway across the county by a magical wind.

      Since security was covered, that left party planning up to me. For a solid week, it was all I could think about. My grades dipped, but then, with some of my magic back, I was having an easier time keeping up with classes. That, paired with some phone calls to Disha’s parents and some long nights, I was able to get everything set for the upcoming weekend.

      With everything in place, Saturday afternoon, I made plans with Disha to meet up for dinner, making sure she had nothing on her calendar other than the mountain of books that was currently occupying her free time. I picked a restaurant off campus that was semi-nice, knowing she’d be angry if she showed up to her own party in sweats.

      At six PM, I arrived at her dorm room door.

      “Hey,” I said as she pulled it open, “are you ready?”

      She was still wearing yoga pants and an oversized T-shirt, her long black hair in a topknot. She glanced down at her outfit and then up at me. “What time is it?”

      “Six. I told you I’d pick you up at six, remember? I was here literally three hours ago.”

      Disha blinked, seeming confused. “I thought it was earlier. In the day, I mean. I was reading.”

      Lord, she was worse than I thought.

      “Here, let me help you get dressed.” I pushed into her room, stepping around the piles of clothes, take-out containers, and open library books. Her room had never been this messy, nor smelled this bad. Ignoring the heaps of dirty clothes that I could help her tackle another time, I went into her closet and pulled out the first dress I found. “You can wear this.”

      “Where are we going?” she asked, taking the dress from me. It was a simple navy blue boatneck sheath dress with pearl buttons on the sleeves, and it would look fantastic on her. She pulled it on, while I got a brush for her hair.

      “We’re going to dinner, remember? To celebrate the semester almost being over.”

      “But, we still have two months,” she said, taking the brush from me and running it through her hair. Somehow, it looked fabulous in a few brushes, something mine would never do.

      “We deserve a night out,” I said, grabbing her purse and some shoes and leading her towards the door.

      Soon, we were in the Uber, heading to our destination. In twenty minutes, we pulled up to a very plain-looking mid-scale restaurant, only it was all a facade. Bridget had figured out a way to glamor the building’s entrance so that Disha wouldn’t suspect anything until we were inside.

      I tipped the driver and slid out, with her behind me.

      “What is this place?” she asked, glancing up at the very typical Italian bistro.

      “It’s way cooler inside.” I took her hand and led her to the door.

      The moment my hand was on the doorknob, a pulse of magic ricocheted through me. No doubt it was one of Bridget’s security spells and I took comfort in that. Disha felt it, too, darting her eyes to me.

      “What was that?” she asked.

      Before I could answer her, the doors flung wide and a magical force pulled us in.

      We floated into a small entryway as the door shut behind us. Bobby was the first face I saw, but then a half a dozen other security men and women circled us, scanning with magic.

      “Any weapons, dangerous potions, or magical animals you need to declare?” Bobby asked.

      “Bobby?” Disha asked. “You’re working for a restaurant now?”

      I gave Bobby a look, sure he was going to ruin the surprise, but he caught on.

      “Yep. Uh, they, uh, needed extra security. Death threat last week.” He squared his shoulders, looking the part, but did he have to say death threat?

      “Thanks, Bobby,” I said, stepping around him. “We don’t want them to give away our table, so…” I pushed Disha toward the interior doors before Bobby told us about the restaurant’s E. Coli outbreak or something.

      I placed my hand on the knob, taking a deep breath. This was it. I had to hope it had all come out the way I’d dreamed.

      Before we opened the doors, Disha squeezed my hand. “Thanks for getting me out, Charizard. I needed it.”

      I smiled and pushed open the doors.

      The party was Charlie and the Chocolate Factory themed, based on Disha’s favorite book and movie from childhood. I’d taken the idea from a conversation I had with Disha’s mother. With her help, we were able to transform the large space to look like the candy room from Willy Wonka’s factory straight out of the 1971 film.

      All around, candy plants, mushrooms, and giant lollipops grew out of green candy grass. A rushing river of chocolate cut through the center, fed by a giant waterfall behind. Even the riverboat was represented, though smaller and hopefully less sinister.

      The smell of chocolate filled the air while an Oompa Loompa soundtrack played on the overhead speakers.

      “What the…?” As Disha’s eyes took it in, a hundred people popped into being in front of us and all yelled, “Surprise!”

      Disha yelped, throwing her hand to her mouth. “How…? Mama? Baba? Drew?” She spotted her boyfriend standing with her parents and brother and ran into his arms.

      It was perfect. She looked so happy, surrounded by her family and friends, it nearly made my heart explode. This was all I ever wanted.

      She turned back to me. Tears in her eyes, she ran and hugged me, picking me up off my feet. Then, she dropped me and whacked my shoulder.

      “You let me go to my own surprise party with hair like this?” She laughed, hugging me again and tilting me back and forth. Planting a kiss on my cheek, she whispered, “You’re the best friend a girl could ever hope for. I love you.”

      “Love you, too,” I said.

      I let her go and she meandered through all her guests, thanking them for coming and hugging everyone.

      Letting her have her time, I looked around for Bridget. When I spotted her, standing near the door, looking very serious in all black, I headed her way.

      “How’s it going?” I asked.

      “Fine. The perimeter is secure. No one is getting in that isn’t on our list. I promise.”

      “Good,” I said. Rowan would approve.

      Speaking of Rowan, I spotted him at the back of the crowd. His eyes met mine before darting away. So, he wasn’t too mad at me that he didn’t come, but he was still pissed. One more problem to solve. This one I could handle.

      I made my way over to where he was standing, but not before snagging some licorice grass and testing it. Green apple never tasted so good. Disha’s parents were talented party planners in their own right. I could see where my friend got her skill.

      “Hi,” I said, sidling up to him.

      “Hi,” he retorted, eyeing me. “Still alive?”

      “So far.” I stared at the licorice. “Um, Bridget and Bobby seem to have this thing locked down.”

      He nodded. “Disha sure looked happy.”

      “That she did.” I glanced at my friend who was currently dipping her fingers in the chocolate river and laughing with Drew at her side.

      “You’re a good friend, Charlie,” Rowan said, sighing. “I just wish you cared as much about yourself as you do about her.” He nodded to Disha, who was now, sprinkling chocolate droplets on Drew.

      “I don’t need to,” I said, taking his hand. “I have you to do that for me.”

      He growled at the back of his throat, but leaned into me, pressing his hips into mine. “You know, you still owe me that date.”

      “And you’ll get it,” I said, wrapping my arms around him and weaving my fingers into his hair. “Don’t you worry.”

      He pulled me closer, angling his mouth toward mine, but stopping short of kissing me. When he spoke, his breath was cool and sweet against my mouth.

      “I look forward to it.”

      “Charlie!” Disha’s voice called out. “Where’s Charlie?”

      I reluctantly pulled away from Rowan and waved at her. “Over here.”

      “How are you not in costume?” she asked, smiling brightly. “You are Charlie, after all. This is your factory.” She grabbed my hand, tugging me towards the bathroom. “Let’s fix that right now.”

      “Oh, Dish, you know how I feel about theme parties.”

      “Too bad,” she said. “It’s my party. Come on.”

      She pulled me toward the back of the space, heading to the ladies’ room. But when she tried the handle, it was locked.

      I thought I was off the hook, but then she tugged me further down the hall.

      “You’re not getting away that easily. We can go down there.” She pushed me towards a dark hallway that led deeper into the bowels of the building. The light grew dimmer, the noise from the party fainter.

      “Disha, really, this isn’t necessary.”

      I stopped at a dead end, turned around, and saw her standing behind me.

      Magic glowed around her palms, which didn’t alarm me until I noticed her eyes. They were wide and vacant as if she weren’t seeing me at all.

      “Disha, are you—”

      Her hands shot out and magic hit my body like an electric wrecking ball.

      The hallway rushed by as my body flew backward. I hit the far wall hard, smashing my head against it and jarring my brain. The world spun and my senses dimmed, but the pain was there, ratcheting through my body as if I were being tazed.

      This couldn’t be happening. Disha wouldn’t—

      She stepped over my frozen body, her eyes wild with manic pleasure, as I struggled to move. Leaning down, she picked up my remaining hand.

      “This might hurt a little,” she said distantly.

      A welder’s flame sprouted from the forefinger of her free hand, which she angled toward my wrist.

      A scream stuck in my throat as the burning pain began.
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      I couldn’t move. I couldn’t scream.

      Disha, my best friend in the world, had me pinned to the floor with her powerful magic.

      Terror flashed before my eyes, and it wore Disha’s face.

      My wrist!

      I stared wide-eyed as magic seared my flesh to the bone. There was no blood, only that smell… that horrible smell.

      Desperately, on instinct, I reached for my magic, but it slipped away. I tried again and got a hold of it. I pushed outward with it, ordering it to repel.

      My cuff flashed, giving me hope, even if nothing happened.

      “Don’t fight it,” Disha said methodically. “It will only hurt more.”

      But I knew pain. I knew this pain. I’d been through it before, and I knew that the agony of loss that came after was much worse. I had to fight. There was no other choice.

      Disha’s welder’s flame went around my wrist, cutting flesh, completing the circle.

      I pushed with my magic again, trying to break free. My cuff heated and changed color, gathering my power as I tried to tell it what to do…

      Blast Disha.

      Nothing.

      Move. Break free.

      Nothing. Oh, God.

      Scream!

      My magic sliced through Disha’s silencing spell, making a tiny incision.

      A weak, pleading voice squeaked out. “No, please, Disha.”

      Her listless eyes broke away from my wrist. As they connected with mine, emotion flashed behind them. It was desperation and it was refusal.

      She didn’t want to hurt me. Disha wasn’t doing this. She was acting against her will, controlled by the one person who, despite our best efforts to keep him out, had found his way in our midst, after all.

      “Don’t do it,” I pleaded through the pain as tears slid down the corners of my eyes and into my hair.

      Disha could have renewed her spell to seal my lips, but she didn’t. She was fighting Ponomarenko’s mentalist’s force and she knew my voice was helping her do it, so she let me have it.

      Her body trembled. The flame that sawed at my wrist had stopped. A muscle ticked in her jaw as she fought.

      “You can do it, Dish,” I said in my weak voice. “You’re so strong.”

      Our gazes held each other. Tears matching my own slid down her beautiful face.

      Her outstretched hand lowered an inch at a time, shaking as she fought against the giant force that must have been chipping away at her will for who knew how long. Weeks? Months?

      God, I’d known something was wrong. I had failed her.

      Her hand moved as if two opposing forces were warring for control. It jerked up and her searing spell veered away from me, hitting the wall, cutting through sheetrock as if it were butter. The acrid smell of burning drywall began to cover the charred flesh smell. Would someone notice and come?

      My arm throbbed, every nerve screaming in agony, but my hand was still attached. Disha was fighting him.

      Weak sobs racked my body and I found that I could move. I curled into the fetal position, a sickening mixture of fear, relief, and hatred flooding my chest. I wanted to run for help, but I couldn’t get my legs to stand.

      Disha curled her fingers into tight fists. The flame stopped. She fell to her knees, sobbing as hard I was.

      “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry,” she repeated in a breathless litany as she rocked back and forth.

      By degrees, my breathing and the hammering of my heart slowed. I held my injured arm close to my chest, refusing to look at it.

      They’ll heal me. I still have my hand.

      It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay.

      My thoughts made staccato beats with Disha’s repeated apologies.

      I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.

      She crawled closer. “Charlie, I’m so sorry. Forgive me.” She reached out, trying to touch me.

      I flinched back, fear resurfacing.

      She pulled back her hand, an injured expression disfiguring her face along with the sorrow that already shaped it. She shook her head, sniffling and retreating on her knees.

      As if someone had snapped their fingers, my friend’s features morphed, going from desolation to blind resolve in an instant.

      Her hand jerked up and weaved with such speed and power that I barely had time to register what was happening.

      Disha made a slicing motion toward my hand, then the world fell away in a blast of pain.
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      I awoke to quiet murmurs, words that made no sense.

      My head was full of cotton. Everything seemed muffled. I struggled to open my eyes, but they wouldn’t obey.

      I had class, didn’t I? I had to get up, shower, get dressed.

      C’mon, Charlie. You can’t lie in bed all day.

      Some bothersome notion nudged me, sticking to the back of my head like a splinter. I was forgetting something. Did I have a test?

      “I can’t believe Disha did that?” A quiet voice said. It was Bridget.

      “She couldn’t have been in her right mind,” someone else said. This time it was Drew. “She would never hurt Charlie. She loves her. And now…” His voice broke as if he were at the brink of tears.

      Panic crept into my chest like a giant spider, its many legs stepping on me as it moved up towards my heart. There, it settled and made itself comfortable.

      All at once, the events of the night came rushing back.

      Adrenaline coursed into my body, sending my heart into a frenzy, taking me back to that moment, making me believe I was still there.

      “No, no, no!” I screamed, my body thrashing.

      My gauze-covered arm hit something. A side table? The bed railing? Pain exploded in my forearm and something like an electric shock shot up into my head.

      Hands settled on my shoulders, pinning me to the bed. “Calm down. You’ll hurt yourself.”

      “No, please. Don’t do it!” I pleaded.

      Disha was here, holding me down, immobilizing me so she could take my cuff, my hand. Her eyes were clouded, distant. Yet, her expression was determined.

      “Please, Charlie, calm down. It has passed. Shh, you’re safe, you’re safe.”

      Safe, safe, safe.

      The word echoed inside my head, my own brain repeating it back to make me understand it was all over. Disha had succeeded.

      She had taken it all.

      The fight went out of me. I went still. Small sobs pushed past my lips. There was nothing left. With Professor Fedorov, I had regained my hope. One cuff and one hand had been enough. I had found a way, but even that had been taken. And now, I was truly lost.

      “There.” Tender fingers caressed the side of my face, wiping away tears. “It’s okay. You’re okay.”

      I blinked at Rowan, shaking my head. How could he say that? Such empty words. I turned away, a terrible resentment descending on me.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, readying myself to tell him to leave me the hell alone, but what he said next stopped me in my tracks.

      “Nurse Taishi said your skin will be healed in a couple of days. Then you can use your hand again.”

      My eyes sprang open and met Rowan’s.

      I tried to speak, but my mouth simply opened and closed, letting no words out. Rowan frowned and cocked his head to one side as if trying to read my expression. Then, understanding lit up his black eyes.

      “Oh, Charlie, you thought that…” He shook his head. “No, your hand is…” He glanced down.

      I followed his gaze towards the bandaged up limb.

      “You mean…” I couldn’t finish.

      “She only took the cuff. Your hand is still there,” he said. “It was mangled. All the bones broken and skin burned. But Nurse Taishi is an expert at repairing those things.”

      I began to sob like I hadn’t sobbed since I was a child. Rowan sat next to me and scooped me up in his arms. I buried my face in his neck and cried.

      They were tears of relief, pain, confusion, joy, fear, a stream of emotions that seemed to have no beginning and no end, and that ran through me the way a tornado runs through a trailer park.

      I didn’t know how long I cried, but when I finally stopped I went limp, all my strength spent. Rowan laid me down on the bed and smoothed my hair back. He smiled sadly, his dark eyes full of gloom, even though he was trying to put on a brave face for me.

      Between slow blinks, I glanced around, noticing my surroundings for the first time. I was in the infirmary, lying on a hospital-style bed, surrounded by sterile colors and smells.

      I expected to see Bridget and Drew there. I’d heard their voices, but there was no sign of them. They’d probably slipped out when I started thrashing around. I was glad for their discretion, for saving me the embarrassment.

      I remained silent for a long moment, wrestling with what I wanted to ask. I feared the answer as much as I feared the thought of losing my remaining hand.

      Finally, I gathered enough courage and spoke. “Is Disha alright?”

      Rowan turned his face away, though not in time for me to miss his wince. “You should rest, Charlie. You had a rough night.”

      “Is Disha alright?” I repeated my question.

      He sighed, lowering his head. “Disha is missing. She took your cuff and disappeared. We don’t know where she is.”
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      It was gone. Everything I’d worked for, everything I’d tried so hard to achieve. Now, with my final cuff taken, I couldn’t summon even the simplest of spells. No moving light switches. No floating paper. It was as if the pathway to my power had been severed, cut off just like my cuff.

      But, that wasn’t the worst part.

      The worst part was Mystro Ponomarenko had Disha and we had no idea where she was or how she was doing. Worse yet, I was stuck in a hospital bed under orders to rest and let my hand heal.

      Nope. I couldn’t lie here doing nothing while my best friend was missing.

      “Rowan, we have to look for her,” I said.

      “Drew and her parents and a score of other people are already looking for her,” he said. “Your job is to get better. Then you can help. Though they’ll probably find her before that.”

      “But what if they don’t?” Tears welled in my eyes.

      “They will,” he said emphatically as if he wouldn’t let himself consider any other possibility.

      Taishi peered in, then trickled away after seeing me awake and in my boyfriend’s good care.

      I twisted and turned on the bed, trying to rest as I was supposed to, but it wasn’t happening.

      Moaning about pain and lying about my need for sleep, I tried to get Rowan to leave, but he wouldn’t. It took some skillful acting, but by pretending to sleep fitfully and acting startled every time I found he was still there, he finally kissed my forehead and left me to rest.

      As soon as the coast was clear, I was out of bed, scrounging around for clothes and shoes, and sneaking down the back stairs.

      I had to find Disha. It didn’t matter that I didn’t have any magic or that my hand was broken, burned, and throbbing like an angry heart despite Taishi’s many healing spells. There had to be something I could do. Something. Anything.

      But, when I pushed the back door open and stepped into the night, someone was there waiting for me.

      “Getting some fresh air?” Dean McIntosh asked, stepping out of the shadows and into the moonlight.

      “Dean,” I said, startled. “Um, yes. I was…”

      “Save your lies, Charlie. We both know what you’re doing.”

      I glanced at her face and down sheepishly. “I’m sorry. I can’t just stay in that bed. Disha...”

      The thought of her being tortured like Mystro Ponomarenko’s other victims made me sick.

      The dean nodded, her hands stuffed into the pockets of an oversized black coat. Her gray hair was secured in a bun at the nape of her neck and her softly-lined face showed no anger.

      “I understand how you feel,” she said. “We are all worried about her, but likely, there are few who feel it as strongly as you do. Drew is beside himself. Her parents. But, I think, you and she have a special bond. One that would make what happened very painful.”

      It was as if the dean had reached into my chest, pulled my heart out, and begun inspecting it. The emotions I was able to keep blocked came bleeding to the surface and I had to fight to hold back the flood of tears.

      “I should’ve done more to save her. I almost had her, but then… he took over.” Angrily, I swiped at my eyes. “I want to find him. I want to finish this.”

      The dean put a hand on my shoulder, steadying me. “Then, come with me. There’s something I’d like to try.”

      My head perked up. I had been certain she’d take me back to bed, give me some feel-good tea or conjure a spell so I couldn’t escape. This offer was completely unexpected.

      “What about Taishi?” I asked, glancing through the open door and up the stairs. He would worry if my bed was empty and I’d caused him enough grief as it was.

      The dean flicked her fingers toward an upstairs window. “There. He knows. Now, let’s move. This might take a while.”

      I glanced up at the window, wondering what spell she had used. Her magic was as effortless as breathing, and it made the absence of mine feel all the more painful. But, that didn’t matter. Disha mattered.

      I hurried after the dean.

      Soon, we were back at the Administration Building. She waved her hand and the doors unlocked, parting so we could enter. We hustled through the dark lobby and into her office where lamps burned, books were strewn about, and a flickering fire kept the place warm. It appeared that she’d been burning the midnight oil, digging through ancient tomes with weathered pages that crinkled as she turned them.

      “Charlie, come take a look at this.”

      I walked over to her desk, peering at the yellowed page. It seemed to be a description of a mentalist technique called Kroz Oči. A large drawing of an all-seeing eye dominated the center of the page.

      “Kroz Oči means ‘through the eyes.’ It describes a spell that I think Ponomarenko used.”

      “What does this mean?” I asked, reading it over again. “He was seeing through her eyes?”

      “Controlling her through her eyes. Changing what she saw. Distorting her reality. And, yes, he was also seeing you through her eyes. If we could view that moment when he was controlling her, we might be able to create a channel through his spell. To see where he is. We could zoom in for clues and might be able to pinpoint his location. Did you look into her eyes while it was occurring, Charlie?”

      The horror of the events flashed before me. The burning smell of my flesh. The pain. The scream as it stuck in my throat, clawing to get out like a tortured animal as Disha burned me.

      “Yes,” I said, shaking the images away as the urge to vomit crept up my throat.

      Sensing my pain, the dean put a hand on my arm. “We don’t have to do this if it’s too painful.”

      “We do have to do it,” I said, straightening my shoulders. “I’d do anything for her.”

      “Good. I’ll need a few minutes to get everything ready.”

      I helped the dean with her preparations, which included an old silver basin etched with entwining snakes, several vials of various liquids, and a slim but sharp carving knife. The dean sat cross-legged beside the fire, placing the items in front of her. Then she gestured for me to sit across from her.

      “I’m going to attempt two spells at once. The first will access your memory of the event. It will feel like you’re back there and will be like reliving the trauma. Are you sure you still want to do this?”

      I swallowed hard, then nodded. Going back would be horrible, but no less horrible than what Disha was likely experiencing right now. If she was alive. That thought made my heart crack wide open.

      “I’m ready. What do I need to do?”

      “Sit very still.” The dean gripped the knife and sliced it down her palm.

      A line of bright red blood ran down her wrist before she could get it over the silver basin. I watched, breathing through my nose and trying hard not to move while the dean chanted over the swiftly-growing pool of blood.

      Magic gathered between us, a throbbing pulse of energy that tingled in the air like electricity right before a lightning strike. A swirling green fog began in the basin and grew until its smoky tendrils wrapped around our bodies. The air became thick and my lungs tightened, but I didn’t move.

      When the dean stopped chanting and glanced up at me, her eyes were green too, all the way to the lids. I tried not to let the growing sense of alarm overtake me, but her appearance didn’t help. What kind of magic was this?

      She stared at me with her unseeing eyes. “This is the part where I need you to freeze, Charlie. You have to keep eye contact with me no matter what happens.”

      I straightened my spine and readied my thoughts, all the while keeping my eyes locked on the dean’s as they glowed an uncanny swamp green.

      She took a deep breath and lifted one of the vials to her lips. In moments, her eyes weren’t green, they were a turquoise blue, as were her lips and the inside of her mouth. She inhaled deeply and blew the colored smoke at my face.

      Soon, the magic took over. The room grew faint, then faded away completely.

      Then, the pain began.

      Disha, please stop.

      It was my voice, but distant, far away.

      The entire scene flashed before my eyes. I could even smell the charred burning of my flesh as Disha’s finger cut through it. The pain. The fear.

      “Disha!”

      It’s not real. Not real.

      “Charlie, hold very still.” The dean’s disembodied voice echoed above my head, reminding me where my body was.

      Here, in the memory, I stared into Disha’s dark brown eyes while she cut through my flesh, wishing I didn’t feel the anger, the betrayal.

      Hot tears burned down my face as the fire consumed my skin.

      The dean’s turquoise smoke coiled around us, surrounding us in the memory as well, blocking out the view of the warehouse’s sheetrock walls.

      Suddenly, I wasn’t looking into Disha’s eyes, I was zooming in through them. The same swampy green light I’d seen in Dean McIntosh’s basin filled my vision before thinning. And there he was.

      Mystro Ponomarenko.

      I recoiled at the sight of him, but my movements made the image waiver.

      “Keep very still, Charlie!” the dean’s voice called out.

      I froze and the image solidified.

      Ponomarenko stood in front of me, arms outstretched. His lips moved and his head bobbed slightly as if he were egging someone on. The green light spilled out of his eyes, filling the room like tendrils of sentient smoke. His hood was down and his bald head shone, the dark rune tattoos standing out against his bald skull.

      I couldn’t watch. He made me feel violently ill.

      But, I wasn’t here to see him. I was here to see his surroundings.

      I made my eyes travel past his shape to the outlines behind him. It was very dark, wherever he was, which made discerning any landmarks nearly impossible. Was that a fence behind him? A brick wall covered in graffiti?

      Suddenly, I knew exactly where he was.

      “Dean!” I shouted.

      “Hold on,” her disembodied voice said.

      I was sucked out of the vision, then out of the warehouse where Disha had taken my cuff. I swirled out further until I was sitting beside the fire in Dean McIntosh’s office, dizzy and disoriented.

      I clutched my head to keep the room from spinning off its axis.

      “Charlie, are you okay?”

      “I know where he is,” I said, reaching for her. “And, if I’m right, we have to go there. We have to go right away.”
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      Dean McIntosh didn’t doubt me or ask any questions that would delay us. Instead, she let me borrow her phone and dialed Rowan’s number for me.

      “Rowan, don’t ask any questions, just listen,” I said, holding the receiver to my ear with a raised shoulder since my only remaining hand was out of commission. “I know where Disha is, and we have to go get her, now! Call Drew and Bridget right away and meet us at the fae refugee camp. Be careful.”

      Rowan would be able to use magic to show Bridget where to transport them. They just had to get in touch with Drew. They might get there before we did, but that would be all right. Drew would be there. He wouldn’t let anything bad happen to Disha. He would go all Goliath on Ponomarenko’s ass.

      I hung up, barely giving Rowan the chance to reply. I was afraid he would try to lecture me and we didn’t have time for that.

      When I turned, Dean McIntosh was in the middle of a communication spell speaking rapidly. I figured she was calling reinforcements, but I didn’t want to wait for anyone. We had to leave now.

      I almost snapped at her before she finally waved the spell away.

      “Fedorov is coming,” she said.

      “We don’t have time. We have to go!”

      “It’ll just be a second.”

      She’d barely finished the sentence when there was a pop and Fedorov appeared in the middle of the office, dressed in one of his three-piece suits, his black hair slicked back to perfection. He took two steps, covering the distance that separated us and placed a hand on our shoulders.

      “Where we go?” he asked without hesitation.

      Shit!

      In my rush, I hadn’t thought things through. I should have told Rowan to come and get us here, but that would just have delayed everyone.

      How could I explain where we needed to go? I didn’t have an address, and I had no magic to show Fedorov the location we had visited. Unless…

      “Um, can you use a spell to see inside my head? Something like what Dean McIntosh just did? I know where the place is.” I sounded like a newbie. I should know the names of such spells by now, but I had been too busy fighting bad guys and having my appendages burned off.

      To my relief, Fedorov placed two fingers on my temple. “Remember all place. Picture all details. The more the better.”

      I nodded and squeezed my eyes shut, forcing myself to remember the chain-link fence that opened into the gravel road, the dilapidated buildings in the back. I pictured the trash and even the rats, but especially the graffiti that I had seen on the crumbling walls. I thought of the people, of their tents, of Thelar and Arafina Herra, the scent of the garbage and the delicious rabbit that she had prepared for us.

      I got so deep into my own memories, trying hard to picture everything, that I lost myself in my own mind. I startled when Fedorov snapped his fingers.

      “I got it,” he said, then put his hand back on my shoulder.

      The next thing I knew, the room was twirling. I felt myself disintegrate into tiny pieces as Fedorov’s teleportation spell hurled us straight to one of the seediest parts of Atlanta.

      I staggered into being in front of the chain-link fence where the fae females had been keeping guard. We were still a distance away from the buildings. I blinked at Fedorov in annoyance, but as soon as he established his location and got his bearings, we were disintegrating again and hurling forward in the direction of the refugee camp.

      When we rematerialized, we did so into a cloud of black spores.

      Oh, God!

      Panic surged in my chest at the sight of the diseased fog. How could they be here?!

      As if they were sentient, the spores rushed inside my lungs, a swarm of gnats intent on filling me to the brim.

      Moving just as fast as the infection, Dean McIntosh weaved her hands and covered us with a similar protective spell to the one we’d use in our rogue visit to the fae realm. Then she blasted powerful healing magic into the three of us, expelling every last bit of the spores out of our systems.

      I exhaled in relief as the pressure that had built in my chest subsided.

      “He’s done it here, too,” the dean said, turning and facing the chaos that lay before us. Her face was a mask of dread.

      “What?” I said, realizing what her words meant. “No.”

      The tent-filled alley was covered in black tar. Bodies lay strewn on the ground, the rot from the fae realm finding them here, too.

      No. Oh, no.

      It wasn’t enough that he had destroyed their home and killed so many of them already, Ponomarenko meant to find them wherever they went, ensuring that they paid for the humiliation he’d suffered at Kiana’s hand.

      It was horrifying. I could barely stand to look at the destruction all around me.

      A loud pop behind us had us whirling around, hands up. I expected to see Ponomarenko, but to my relief, it was Rowan, Bridget, and Drew.

      Immediately, Bridget started coughing, her eyes going wide with the same panic she’d experience in the fae realm. But Dean McIntosh was quick with her protective and healing spells, and in an instant, Bridget was fine. She raked her fingers into her red hair and pulled it up in desperation, taking in the sight of Ponomarenko’s new deeds.

      Rowan ran at me and pulled me into his arms. “You shouldn’t be here,” he said, squeezing me so hard I thought he might break my ribs.

      Fedorov turned around to face the awful scene behind us. “Do you think Mystro is still here?” he asked Dean McIntosh.

      “I don’t know,” the dean said, turning on her heel and walking towards the alley’s entrance. “But, we’ll find out.”

      She moved with resolve, her expression cool and collected. She looked as determined as I felt, ready to do away with Ponomarenko for once and for all.

      We all followed, Rowan stepping in front of me like some sort of a vampire shield. Our outlines shimmered slightly with the dean’s protective spell. Tendrils of the infection came toward us but shied away as soon as they touched the thin film that coated our bodies.

      As we got closer, the awfulness of what had happened here hit me with all its ferocity. The bodies that I’d noticed from a distance took shape as we got closer, revealing Ponomarenko’s hateful savagery. Dead fae. Men, women, children. Their bodies crumpled and black. I spotted what must be a mother and two children curled into each other even in death.

      Biting my lower lip, I kept back the sobs that wanted out.

      In all the horror, my thoughts kept darting to Disha. Was she here? I had seen this through her eyes. I could only pray she wasn’t here. And the thought was still awful because, if she wasn’t here, that meant she was with Ponomarenko.

      However, if we didn’t find her here, that meant she was still alive.

      As if struck by the same grim thoughts, Drew, still in human form, took off, running ahead and moving from body to body, checking their features. He peered into tents and behind them. Wild. Frantic.

      If I’d been able to move quickly, I would have probably run after him, doing exactly the same thing, but I was barely able to put one foot in front of the other.

      Ponomarenko had brought his nightmare to our world. The fae weren’t safe anywhere, not if he could do this.

      But why now? Why couldn’t his hunger for revenge be satiated?

      Suddenly, a realization hit me.

      I knew the answer to at least one of those questions. He was doing it now because he had the other Aradia Cuff, because, again, he had enough power for his vile spell.

      History repeated itself. In a way, this new massacre was also my fault. I had battled the warlock and I lost, and then he had…

      I stopped in front of a small tent. I had been too immersed in my own thoughts to know why I had paused here. But as I crashed back into the moment, I saw that this was Thelar and Arafina Herra’s tent. They had welcomed us here, had shared their secrets and their small meal with us.

      Some part of me told me not to look, not to peer past the half-open flap that served as the tent’s door. Still, I couldn’t help myself. Against all logic, I thought they might still be alive, that I might be able to help them.

      Instead, the tableau that greeted me educated me in the finer points of human cruelty.

      Wrapped in each other’s arms, Thelar and Arafina Herra lay in the middle of the tent, their faces disfigured in pain and etched in black lines of deadly poison.

      Thelar’s clawed hands clutched his wife and held her close. Their eyes were open. They’d been together, until the last moment, lost in each other’s gazes.

      I staggered back and crashed into Rowan. Hot tears spilled down my face as my heart broke in two. There was no justice in the world. This loving couple, regardless of their unbearable circumstances, had tried to make a life for themselves, peacefully and without hurting anyone.

      And now… and now they were dead.

      I whirled around and buried my face in Rowan’s chest. “They’re dead. They’re all dead,” I sobbed.

      I was shaking, at the brink of collapsing, when a sharp cry rent the night and sent adrenaline rushing into my system.

      “Disha!” Drew cried out and ran in the direction of the scream.
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      All around us, the sick tendrils of oily tar wavered as we rushed toward Disha’s scream. Graffitied walls stared down as we tore forward, hearts racing.

      The moonlight did little to illuminate our path, but it was clear Disha stood alone in an abandoned parking lot. The quarter-mile of blacktop stood empty except for a lone figure, rigid and unmoving. I scanned the periphery, looking for Ponomarenko, but didn’t see any sign. Fedorov and McIntosh were casting spells to protect us, so I turned my attention to my friend.

      She just stood there.

      And screamed.

      She screamed and screamed, an awful, inhuman sound I’d never heard her make before. It drove a stake of terror straight through my heart. What had Ponomarenko done to her?

      I would kill him, make him suffer.

      Drew was closest to her, rushing in as if he would sweep her into his arms, but she took a step back as if she didn’t recognize him. She faced him, screaming again as if her voice could blast him back. Her mouth dropped open preternaturally wide and her eyes bugged.

      Drew skidded to a stop a few feet away, hands up to try to calm her. “Dish, it’s me. It’s Drew. Let me help you.”

      Her expression didn’t change. She didn’t know him, nor any of us.

      I ran up behind him. Now, that I was able to make out all her features, I saw they were tar-smeared. Black veins snaked up her neck and down her arms, winding towards dirty, black fingernails. Her clothes were covered from the hem up, the black tar climbing up like ink absorbing into a napkin, making her look like a bird in an oil spill.

      She was infected, or at least most of her was. It appeared as if Ponomarenko had given her a protection spell that had kept her safe for some time, but it was wearing off.

      She had little time before the poison killed her. Yet, she would not relent. Her screams echoed off the brick walls on the far side of the lot.

      As Drew stepped closer, Disha threw her hands out as if she thought Ponomarenko was here and she had to battle him with her last breath.

      “Disha, no,” I called, my heart pounding out of control. We had to act. There was no time.

      Professor Fedorov and Dean McIntosh began weaving spells, working side by side as if reading each other’s thoughts. And maybe they were. Either way, one paralyzed Disha while the other worked to expel the infection.

      Black tar floated out of her open mouth and shriveled into nothingness, a huge weight lifting off my chest.

      Disha collapsed.

      Drew made a strangled sound, then rushed forward, collecting her into his arms. Fedorov clapped his hands and the magic took hold of me. We all began disintegrating.

      We came back inside the infirmary. Nurse Taishi was already there. He shimmered with his own protective spell and a bed was prepared, cordoned off from any other patients with a magical barrier while potions waited at the bedside.

      Drew placed her on the bed, then Taishi checked her vitals.

      Rowan put a hand on my shoulder, startling me. “Okay?”

      I nodded, unable to take my eyes off Disha.

      “Will she be all right?” I asked Nurse Taishi, but he seemed too preoccupied to answer me. I turned to Dean McIntosh, but she and Fedorov were already heading toward the exit.

      “Dean?” I called.

      Glancing over her shoulder, I caught the frantic expression on her face. “I need to summon the High Council. They have to know what transpired tonight. Drew, I’m going to need you too, unfortunately.” She gestured for him to follow.

      Drew glanced back at Disha, his expression highlighting how torn he was. “Stay with her, Charlie. Will you?”

      “Of course I will,” I said, patting his arm. “Don’t worry.”

      His eyes let me know he absolutely would worry. Then he rushed out with the dean and the professor.

      Rowan dragged two chairs to Disha’s bedside. I slumped into mine, the exhaustion of the night and my own injuries finding me. It had only been a few hours since I’d been a patient here as well. My broken and burned hand throbbed. The pain had doubled as if angry I’d been ignoring it all this time. I set my hand in my lap, resisting the urge to vomit or pass out.

      Rowan’s hand rested on my shoulder before he tapped into my magic to form a healing spell. Once it hit me, it was a balm, soothing everything that ached down to a dull roar.

      “Thank you,” I whispered, leaning into him.

      “You’re welcome. You know you can ask for help. You don’t need to wait for me to feel your pain before I do something about it.”

      “I forget you can feel it.” I nuzzled into his chest.

      He wrapped an arm around me. “I think I would feel it even if we weren’t bonded.”

      I kept my tired eyes on Disha and Taishi as he worked. She was resting, but fitfully, as if she were still haunted by what happened.

      “Should we call Counselor McIntosh?” I asked Taishi as he took a break from pushing energy into Disha’s shivering body.

      Taishi examined one of his vials. “I’ve called her. She’ll be here soon. She’s helping with the arrival of the High Council.”

      The High Council was coming here? Already?

      Drew’s father along with all the other members would be streaming in to do... What? Stop Ponomarenko? They’d done a bang-up job of that so far. However, now that he’d attacked on our soil, maybe they’d give a shit.

      “Charlie.”

      I startled, darting my gaze back to the bed. Disha reached for me.

      I wanted to grab her hand, but since mine was a puffy cotton swab, I settled for putting the bandaged appendage on her arm.

      “I’m here. How are you feeling?”

      She shook her head, her eyes glassy and distant. “He… he killed all those fae.”

      I bit my lip. “Don’t think about that right now. Taishi’s going to help you. And Rowan and I will stay with you. Drew will be back soon.”

      Disha waved that away. “I have to tell you something.”

      Leaning in, I gave her a reassuring smile. “Anything.”

      “He does have the Elderflower.”

      The Elderflower. The one thing that could bring my hand back and likely my magic. It could make me whole.

      “But, that’s not all,” she whispered, her lips trembling. “He left me alive to give you a message. To give everyone a message. He said he’ll stop killing fae if the Academy and Council leave him be and don’t come after him.” She paused, let it sink in, then added, “but I saw his eyes.”

      She gripped my bandaged hand, making it hurt, but maybe that was her intent. She wanted, needed, to be sure she had my full attention.

      “He was lying. He’s not going to stop,” she said. “He won’t stop until he kills them all.”
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      Twelve hours later, I sat in the back of one of the meeting rooms in the Administration Building, holding my tongue while old men droned on and on. A mass murderer roamed free, possibly plotting our demise, but by all means, let’s take our time debating fifty different courses of action and how they could politically affect the Supernatural community in the eyes of Regulars.

      Men.

      “We can’t stand by and do nothing,” a councilman by the name of Harbee was saying. He was older and pudgy, but with clear eyes and a strong voice. He’d been arguing for a while and he’d had enough. Pulling off a beret-like cap off his head, he chucked it onto the conference table in disgust. “The man has to be punished for what he has done!”

      Drew’s father, Head Councilor Mishra, eyed his colleague from the end of the long conference table, steepling his fingers. He’d been quietly hearing arguments for some time now, not saying much.

      “I understand your emotion, Harbee, but what do you propose we do? No one knows where he is and no one knows how to stop him. Do you?”

      Harbee puffed his reddening cheeks. “We can find out.”

      “Can we?” Drew’s father asked. “How?”

      Dean McIntosh cleared her voice, reminding me she also had a seat at the table among the bunch of stuffy, old men. She’d been quiet for the majority of the time as well.

      “I found him once,” she said. “I’m sure we can discover a way to do it again. Fedorov is certain—”

      “Dean,” Head Councilor Mishra said, cutting her off, “we appreciate all your efforts, we really do. But he told the girl he wouldn’t attack if we let him be. Now, until we know how to stop him—”

      That was all I could stand. I stood up, scraping back my chair so all could hear. Heads turned to me and I thought about giving them a piece of my mind, but the dean gave me a small shake of her head. She probably feared I would make things worse.

      Pushing air through my nostrils, I stormed out of the room, letting the door bang behind me as I left.

      New Charlie was not nearly as satisfying as Old Charlie. Telling those cowards off would have definitely made me feel better, at least.

      Outside, I squinted at the sun. It was mid-afternoon, and I had no idea where the day had gone. Classes had been canceled, but I’d spent my morning going between the infirmary and this meeting, not stopping to eat or rest since we’d brought Disha back.

      I rubbed my tired eyes. I could really use one of Disha’s alertness tinctures right about now.

      As if reading my mind, Rowan appeared across the quad, holding a large cafeteria coffee. He offered me one and a bag that smelled of blueberry pastries. I took the cup with my mostly healed hand, the fingers stiff, but useful. I’d ripped the bandage off this morning. Luckily, magic healed much faster than normal.

      “How’d it go?” he asked.

      I shook my head, gulping hot coffee and instantly regretting it.

      Rowan wove a quick healing spell for my burned mouth before responding. “Forget I asked. Change of subject. Do you want to go see how Disha’s doing?”

      I nodded, blowing on my coffee this time. A distraction would be helpful before I busted back into that meeting and neutered those bastards.

      We walked across the quad, passing students enjoying the day off, sunshine, and good weather. I thought about how distracted I’d been, how little I’d paid attention to normal college life. But, how could I when Ponomarenko was free? Thelar and Arafina Herra deserved so much more than what had happened to them, and I couldn’t let that happen to anyone else.

      “Dean McIntosh will convince them to act,” Rowan said, watching a group of boys playing soccer. One of the boys scored a point in their tiny makeshift goal and a cheer went up from the team. “Give her time,” Rowan added. “She’s the witch for the job.”

      “I don’t know. They’re so afraid. Drew’s father is the worst one. You’d think that his only son’s girlfriend nearly dying might change his mind, but nope.” I bit my lip, wondering what Drew was doing to convince his father. Disha was going to flip if Mr. Mishra was the one who kept us from acting.

      When we got the infirmary, we walked up the exterior stairs and through the doors, then wandered down the hallway to the private room where Nurse Taishi had moved Disha. The poison had been completely eradicated and now she was resting and getting fluids.

      She perked up in her bed as we peeked around the open door.

      “Coffee for me?” She held out her hands for my cup, the I.V. that snaked from her vein to the pole beside her bed oscillating.

      I almost handed it to her, but Rowan blocked my path. “No caffeine yet. Taishi’s orders.”

      Disha made a face. “Where is he? Let me talk to him. The service around here, I swear. I spend enough time here to know what’s good for me and what’s not. I’m practically a doctor with all the hours I’ve logged.” She put her hands on her hips, but I could tell she was joking, trying hard to appear upbeat. Taishi had saved our lives more times than we had a right to expect. He deserved a medal or something.

      Rowan and I sat in the chairs by her bed. I set my cup on the side table and if I happened to forget it there, whoopsie.

      “Hey, Dish. I have an idea,” I said. “After graduation, let’s spend less time in the hospital, huh?”

      She tilted her head back and forth as if considering it. “I don’t know. I’m getting awfully accustomed to having all my needs met and spending most of my time in bed.”

      “I’m sure Drew would agree,” Rowan added with a smirk.

      “What would Drew agree to?” Drew, himself, stepped into the tiny hospital room with Dean McIntosh at his side. His dark, shoulder-length hair hung limp, and his beard appeared in need of a good trimming. Even the Goliath seemed exhausted.

      “Drew would love me forever,” Disha said, reaching up. He leaned down and planted a kiss on her forehead. “What happened?” she asked.

      Drew glanced at the dean, who sat down into the chair beside me, looking as exhausted as I felt.

      “Well?” Disha asked, glancing between them.

      Drew averted his eyes to the ceiling and shook his head.

      “What?” I asked, anger growing. “They’re not going to do anything?!”

      “No, they are not.” The dean sighed and glanced around at every face staring back at her.

      “What does that mean?” Disha asked, her hands forming fists.

      “It means,” the dean said, “that stopping him is now up to us. And we don’t have much time.”
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      Seven of us were packed in a small kitchen at a four-person table, sitting around it like sardines.

      Rowan, Disha, Bridget, Drew, Fedorov, Dean McIntosh, and I had filed into the McIntosh cottage five hours ago to discuss how to stop Ponomarenko.

      At the moment, a heavy silence lolled over us, the only sound coming from the coffee machine working overtime on the kitchen counter.

      We had been meeting in secret for the past couple of days, trying to come up with a way to save the fae.

      It was no easy task. Ponomarenko had likely been planning his revenge for a very long time and hadn’t left anything to chance. Since his attack on the fae realm in November, many skilled witches and warlocks had been trying to find him—including the dean and Fedorov, who had pretty much exhausted their knowledge of locator spells months ago.

      Once Disha felt strong enough they’d accessed her memories to no avail. He’d wiped himself from all of them except his haunting warning. The dean and Fedorov even snuck in and investigated the poisoned refugee camp, which was now quarantined beneath a magical bubble like some mini Chernobyl until it could be completely cleansed.

      There had been no clues. None. He had been thorough.

      If we’d found him through Disha, it had been no accident. He’d meant for us to locate him so he could use her to deliver his warning.

      Now, he was working alone, leaving no loose threads, nor anyone who could be used against him. He was extremely smart and powerful, a dangerous combination.

      As we sat there staring at the chipped wood tabletop, I could practically hear a giant clock ticking, marking away the seconds for all those unsuspecting, innocent fae Mystro meant to destroy.

      “What do we know so far?” Drew asked. He was sitting next to Disha, protective and loving as always. She had fully recovered from the infection and seemed to be back to her normal self. Or as normal as she would get until we stopped a potential genocide.

      Dean McIntosh had evaluated Disha, looking for any signs that Ponomarenko might still be in control, and found none. Still, we were all watching her, searching for any odd behavior. I’d seen nothing yet, but with Ponomarenko as our enemy, we couldn’t be too careful. The dean had tripled her mentalism wards around the campus but we were still on edge.

      “He’s going to attack another one of the refugee camps,” Disha said in answer to Drew’s question.

      We had been through all of this already, and it felt like regurgitating stale facts, but what other choice did we have? If we had to go over the same details a million times until some brilliant idea occurred to us, then that’s what we would do.

      “And we already have security at all the different camps, keeping an eye out for him,” Bridget said in a tired voice. Her curly red hair looked like an erratic eagle’s nest, and she was playing with the zipper of her outfit, which tonight happened to be a set of flannel footed pajamas in a teddy bear pattern. She had been very frustrated lately, and I understood when she’d pronounced that we weren’t any better than the stuffy, old farts from the High Council. For all our efforts, we’d just been sitting around talking and coming up with no solutions.

      “Have you heard from any of your people at the camps?” Bridget added.

      Dean McIntosh shook her head. Along with Bridget’s security team, the dean and Fedorov had contacted some of their most trusted friends to keep watch at some of the larger camps. We’d decided that when Ponomarenko selected a place to attack, it wouldn’t be a small camp like the one in Atlanta. It would be a bigger one like those that had formed near state parks, away from cities and closer to nature.

      Of course, Bridget, the dean, and Fedorov didn’t know enough people to place a guard at every single camp. There were many small ones and surely some that no one knew existed, but involving the likes of Magical Law Enforcement, which had enough resources to help, simply wasn’t an option. We could not risk the High Council finding out what we were up to and attempting to stop us.

      “And I don’t think we’ll hear anything from any of them,” Rowan said, playing with his bracelet. “Something just… I don’t know… Something isn’t sitting well with me about all of this.”

      “Yeah, me, too,” I said.

      If we were honest, we’d been doing nothing more than waiting for Ponomarenko’s next attack. Dean McIntosh and Fedorov had considered sending a warning to the fae, but we feared it would only create mass chaos. We’d discussed telling the fae to disperse among the human population, rather than be in one place where Ponomarenko could attack them all at once, but that might mean bringing danger to Regulars, too. It was frustrating. We didn’t know what to do. Our hands were tied. If we did the wrong thing, we could make things much worse.

      “Dammit!” I exclaimed, smashing my fist on the table.

      Everyone blinked at me, startled.

      “Sorry, I’m just so frustrated. We keep going around in circles, and all the time, he’s out there doing who knows what… perfecting his plan? Figuring out a way to blast every fae all at once?”

      Disha let out a tiny gasp.

      “What?” I said.

      “That’s it!” Disha said. “That’s what he’s doing. I think… I think…” She pressed two fingers to her temple as if trying to remember something. “He said… he was…” She growled in frustration. “I can’t remember exactly, but I know that’s it. That’s what he plans.”

      Bridget pulled at her hair. “Oh, shit.”

      We all froze for a moment, staring at the middle of the table as if answers could seep out of it.

      We’d been looking at this the wrong way. He wasn’t going to waste his time attacking one camp at a time. With my cuffs, he had enough power to do much worse than that.

      He was good at biological spells and was going to eradicate all the fae in one fell swoop.

      I thought of Tally and all of those living with her in the shack in the woods… the poor, helpless children.

      We had to figure out where Mystro was.

      Now.

      Dean McIntosh stood, walked to the coffee machine, and stared at the dripping coffee. She seemed at a loss, holding her mug in both hands, but with her eyes far away. I had never seen her like this. I’d always looked up to her, thinking she had the answers to everything. She was the most powerful witch I knew, and yet she was stumped.

      We were all stumped.

      A feeling of defeat descended upon us like a thick fog. Ponomarenko had outsmarted the entire Supernatural community. We had fought so hard against him, and it all amounted to nothing. He would wipe out an entire race, and there was nothing we could do to stop it.

      How could we find him? How could we draw him out from wherever he was hiding?

      A thought slowly started to take shape inside my mind. What if…

      “What is it, Charlie?” Rowan asked, noticing the change in my expression.

      Deep frown lines formed on my forehead as the idea became clearer.

      “We need bait,” I said, almost absentmindedly. “Bait he would not be able to pass up.”

      “Bait?” Fedorov repeated in his thick accent, looking as if he needed a dictionary. Dark purple circles surrounded his gray eyes, and his handsome face appeared slack from fatigue, but that was the only thing that gave away how tired he was. He’d taken as much care with his appearance as always. His gray Armani suit seemed fresh from the dry cleaners, and his hair was well-combed and shiny.

      “Yes, bait,” I said, growing more certain as the idea fully formed in my mind. “We need to bait him, draw him out from wherever he’s hiding.”

      Dean McIntosh set her mug down, forgetting the coffee.

      “How do we do that?” she asked, coming back to take her seat and giving me serious consideration.

      “When Rowan and I visited the fae camp, we talked to a couple,” I said, fighting the lump that rose to my throat at the memory of their blackened bodies inside that small tent. We hadn’t told anyone about Thelar and Arafina Herra. I hadn’t had the heart to speak about them.

      “I think I know where you’re going with this,” Rowan said.

      “They told us a story,” I continued. “A story that explains why Ponomarenko hates the fae so much.”

      Everyone leaned closer as curiosity took over them. In the beginning, we had all wondered about Ponomarenko’s reasons for doing this, but we never came close to guessing his reasons. It seemed he’d kept what happened to him in the fae realm a secret from those who knew him.

      But now we knew.

      I told everyone Thelar and Arafina Herra’s story, Rowan helping me when I forgot details about Ponomarenko’s unfortunate past.

      When I finished, Fedorov nodded. “Now I know what you mean.”

      “Kiana,” Dean McIntosh said quietly. “The Seelie Queen used as bait.” She shook her head, a sad expression on her face as if she’d never thought it would come to this.

      “We have to find her!” Bridget said. “Does anyone know where she is?”

      There was silence all around. She’d disappeared, along with her family and hadn’t told anyone where she was going, not even the Dean from the looks of it.

      “There’s someone who might know,” I said, meeting Bridget’s gaze. “And I’m pretty sure she’ll help us.”
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      We stood outside of the fae shack once again as night gathered around us. The scene was the same—quaint cottage, wood smoke coming from the little chimney, light spilling from behind thick curtains, the smell of roasted meat. But when we knocked this time, no one hid or ran. The door flung open, and the young male fae who’d attacked me last time glanced around our party.

      “What do you want?” he asked, his goat’s eyes squinting as if to appear fierce, but really he just looked adorable, like a kid playing at being mad. Now that he wasn’t holding a blade to my neck, I could get a better look at him. Soft fur covered the tips of his pointed ears and his smooth cheeks and chin let me know he hadn’t yet reached the age of puberty.

      The dean stepped forward, a warmth radiating from her that had the quality of setting everyone at ease, as it did when I first met her. “Hello, Fauneir. We’re here to see Tally. Is she home?”

      Other faces gathered behind Fauneir, peering out at us, but then Tally was shooing them aside. Fauneir gave her a wary look, then disappeared into the cottage.

      “What is it?” Tally asked, her sharp eyes marking all of us, taking in our postures and expressions. “What happened?”

      “It’s actually about what we think might happen.” The dean folded her hands together, the large sleeves of her coat swallowing them. “We think Mystro Ponomarenko is plotting to do something very bad to your people again. And we need your help to stop it.”

      She nodded knowingly. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Do you know where your Aunt Kiana is?” the dean asked.

      Tally’s lips pressed together as if she were worried we might pry the secret from them. “I’m not supposed to tell anyone. There are those that would harm her.”

      The dean nodded but continued pressing. “It’s very important. I wouldn’t ask, but the fate of your entire species might depend on it.”

      Dean McIntosh peered inside the little cottage as if to indicate the tiny faces that had crowded in the doorway moments ago. The thought of them being killed was almost too much to bear.

      Tally glanced inside, then back at the dean as she took in her meaning. The fae’s posture changed, her shoulders straightening as if she’d made a decision. “She’s in Palo Alto. With Parisa.”

      Palo Alto? Parisa?

      “She’s at Lenora’s house?” Bridget asked, her voice jumping an octave as if she couldn’t quite believe it. “Why wouldn’t Lenora tell me?”

      “We’ve all been sworn to secrecy,” Tally said. “If Ponomarenko knew where she was, it would mean her life.”

      That information fit with what we knew. And, she was right, Ponomarenko did want Kiana dead, which was why we needed her.

      Still, hiding in Palo Alto? It was so… unoriginal.

      “We were at that house,” I added, glancing around the group. “Sure, it was big, but if there was a whole family of fae living there, wouldn’t we have seen something?”

      Tally shook her head. “There are many protective spells in place. Parisa is fae priestess. She has magical abilities rivaling yours. She can protect them.” She nodded at Dean McIntosh.

      A fae with magic. I’d never heard of it, but then again, I knew so little about fae culture, and it didn’t help that they tended to be secretive around humans. Then I remembered the hidden room in the basement, and how it had appeared to stretch beyond what could be seen. If there was any place to hide a whole family, that had to be it.

      “I don’t mean to be disrespectful,” I said to Tally, “but Parisa cannot protect them. Mystro Ponomarenko has the Aradia Cuffs. Adding them to the power he already has will make him close to unstoppable.”

      “Then, what good is to even try?” Tally said, challenging me. “Why go if he’s unstoppable as you say?”

      “Because he’s not unstoppable,” the dean said, cutting in. “Not if we work together.”

      “Then, we have to go,” Tally said, joining our group.

      The dean nodded. “We will. But first, a little pit stop.”
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      I still couldn’t believe what Dean McIntosh had done.

      I glanced around the circle we’d formed in preparation for leaving.

      Rowan clutched an ancient magical staff. Bridget wore a glowing locket on a chain. Tally held a magical knife, and Disha’s pockets bulged with a few choice items.

      The dean had broken us into the Historical Museum and let us take what we’d like. Sure, Fedorov had allowed me to come here earlier in the semester, but it was for the possibility of one item, not the entire lot of priceless heirlooms, and not without authorization from the Board of Regents.

      “We’ll put it all back.” She’d given us a mom-like stare. “Promise me you’ll put it all back when this is over.” She wagged a finger.

      “We promise,” my friends had said in unison, staring at the wondrous bounty of magical artifacts.

      I hadn’t taken anything. No point. We’d already tried with Fedorov. Plus, I had Rowan’s medallion, an item that was supposed to help me channel my magic, and it did me no good. My magic was gone, my only hope was the Elderflower. Knowing it existed and I couldn’t have it had been anguish.

      But that would all change tonight.

      Geared up, we stood outside the Historical Museum, bathed in moonlight. The wind tugged back our hair, carrying the smell of pine from the nearby woods.

      I’d almost been benched and left behind. They worried about my safety and who could blame them? I couldn’t protect myself. I was a liability. Still, I couldn’t stand the thought of staying at the Academy while they went to Palo Alto. Good thing they understood I would find a way to join them no matter what and the dean was allowing me to tag along. She did make it very clear that I was not along to fight and, if things got hairy, they’d magic me back immediately. I’d agreed, knowing it was my best bet.

      I glanced around, hoping my plan would work. Otherwise, all this effort was for nothing.

      Taking each other’s hands, Dean McIntosh and Professor Fedorov readied the teleportation spells. Eight of us were traveling to Palo Alto: the dean, the professor, Rowan, Drew, Disha, Bridget, Tally, and me. It was a circle of all the people I loved and the sight almost brought tears to my eyes as we clutched hands.

      Or hand and stump. Rowan held mine, throwing me a reassuring glance before readying himself.

      The magic took hold.

      In no time, we were in Palo Alto, standing at Parisa’s gated driveway in the dim twilight, the house looming in the distance. Bridget had told Lenora we were coming, so once we thumbed the buzzer, the gates swung wide.

      As we walked up, the modern mansion took shape, illuminated by well-placed landscape lighting, though every window was dark, making it look like no one was home. However, when we rang the doorbell, the door opened instantly.

      “Come in,” Parisa hissed. “Hurry.”

      She waved a hand, ushering us in and shutting the door. She was dressed in her human clothes, though she appeared frazzled, her hair less tamed and her outfit less put together than last time. She looked like she’d been housing fugitives and trying desperately to keep them safe.

      With us inside, she began to weave and chant, replacing a protective spell that formed glowing fae runes on the door before they faded into the wood.

      Finished, she turned on us, glaring. “What are you doing here again?” Parisa hissed. “You will draw them to our door with this foolishness.”

      Her angry gaze landed on Tally who withered under it, looking small for the first time.

      “I’m sorry, Priestess.” She dropped her head.

      The dean stepped forward, extending her hand and giving a calming smile. “Parisa, I’m Lynssa McIntosh, dean of the Supernatural Academy. Thank you for welcoming us into your home.”

      Parisa did not take the dean’s hand. “I know who you are. And I would kick you out just as fast, but she wants to see you.”

      Without another word, Parisa stalked toward the back of the house.

      We followed, barely giving the mansion a quick glance, though from my periphery, I could see that its former pristine appearance was gone. The kitchen table was stacked with dirty dishes, a smell of garbage drifted from a back room, and dead flowers had lost their petals on a decorative end table.

      Things were falling apart, another sign that Parisa had other worries and that Louise, the housekeeper she had trusted, was gone.

      We walked single file to the basement door, down the stairs, and into the tiny apartment that served as the safe room. Parisa ushered us through and into the small room where we’d first learned of the Death Horse, but the place had changed.

      When we’d entered before, it had been the only place in the house that seemed connected to Parisa’s faerie heritage. The trees, moss, loam, and plants had all reminded me of Alanthyl. But the room had been small, one that might fit inside a house’s basement. Now, it appeared huge.

      Where the ceiling should be, a dark canvas of night sky loomed overhead. The walls had disappeared and now the forest seemed to stretch out endlessly. Giant tree trunks created a corridor along a well-worn footpath that led to a small thatched hut.

      Lenora stood outside it, wringing her hands.

      “Lenora,” Bridget said, walking up to her awkwardly.

      Lenora seemed just as embarrassed. “Bridget, hey.”

      They stepped off to the side and began a tense conversation. I felt bad for my friend, but couldn’t think much about it since Parisa was pulling back a vined curtain and waving us inside.

      Through the verdant sheet of green, we found a small, but cozy home and the Seelie royal family.

      Kiana and Taurion sat in wicker chairs by a small cook stove. Their children, Sinasre and Anama, rose as we entered. Sinasre seemed happy to see us, but Anama frowned and crossed her arms over her waifish chest. The queen regarded us coldly as we gathered by the door.

      “Tallyndra,” she said, inclining her head so that her curtain of long green hair fell to one side. “I knew it would only be a matter of time before they got to you.”

      “I’m sorry, my queen,” Tally said, dropping to one knee, her wings stirring the air slightly. The shame she felt was palpable, and I worried we’d done irreparable harm to our fae friend.

      “It was my idea,” I said, stepping forward. “I made her tell me where you were.”

      Kiana’s eyes narrowed and her expression was cold. “Trouble always seems to follow wherever you may be, human.”

      “I wasn’t the one who created a monster,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Kiana glowered. She had a right to hate me, but I wasn’t the one who made Ponomarenko want to murder her entire race.

      “Queen Kiana, we come here to try to solve your problems, not make more of them,” Dean McIntosh said, saving me. “We want to stop Ponomarenko before he destroys you and your people for good.”

      Kiana lifted her royal head. “Just let him try.”

      “We think he is going to try, and soon.” Dean McIntosh clasped her hands, looking serious and solemn. “He now has the second Aradia cuff, the last item he needed to create the spells necessary to eradicate every fae.”

      All fae eyes in the room darted up to the dean’s face.

      She nodded. “Yes, we think he’s not just going to target a few camps. He’s going to try to rid the world of you in one fell swoop.”

      Anama gave an angry growl, bolting for a spear that rested in the hut’s corner. “I’ve told you this hiding is not going to work. We need to face him. Now!”

      “Daughter,” Kiana said, “calm yourself.”

      “No, I won’t!” Anama shrieked, baring her teeth. “We need to fight. We are fae!”

      Taurion stood. “I will assemble the warriors.”

      But Kiana held out a hand, stopping everyone in their tracks. “We will hear them out before taking any action.”

      The dean nodded. “Thank you. We think if we bring you back to campus, we can spring a trap. He’ll come for you and we’ll be ready.”

      “But can you protect her?” Parisa said from the hut’s door. She’d been leaning there listening to everything, but now she spoke, her voice nearly as commanding as Kiana’s. “Can you keep our queen safe?”

      “If you help us,” the dean said. “If you trust us, we will use everything in our power to stop this man. We are willing to put our lives on the line beside yours to finish this. For good.”

      Kiana stood, her height formidable in the little hut. “We will go. We will fight this scourge and finish him once and for all. For the people.”

      “Wonderful,” the dean said. “There’s no time to waste.”

      In a few moments, the entire assembly was gathered in a circle outside of the royal family’s hut. Now, instead of eight, we were fourteen. It still seemed like a painfully small number to take on such a powerful man.

      “We did it,” Rowan whispered as his mouth brushed close to my ear. “Your plan worked.”

      I shrugged, thinking his praise was a little like counting chickens before they hatched. We had a long way to go before we could celebrate anything.

      “Ready?” Fedorov asked, holding up a hand to get everyone’s attention.

      Then, he and the dean were magicking us back to campus.

      The minute we came into being I knew something was wrong. The night was no longer dark as it should be. A lingering twilight hung over the buildings in the distance. Worse, a dark plume of smoke snaked into the sky and a burning smell stung our noses and irritated our eyes.

      “What the…?” I stared up at the orange tongues of flames growing out of buildings in the distance.

      Fire illuminated the night. Not just one, but many.

      The campus was burning.
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      We hadn’t been on the ground for more than a second when Dean McIntosh and Fedorov had dematerialized and were gone.

      Kiana and her husband turned to each other, their fierce expressions full of accusation. “This is a trap,” Taurion hissed, his sharp canine teeth flashing.

      I shook my head but shock kept me from being able to deny the claim. The Academy was on fire. All the buildings in the distance were aflame… some appear to be the dorms.

      God, my classmates!

      They would have been sleeping when the attack came. I prayed the protection spells on the buildings had done their job, and everyone was all right.

      “We have to help,” I blurted out, taking a step towards the chaos, towards the fire.

      Next to me, Rowan turned to Disha.

      “Dish, the cottage,” he said.

      The cottage? Did he mean the fae cottage? Was it also under attack? I glanced at Tally. Her eyes widened in panic as she whirled toward the forest where she’d left her friends. The fae children! She seemed about to bolt but, when we glanced that way, it was clear that side of campus wasn’t aflame.

      “We’ll check on the kids, don’t worry,” I assured Tally, turning in that direction.

      Disha and Rowan blocked my path. I frowned as they gripped my arms from either side.

      Confused, I glanced from one to the other. “What are you—?”

      But before I had a chance to finish my question, I was disintegrating, collapsing into nothing, as Disha cast a teleportation spell and whisked me away, leaving everyone else behind.

      When I next blinked and glanced around, I wasn’t in front of the Historical Museum anymore but in the living room of Dean McIntosh’s cottage.

      In unison, Rowan and Disha stepped away from me. They wore twin apologetic but firm expressions.

      “You’ll be safe here,” Rowan said, barely looking at me.

      “No!” I shook my head. “You can’t do this. You can’t leave me here. Not now. I have to help. I can help!”

      “We would never forgive ourselves if something happened to you, Char,” Disha said. “We would rather you be angry at us than dead.”

      She weaved a teleportation spell in one quick flourish, and they began to disappear.

      I launched in their direction, my hand reaching. I grabbed nothing but empty air.

      “No! Damn you. Damn you!”

      I staggered onto the sofa that had been behind them. In a rage, I grabbed one of the cushions and threw it across the room. It thumped against the wall, dislodging a painting from one of its hooks. It swung from side to side for a moment, then crashed to the floor, sending bits of glass across the wooden floor and center rug.

      No way would I stay here while everyone else was out there fighting.

      I ran to the door and twisted the knob. It turned, but when I pulled on it, the door didn’t budge. Next, I rushed for the windows. I tried all of them. Again they weren’t physically bolted—I could undo their latches with no problem—but they wouldn’t open. Not without magic, of which I had none.

      They’d sealed me with spells.

      Growling in frustration, I picked up a log from a pile by the fireplace and threw it at the largest window. The log bounced back as if it had hit a rubber wall. It nearly took my head off as it rebounded.

      I fell to my knees, panting. Anger coursed through me, invading my every cell until I felt I was made out of pure rage. I should’ve suspected they would have a plan to do this to me. And even if I would’ve done the same to protect them, I still felt betrayed. How could they? Not now. Not when my Academy needed me the most.

      I pounded the floor with my fist and stump, baring my teeth like a crazed animal.

      Get up, Charlie. Get up and figure out a way out of here.

      Shaking with ire, I got to my feet. Just a few months ago, I would have laughed at whatever blocking spells they’d cast on the house.

      I was a witch, dammit! I could find a way out.

      Taking a deep breath, I clutched the medallion that lay on my chest and pulled it over my neck.

      I spoke to Rowan’s precious heirloom between clenched teeth. “You are going to work, you useless piece of shit.”

      Reigning in my anger, hoping to use it as fuel, I held the medallion, my fingers wrapping around its round shape, leaving its jeweled front exposed. Holding out both arms, I approached the window until both the medallion and my stump rested on the glass.

      I shut my eyes, searching for my magic, willing it to come to the forefront.

      It had to still be within me. It hadn’t gone anywhere.

      “You are a witch, Charlie. You are a witch.”

      The cuffs didn’t make me. Before the cuffs came to me, I had used magic—even if in small amounts. So the magic hadn’t come from the cuffs, had it?

      I knew this, but I had to believe it.

      All I had to do was trust myself and remember all I’d been able to do on my own, like when, against Nyquist, I had used magic without weaving, without words. I hadn’t needed my hands.

      My eyes blinked open. I lowered my arms and stared at Rowan’s medallion, a Christmas gift he’d given me with such love, with such hope. It had been a thoughtful gift, but all the thoughtfulness and love in the world hadn’t been enough to get it to work for me.

      Smiling sadly, I glanced around for a safe place to store it. In the end, I set in on the mantle, between two portraits—one of Irmagard and one of Elspeth. I left it in plain view, in case something happened to me, Rowan would be able to find it.

      My resolve growing, I walked back and raised my arms to the window again. The glass was cool under my fingers. It was such a simple, weak barrier, and I wouldn’t allow it to keep me from those I loved.

      I shut my eyes again, focusing inwardly, ready to face my fears and convince myself I didn’t need the cuffs or anything else to wield my magic.

      You are everything you need to be, I told myself.

      No one and nothing can complete you. You… I… was whole since the day I was born.

      I was whole when I lost my mother.

      I was whole when I lost my father.

      I was whole when I lost Trey.

      I am certainly whole now.

      I am Charlie Rivera and will always be Charlie Rivera even if I am left bare.

      A gentle warmth began in the center of my chest. My breath caught as I felt the heat and recognized it for what it was. It was nothing but a small ember or the roaring fire I knew it to be, and it threatened to die as soon as I paused to examine it.

      I picked up my chant again, repeating the words over and over inside my head.

      I am whole. I am whole. I am whole.

      The warmth in my chest grew, every word stoking it, giving it life as I began to understand and believe.

      All along, since I’d lost my hand, I’d believed myself to be less than whole, useless. But what made me Charlie was nothing external. Not another person—not even those I loved without reserve—not an object, not even my hand.

      I really was whole.

      The window slid open with a thunk.

      My eyes sprang open, and I nearly fell to my knees as a breeze from outside ruffled my hair and cooled my sweaty face. I could have stayed there, shaking in incredulity and relief, but I had no time for that.

      In one fluid motion, I swung my legs over the windowsill and pushed out of the cottage. I landed on soft ground, the scent of mulch rising in the air.

      Then I sprinted in the direction of the fight.

      Arms and legs pumping, I tore out of the staff housing, my eyes, and heart set on the smoke and leaping flames ahead. Explosions and screams echoed in the distance, and I tried not to imagine what horrors awaited when I got there.

      I ran past the Humanities Building. This side of campus was still untouched, but the south side appeared to be nothing but conflagration and destruction.

      My eyes darted in every direction as I ran, trying to spot someone, anyone, but the fight seemed concentrated in the center of campus with something major going on by the Enlightenment Fountain. The fountain was glowing with blinding quality, while, behind it, the Administration Building groaned as huge flames devoured it.

      I veered to the right and leaped over a row of hedges, putting the flimsy barrier between me and the Enlightenment Fountain. I kept running, squinting through the tightly-packed leaves, trying to decipher what was going on behind the blinding light.

      When the hedge ran out, I skidded to a stop and crouched behind it for cover. I was as close as I could get to the fountain without being out in the open—not that a hedge would be much protection against any kind of spell. Smoke snaked around the ground, clouding my view and clogging my lungs. I coughed into my shoulder and tried to breathe more slowly.

      A fluttering sound behind me had me twisting and lifting my hands in defense. The magic in my chest sputtered, apparently having gone back to sleep once more. I cursed, picturing Ponomarenko pouncing on me, delivering a disintegrating blow.

      But, it wasn’t the warlock behind me, it was Tally, flying low, her wings flapping behind her, bringing her to me.

      “Charlie!” she hissed.

      “Tally!” I whispered at the same time.

      She landed next to me, crouching behind the hedge. I turned and matched her ready posture.

      “What’s going on?” I whispered. “Where’s everyone?”

      She shook her head. “Everyone scattered,” she said, out of breath, her violet eyes peering through the hedge, illuminated by the brilliance beyond. “I don’t know what to do,” she said, sounding desperate.

      Her face was etched in panic and desperation. She looked like someone used to being capable and in charge, someone unaccustomed to being out of her league.

      “What’s going on there?” I asked, stabbing a finger through the hedge in the direction of the Enlightenment Fountain.

      “It’s him,” she said, her voice trembling with fear, an emotion the tough fae hadn’t seemed capable of until now. “He’s inside the fountain, doing something. I don’t know what. There’s some sort of shield protecting him. No one can get through it.”

      I peered at the brilliance. It was likely part of his protective shield. He was in the fountain with my cuffs. I tried to get my head around that fact, tried to guess what he must be doing in there. The amount of magic he would be able to gather in there… I didn’t dare imagine its magnitude.

      It could only mean one thing: he must be preparing the spell to destroy all the fae.

      “Where’s Kiana?” I asked, grasping for straws, going back to my original plan. Had Ponomarenko seen her? Had she tried to talk to him? Stop him?

      “The priestess took her away,” Tally said, betraying her embarrassment in her hushed tone. “Maybe Taurion will come back with the Fae Warriors.” She met my gaze, but it didn’t seem as if she believed her own words.

      “What about the dean and the professor?” I asked. They had to be somewhere, trying to find a way to get through Ponomarenko’s shield.

      “The dean is protecting the students, and the professor is… all over the place, moving fast, trying different spells on the shield.”

      Fedorov must be using his speed spell and going for Ponomarenko, but why wasn’t the dean helping him? That didn’t make sense. Why did the students need protection?

      “What do you mean the dean is protecting the students?” I asked.

      “She’s fighting the Death Horse. They are here. Oberon is here, too. They’re with Ponomarenko.”

      “What?!”

      I grabbed my head, shaking it from side to side. It couldn’t be. Oberon and Ponomarenko working together? The warlock hated fae. And why would the Unseelie King work with someone who had murdered his kind and destroyed his world? All this time I’d thought he’d died in the poison or run away, but now this?

      “What about Rowan, Disha, Bridget, Drew?” I asked.

      “They’re all over. I don’t know. They move so fast, appear and disappear. They’re fighting everywhere, helping the dean and putting out fires that keep sprouting back. There are others, too. Students, teachers. I don’t know them.”

      “What about you?” I said, unable to keep the accusation from my voice.

      “I was with the dean, but she sent me to find you. She sensed it when you broke out of her cottage.”

      Shame descended on me. Tally had been helping save the students, and she’d left to protect me.

      “Go back, Charlie,” Tally said. “Everyone has their hands full already.”

      My eyes snapped to Tally’s as the anger returned. “I’m not useless,” I said in a tone so low that it could barely be heard over the chaos.

      I had my magic. It’d come to me when I needed it—even if I had to push myself to the limits to bring it forward. I could fight.

      My eyes snapped back toward the Enlightenment Fountain. I squinted at the brilliance, knowing that to find a way to Ponomarenko, I had to get closer to see what he was doing.

      I made as if to stand. Tally grabbed my elbow. “Where are you going?”

      “I need to get closer.”

      Tally winced. “Bad idea.”

      I jerked my elbow out of her grip. “Maybe you feel useless,” I said, leaning closer, my gaze drilling hers, “but I’m not.”

      Twice before, I had failed to defeat Ponomarenko. That couldn’t happen again. I had to stop him.

      I tore around the hedge toward my enemy.
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      What in the holy hell was I doing?

      As I ran away from Tally and towards my enemy, my brain screamed at me to stop, but my legs were not responding. Someone had to do something about Mystro Ponomarenko, and I’d be damned if they were going to lock me up in that cottage again. I could never live with myself if I stayed safe and one of my friends was injured. Or worse.

      I couldn’t even think about that.

      I came to a stop and was face to face with Mystro Ponomarenko. Only, he was too busy to notice.

      A corona of yellow light blurred my view, but inside, I could see his shape, the dark cloak billowing around as he moved frantically. He was constructing a spell or spells. Where my cuffs were, I didn’t know, but I could see the Elderflower. All around him, bunches of a dark green plants with its shimmering black buds floated, rotating in his periphery in a lazy circle.

      My heart seized, realizing the thing I wanted, no, needed was only a few feet away. If I got that plant, I could be whole. I could fight Ponomarenko and stand to win.

      But how could I get inside his protective barrier? The glowing yellow sphere throbbed and pulsed like a round, beating heart.

      A large shape buzzed toward me, and I frantically tried to access my newfound well of magic only to see Fedorov pop into being beside me.

      “Charlie, what you doing here?”

      My professor made as if to send me back, but I managed to push a jolt of magic at him, stinging his hand. He shook his fingers out, but his expression wasn’t angry. “You have magic.”

      “I do,” I said. “I can fight.” I didn’t tell him how weak my well was since he might not allow me to stay.

      He nodded, turning his attention to Ponomarenko as he ran an absentminded hand through his disheveled hair. “We need to stop him. He’s ready to kill all fae.”

      I bit my lip, my eyes darting all around the glowing yellow barrier. “How do we get inside?”

      Fedorov’s eyes narrowed. “Give me moment. I need to try couple of things more.”

      He became a blur as he sped up, working through many incantations that rebounded against the barrier in harmless white sparks. Sweat glistened on his forehead, he came to a stop next to me. “No good. Barrier is strongest I’ve seen. He has only moments before spell is complete.”

      The air shivered and popped and suddenly, Disha stood beside us.

      “What’s happening? Charlie! How are you out?” she shrieked before eyeing the dome of light with Ponomarenko inside. “Is that…?”

      I nodded. “No time to explain. We have to get to him. Soon, before his spell goes off.” The Elderflowers were rotating faster and withering as if he were sucking the life from them. We didn’t have much time.

      Disha’s eyes went wide. “Hold on.”

      She disappeared with a pop and a rush of air. Seconds later she was back with Rowan, Bridget, Lenora, and Drew. They all looked disheveled and ashen as if they’d just been battling fires only moments before.

      “Charlie,” Rowan said, rushing for me, but I held up a hand.

      “No time. Will your magical item get through the barrier?”

      Rowan turned from me, as Tally stepped out of the hedge and joined our party. We watched in anticipation as he touched his magical staff to the barrier and tried desperately to cut through it, but it was like a plastic knife going against steel.

      Rowan growled, his vampire features coming to the forefront. “It’s not working.”

      “And nothing will,” Bridget said, pushing wild locks out of her eyes. “Not if we do it all alone, but if we work together...”

      That was it! All our power and magical items combined might be able to take out the dome. Everyone pulled out what they’d taken from the museum, Fedorov sped himself up again, and Drew took his Goliath shape, vowing to protect us as we focused on our spells.

      I glanced around at my friends. If this didn’t work, I had no idea what we’d try next.

      “Ready?” I asked. “Fire!”

      Six beams of light hit the barrier at once—Disha, Rowan, Bridget, Tally, Fedorov, and me. Some used straight magic. Some used their magical items. Either way, the spells hit the swirling, yellow globe, turning it a multitude of colors brighter than any light display I’d ever seen. My piddly magic trickled out of me, a thin stream compared to the rest, but at least I was helping.

      It seemed to be working, too. Ponomarenko stopped casting and whirled towards us for the first time. Seeing his protective barrier under attack, he began casting at the force field to keep it in place, but we were winning. The magical sphere was weakening, throbbing in and out like a giant, flickering lightbulb.

      “More!” I shouted, trying so hard to dig deep, to tap into the well of magic that was inside me. Yet, it still felt incredibly thin. My friends were pulling out all the stops, and I was pretty much useless.

      Suddenly, Dean McIntosh appeared, sooty and dirty, but began shooting a huge amount of power at the dome.

      The barrier fell in a rush of light and air. It shattered the night, blowing us back with hurricane force.

      I hit the ground and rolled, skidding to a stop in the grass several feet from where I’d been standing. When I popped up, my friends were doing likewise.

      Ponomarenko stood and faced us.

      He was larger than I remembered him. More imposing. The rune tattoos on his bald head and hands glowed the same yellow as the sphere we’d just popped. His eyes were milky white and overlarge in his sunken face as if the magic had changed his appearance permanently.

      “Fools,” he said, his voice booming out over the campus. “I was going to spare you, but now I think I’ll take your entire campus with me. You’ve been nothing but a nuisance.”

      “Mystro Ponomarenko,” the dean shouted, her voice matching his in volume and strength. “You will cease and turn yourself in. Magical Law Enforcement is on its way. If you surrender now, mercy may be granted.”

      Ponomarenko laughed, a deep, evil cackle. “You think I fear your laws? Your guards? I have more power than all of you combined.”

      His hands shot out and a pulse of magic roared over the landscape, attacking everyone. It hit me square in the chest. Like a bolt of lightning, it sizzled through me, bringing with it more pain than I knew possible. A raw scream climbed out of my throat as I fought against the waves of agony, trying to block it with my magic, but it was no good.

      I would die from this. Sizzled. Fried. Burning in pure torture.

      The pain stopped. Rowan and Fedorov knelt at my side.

      “Alright, Charlie?” Fedorov asked, a glowing hand pressed to my chest. It seemed they’d all been attacked, but had been able to fend off some or all of the blast, but not me.

      “A-alright,” I said, shakily.

      “You sure?” Rowan asked.

      I nodded.

      Getting up with their help, I expected to see a battle raging, others hurt the way I had been, but the land had gone deathly silent. Between us and Ponomarenko, the dean had erected a protective barrier, but that wasn’t what was drawing everyone’s attention.

      All eyes were turned toward five large figures coming out of the swirling smoke.

      Behind Mystro Ponomarenko, the Unseelie King and his Death Horse appeared. The giant figures seemed misshapen until I realized they each carried something.

      Not something. Someone. Several someones.

      “No!” Tally shrieked.

      She tore forward, but Bridget was quicker, snagging her and pulling her back before she could be torn apart by Death Horse warriors or Ponomarenko’s magic.

      “The children!” she wailed. “Not the children.”

      She was right. The Death Horse were carrying the poor, orphaned fae children who had been under Tally’s care since they lost their homes and families. Their tear-streaked faces and terrified eyes turned to us as they struggled in the clawed grip of the Unseelie. The littlest, a tiny girl with a withered leg, was tucked under King Oberon’s arm, sobbing quietly as she cast her eyes about for help.

      So it was true, the Unseelie King was here, working with Ponomarenko. They both hated Kiana, after all, and must have worked out some sort of deal to defeat her. With her gone, Oberon could rule over what was left of the fae, and there would be no one to challenge his reign.

      “You don’t have to do this,” the dean said, her voice strong but laced with terror. “Give us the children. We’ll talk.”

      “No talk,” Ponomarenko boomed. “I’ll give you the children if you give me her.”

      His finger snaked out of his cloak and pointed our way.

      Directly at me.

      Me?

      “No!” Rowan hissed, charging in front of me. Disha gasped, too, a tortured sound coming from her throat.

      I stood there confused. Me? He wanted me?

      Then, I realized why. The cuffs. He hadn’t been using them. Why? Because they were stubborn. They’d killed Georgia Copeland when she’d tried to wield them, and they’d doggedly stuck to me even as Macgregor Underwood tried to take them away with every spell he was able to scrounge up.

      They only answered to me.

      He needed me to open the portal so he could spread his contagion throughout the whole magical network. That had to be it—the only way to poison all the fae at once.

      “You can’t have her,” Rowan roared, charging forward.

      And the battle began.

      Magic rained down from our side and then from Mystro Ponomarenko. The Death Horse attacked, charging in and fighting with the orphans in their arms as shields. The children screamed in terror.

      Tally gripped my arm. “Charlie, the children.” Tears welled in her eyes.

      I glanced at their little terrified faces and back at Tally. How could I sacrifice the children who had already suffered so greatly? What kind of person would I be if I let that happen?

      I glanced at Rowan, at Disha, who I both loved more than life itself. They would be devastated if Ponomarenko ended my life, but in the end, they would be proud of me for doing the right thing.

      And, I didn’t count myself out just yet. Ponomarenko had my cuffs, and he planned for me to wield them to open the portal. Maybe that would be his biggest mistake.

      With everyone who would stop me distracted, I ran across the battlefield and skidded to a stop beside the fountain with Mystro Ponomarenko inside.

      “I’m here,” I said, adrenaline coursing through me. “Call off the Unseelie. Let the children go.”

      He smiled, showing small white teeth in his skull-like head.

      Then his magic gripped my arm and pulled me into the fountain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SPRING SEMESTER

        MID-MARCH

      

      

      

      My feet dunked in cold water as Ponomarenko magically pulled me into the fountain, then lifted me up over the surface. The freezing water awoke me to my reality. I had given myself to a monster.

      I stared at him, floating over me and swirling with magic. One of his arms extended in my direction, and the other one pointed skyward as he swiftly erected another protective barrier around us, the same one that had taken the lot of us to bring it down just moments ago.

      He recreated it so easily, highlighting how powerful he was, how foolish I was for thinking I could stand against him. I was trapped with him, on my own. To get to me, everyone would have to work together again to bring the new shield down, but they were too busy waging their own battle.

      What had I done?

      When he was finished with the barrier, Ponomarenko smiled a wolfish grin. Distorted features made his smile all the more ghoulish and sinister, his milky eyes and overly large skull right out of a nightmare. Worse than the terror his proximity unleashed in me, I also couldn’t breathe. His magic held me by the neck, my feet dangling above the water. I struggled to squeeze one breath past my closed windpipe as pain gripped my throat.

      My watering eyes turned to my attacker.

      Ponomarenko hovered by the statues, which stood out like haunted shapes behind him. Suspended a foot above his head, a writhing black cloud bobbed up and down. At first, I wasn’t sure what it was, but then it hit me: Ponomarenko’s spell, the one he had prepared to kill the fae. It waited, ready to be unleashed once the portal was open. It stirred, giving the impression of a swarm of flies.

      A vicious cloud that could kill thousands. Millions.

      “I knew you would come,” he said, sounding unnatural, giving me the impression of many voices speaking as one.

      Afraid but unwilling to show it, I glared straight into his eerie eyes. Unimpressed by my defiance, he lowered his hands, and yet, the pressure around my neck remained.

      He was so powerful. I was fucked.

      I glanced to my friends for rescue.

      Outside the newly-erected protective bubble, the multicolored onslaught of their magic continued, some of it hitting the shield and trying to bring it down—though the attack was weaker. The Death Horse and King Oberon were seeing to that.

      I had a front-row seat from where I hung, the barrier having no blurring effect as it had from the outside. It was awful, watching my friends battle. One of the Death Horse swung a sword at Disha’s head, nearly decapitating her before she put up a blocking spell. And Rowan, where was he? If something happened to him—

      My vision clouded.

      I was slowly suffocating to death as only the thinnest wisps of air made it down my throat. I fought against the dimness that threatened to take me under as my lungs screamed for air.

      “A beautiful spectacle, isn’t it?” Ponomarenko asked. “All those crippled and misguided fae, fighting each other, using each other.” He smiled deeper, delighted. “But… as much as I’m enjoying myself, it is time to bring things to an end. Once and for all.”

      If I hadn’t been nearly choking, I would have given him a piece of my mind, but I consoled myself with shooting him a death glare.

      Slowly, he dipped a hand inside the depths of his robe and produced the Aradia Cuffs. I nearly sputtered at the sight of them. They were so close. If I could only reach them. My fingers twitched as, almost subconsciously, I cast a levitation spell to bring them to me.

      Ponomarenko’s hand spasmed as my magic reached the cuffs. He blinked in slight surprise.

      “What was that?” he asked, looking amused, mockery making his features sharper. “Is that little tickle all that the wonderful Charlie Rivera can do, now? Pathetic.” His amusement died as he pronounced the last word with malice and disgust. “Stop distracting me. Let’s get down to business, shall we?”

      He jerked his chin down and I sunk knee-deep into the water. Arms windmilling, I kept my balance, managing to stay upright.

      The pressure around my neck was released, and I coughed, taking a deep breath, then swallowing thickly to relieve the scratchiness the chokehold left behind.

      “Open the portal,” he said, throwing the cuffs down between us. They hit the water with a splash and quickly sank to the bottom.

      I stared at them, petrified, unable to believe they were within my reach. They sparkled beneath the water, letting me know their exact position, as if calling my name. All this time, I had been desperate to have them back, and here was my chance. But if I took them, what then?

      With difficulty, I tore my eyes away and forced myself to stare at Ponomarenko.

      “Go ahead, Charlie,” he said, pointing in encouragement, trying out a saccharine-sweet demeanor that didn’t suit him one bit. “They can be yours again, if only you do me a small favor. You see, I’m all out of Loopers, and I can’t get the portal to open. They have never liked me after they were sealed. Come on, pick the cuffs up. Get your magic back.”

      I stepped back, away from the cuffs, afraid of the small but tempting voice in my head that whispered for me to dive and snatch them. I wanted them. I needed them. If I had them, I could fight him. Stop him. It was what had spurred me to turn myself over to Ponomarenko in the first place.

      But then, wasn’t I playing right into his hand?

      “I won’t do it,” I hissed, all of a sudden fearful and hesitant of what might happen if I took hold of them.

      What if they didn’t fully bring my magic back? What if my missing hand would still pose an obstacle, even if I had both cuffs? I hadn’t considered that before, and the doubt was enough to steal away my courage and shut the small voice down. Plus, I couldn’t do what he wanted. I couldn’t help him.

      “It can all be yours again, even your hand,” Ponomarenko said, pulling something else from the folds of his cloak. “Look at you. Carved up. Ruined. Yet, you can be made new.”

      He held something up and twirled it from its stem… an Elderflower.

      This plant was alive and well unlike the ones he had melted and blackened into his spell.

      My heart swelled with hope. If I got the cuffs and the flower…

      “I will give you the flower and make you whole again,” Ponomarenko said, his voice soothing and comforting, slithering its way into my head like a plume of poisonous smoke.

      There was a tug around my stump. I glanced down. The phantom of a hand grew into place, a wicked spell from the warlock. I blinked at long fingers, tears pooling in my eyes. Losing my hand had taken so much from me. Had taken me from me. I hadn’t once felt like myself after he’d stolen my hand.

      If I took the flower, I could hold Rowan with both hands again. I could be the witch I had been.

      I could be powerful.

      As powerful as Mystro Ponomarenko.

      I stared at him. This sick, twisted man. This murderer.

      I tightened my remaining hand into a fist. The ghostly hand followed suit, fingers curling like their neighbors.

      “No!” I took another step back, shaking my head, even though I could feel my will weakening. “No,” I repeated.

      Damn his mentalist’s tricks.

      Be strong, Charlie. Take a chance!

      Let him give you your hand back, then grab the cuffs and attack him, blast him into oblivion like Henderson.

      Would that work?

      Swatting away the tears, I met Ponomarenko’s gaze and nodded once.

      “Okay, make this real,” I lifted my stump with its magical phantom hand, “and I’ll do it.”

      He laughed. “Do you think me naïve? First, open the portal and then…” He held up the flower.

      “And what makes you think I’ll be able to do it without my hand? As you said, my magic is pathetic.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ll help you along.”

      Suddenly, a sound like the sky ripping apart echoed above us. On instinct, I put an arm out to protect my head as I glanced toward the noise.

      A fissure had formed along the shield’s top. Maybe Dean McIntosh and the others were about to get through and all I had to do was keep Ponomarenko distracted long enough.

      But that hope died when he rolled his eyes as if bored, weaved his hands in one fluid motion, and reinforced the shield, repairing the tear without difficulty.

      God, I’m alone. This is all up to me.

      The realization swept a wave of panic over my skin.

      The warlock returned his attention to me, impatience clear in his pinched features.

      “Decide, girl,” The fingers of his right hand twitched, vaguely pointing over a spot ahead of him, “unless you want me to kill your beloved.” His thin lips tipped up as Rowan shimmered into existence in front of Ponomarenko.

      “No!” I shouted.

      Rowan was kneeling, facing me, water up to his waist. His arms seemed bolted to his sides, and his back was ramrod straight. His eyes darted wildly, dark veins snaking around them. Sharp fangs were visible through his half-opened mouth. He seemed to be struggling to move as Ponomarenko restrained him with his considerable magic.

      How was Rowan in here, too? I took a step toward him but stopped when Ponomarenko shot me a warning glance.

      “He followed you in, and I’ve never been one to waste an opportunity,” Ponomarenko said. “Love makes us do stupid, stupid things,” he added bitterly as if regretting something from his own past.

      “Now… Pick. Up. The. Cuffs.” Ponomarenko punctuated each word, leaving me no doubt his patience had run out.

      I glanced down at Rowan. His eyes seemed to be screaming, No, don’t do it. But how could I not? Yes, he was a vampire and could withstand much, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be killed.

      “Do it!” Ponomarenko ordered just as he sent a jolt of black energy into Rowan’s back.

      Rowan began to seize, his head snapping back and forth, his entire body quaking. He clamped his lips shut but finally screamed, a raw cry of agony that sent me to my knees, hands patting the bottom of the fountain until I got a hold of the cuff.

      I jumped to my feet and held them over my head. “I have them. Stop, stop!”

      Rowan’s body went still, and for a couple of beats, he swayed back and forth, then fell face-first into the water.

      I started toward him, ran into something invisible, and bounced back.

      Floating above the water, Ponomarenko descended until he was directly over Rowan’s body. Casually, he propped his foot on Rowan’s back, keeping him underwater.

      “Put them on.” Ponomarenko gave the cuffs a pointed stare.

      My heart hammered in my chest at the sight or Rowan underwater, and it took all my logic to rein in the rising terror.

      Rowan is fine. He doesn’t need to breathe. He’s fine.

      The warlock started weaving. “It seems you need some motivation.”

      He extended a hand toward Rowan and let loose a black tendril of magic. It dove into the water and yanked Rowan out with one violent jerk.

      Rowan blinked and shook his head as water dripped down his dark hair in thick rivulets. His gaze roved around desperately until it locked with mine. Before I could feel any relief, the black tendril, stabbed him through the back and punched out through his chest.

      A strangled sound of pain broke through his clenched fangs. As I stared in horror, the black tendril slowly pulled back, disappearing into Rowan’s chest like a hose being reeled in. In the next instant, his eyes popped wide open and another cry of pain erupted from his mouth.

      “I’ve got a good grip on his heart,” Ponomarenko said. “If you try anything funny, I will stake my magic right through it. So be very careful what you do.”

      No. I couldn’t lose Rowan. My body trembled at the sight of him so near death. Not again. Not ever again.

      For a moment, time seemed to freeze. I held the cuffs in my hand, gripping them tightly. They flashed and grew warm to my touch as if happy to see me.

      Vaguely, I was aware that my friends were still fighting. Magic rained around us, sliding down the defensive dome. Shapes darted to and fro outside our perimeter, a fight of a different kind raging with fierce intensity.

      But they couldn’t save us. They would be too late.

      Inhaling deeply as if to draw courage from the air, I angled one of the cuffs toward my stump and slowly slipped it through. When it touched skin, the bracelet came to life, quickly changing its width, tightening securely into place.

      I gasped as heat encircled my wrist and shot up my arm, an electrifying sensation climbing up my bicep, shoulder, then straight into my chest. My entire body lit up, glowing like a beacon, opening up and letting out what had been caged for months.

      Closing my eyes, I threw my head back as overwhelming power coursed through me, tracing passages of light through my veins and filling me to the brim. My sense of self returned, making me realize how lost I had been without my magic, how much I had missed it.

      When I opened my eyes, it was to the sight of my raised arms and both cuffs wrapped tightly around my wrists. I didn’t know how the second bracelet had gotten into place, but it was there, glowing a fiery red, crackling as if with electricity.

      Slowly, I met Ponomarenko’s gaze. He watched me warily, his black magic still holding Rowan in place.

      “It seems you don’t need your other hand,” Ponomarenko said. “Now, open the portal!”

      Holding Ponomarenko’s gaze, I knelt slowly and dipped the cuffs into the water, the image of Rowan’s heart draped in black magic flashing before my eyes. One wrong move and he would die. I did as I was told, and let my magic flow into the water.

      Opening the portal was easy. Like coming home. Like greeting an old friend.

      Energy rippled across the water in luminous waves, letting us know that all the passages that led from here to other portals were open—the same passages from which all Supernatural beings derived their power and magical natures.

      Ponomarenko stared at the glimmering magic with fixed eyes. A maniacal expression shaped his features, making him look like a psychopath dissecting his first pet. Glee seemed to roll off him in waves. This was what he had been pursuing his entire life, and now he was so close.

      Keeping his magic on Rowan, he twisted to one side and, with a flick of his fingers, called down the nebulous, black spell cloud, directing it towards the water.

      The blob of dark magic hovered there for a moment as he prepared to blast it through the open portal and seek out all fae to kill them in one fell swoop.

      Eyes narrowing with intent, the warlock’s hand flicked downward, and his dark spell shot toward the water.

      I didn’t have to think. I knew what I had to do.

      As quickly as if I’d never lost my magic, I crumpled out of existence, then rematerialized into being right in the path of Ponomarenko’s dark spell.

      The last thing I heard was Rowan’s cry of anguish.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        SPRING SEMESTER

        MID MARCH

      

      

      

      I felt the poison as it entered my body.

      All of the disease that Ponomarenko was supposed to unleash on the world blasted into me. A firehose of sludge that covered me and penetrated inside of me, poisoning first my skin, then my muscles, then my organs.

      It was as if my blood, my bones, my very atoms were infused with sickness and decay.

      It felt like disease. If felt like…

      Dying.

      I was dying.

      The poison was shutting down vital organs, clogging up the works. Every part of my being was drowning in tar. I thought vaguely that this must’ve been what the animals in La Brea Tar Pits experienced before the world was snuffed out. Then that thought melted away as the sickness consumed everything.

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t see. I couldn’t scream. I couldn’t reach out for Rowan and offer him one last look, one last touch to say, I’m sorry. I had to. It was the only way.

      The only way to save them all.

      I waited for the blackness to take me.

      Only… it didn’t. I could still think, still feel, though everything was pain and feverish torment, but if I was dying, let it subside and slip away. It hurt too much.

      Instead, the burning intensified to an inferno. My skin and bones were on fire, but the conflagration wasn’t consuming me. It buoyed me up, keeping me afloat at the same time that the poison tried to take me under.

      Darkness and light warred inside me, battling for control.

      The light tore through me as my entire being seemed to crack open. It was a release, the exhalation of a breath that had been held for too long, the building of momentum, like an avalanche that had been gathering strength for months.

      Except it was fire, searing and all-consuming.

      And it was me.

      My magic, the dormant force that had been buried for so long, was finally coming to the surface. Maybe it sensed that it was now or never. Maybe the cuffs had ignited it.

      Either way, it was back.

      I used all my remaining strength to push the fire out. The tarry poison burned as the cleansing flames surged through my every pore. The looming sense of death receded.

      I pushed harder, the blaze of my magic scorching the sickness, obliterating it.

      Slowly, my senses returned. An acrid odor lingered in the air, the remnants of something toxic and deadly.

      A brilliant yellow-gold seeped through my slitted eyelids and pried them apart. The light blotted out everything around it, but for one thing: my outstretched arms.

      One hand, then, slowly, a second one.

      It began to grow out of my stump. I stared, not comprehending what I was seeing, the yellow light slowly shaping itself into a hand. Fingers unfurled like fern fronds, shimmering as I peered at them.

      When it was done, I held up both hands, staring, thinking it must be a  dream. A magical hallucination? A trick? Was this Heaven?

      I flexed the fingers on both hands. They responded.

      My hands not only glowed, but they also burned with a magical fire I had never possessed before. Below my wiggling fingers, the cuffs flashed as if to say, We’re here. We’re back. And so are you.

      Badass.

      It had felt like an eternity of pain, but it all must’ve happened in a heartbeat. I realized this when an incredulous voice cried out.

      “What is this?!”

      Mystro Ponomarenko stared at me like I had two heads. Or rather, two hands.

      “How?” he hissed.

      Indeed, how? All I could guess was that since Ponomarenko’s dark spell had contained the healing Elderflower as well as a huge amount of his magic, somehow my cuffs or my magic had consumed it all and used it to heal my hand.

      Shaking my head, I decided I didn’t give a damn how—not when I still had Rowan to worry about.

      Slowly climbing to my feet, I glanced around. The magic stake still pierced perilously through Rowan’s back, reaching for his heart. I needed to get the warlock to focus on me, to distract him.

      Charging my cuffs with more juice than I’d ever known possible, I lifted both hands, palms up, letting the flames dance along their surface.

      “I’m more powerful than you ever could have imagined.”

      It was a bluff. I was posturing to draw his attention, but, suddenly, I realized it was true. The well of magic that I once had now felt bottomless. Energy coursed through me like a tsunami of heat and light… but also, in the very depths, a bit of darkness.

      Ponomarenko could see it, too. Cowering, he withdrew his magic from Rowan, letting him slip into the water as he turned his full attention on me. Hood back and milky eyes flaring, he curled his lips into an awful sneer and threw his hands forward just as I threw mine toward him.

      His blast of purple magic hit my laser beam of light. My attack grew brighter and brighter as his purple swirl drowned in it. But, I kept blasting, burning through his magic and then burning through him.

      The flames crawled up his fingers then his hands. Soon, his cloak was a conflagration. He was a roman candle, burning, sputtering flame.

      Melting.

      Screaming.

      I thought of all the fae he’d killed, of Disha and Rowan and all the people he’d tortured. I didn’t take joy in his death.

      And I sure as hell didn’t stop, either.

      He crumpled, folding in on himself, dropping, but my fire raged over and through the water. It hissed, steam rising through the air while the last of Ponomarenko burned, then crumbled into ash that spread out into the remaining water, turning it a muddy gray.

      “Oh my God,” someone said behind me, their voice hoarse, weak. “Charlie?”

      I glanced over my shoulder.

      Rowan. He stared at me as if he didn’t know me. He was on his knees, swaying.

      I’d been so consumed with destroying Ponomarenko, I’d completely forgotten about him. I killed my flame, though it had burned so hot it took time for it to die.

      Then, I turned to him.

      His expression was frozen with what could only be described as shock and awe.

      “What… was that?” he asked.

      I glanced at my hands, both intact, though I still didn’t exactly know how. “I… I don’t know. I got my cuffs back. And my hand.” Holding them up, I showed him.

      He nodded slowly. “You… you were on fire.”

      “Literally,” I said.

      Rowan gave a smile, but winced in pain, clutching his heart. A blackened hole had burned through his clothes and into his skin.

      “Oh no!” I stumbled forward and grabbed him before he collapsed. We sloshed in the water as I staggered under his weight. He needed help and healing, but I was too afraid to use my magic for fear I’d burn him to death.

      Whirling toward the lawn, I realized the barrier had dropped. I could see the battlefield clearly. Bodies lay on the lawn, but whose, I didn’t know. My heart hitched, but then I saw Disha and Bridget, followed by Lenora and Tally, running towards me.

      “Disha! Rowan!” I dragged his limp body toward the fountain’s lip and stepped over it myself.

      They ran to me, and Disha used a levitating spell to place him on the grass. Disha and Bridget began healing spells, infusing his body with all the magic they could give him. I watched, barely breathing. First, he thought he’d lost me. Now, I had to worry about losing him.

      Please, I prayed, though I wasn’t sure who I was sending the prayers to. Please let him be okay.

      A hand gripped my shoulder and pulled me back.

      “Where is he?” Tally asked. She was cut and bleeding from several places, dirty and disheveled, but otherwise intact. She clutched her magical knife in her fist and cast her eyes about in a panic. “Where is that monster?”

      “Ponomarenko is dead,” I said. “I killed him.”

      “Oh,” she said, sagging with relief. “Thank the stars.” She sheathed her blade and ran to a cluster of small shapes, which I realized were the fae children.

      I hoped they were all alive.

      A gasp sounded as Rowan lurched up, propping himself on one elbow.

      I whirled, grabbing for his hand. “Rowan!”

      His eyelids fluttered as he took me in. “You’re alive,” he said, smiling with blue-tinged lips.

      “And so are you.” I leaned down and gently pressed my lips to his, so very grateful for this moment and the rest to come.

      “Charlie!” Dean McIntosh jogged up, her coat fluttering around her shoulders. It was torn in several places and singed in others. Her face was marred with black spots and some of her hair was missing. “Where is he?”

      “Ponomarenko is dead,” Lenora answered for me. She and Bridget stood leaning into each other with their arms tightly entwined.

      “He is?” the dean stared at me, then noticed my hand. “How did that happen?”

      I shook my head. “I don't... really know. He gave me the cuffs. I put them on.”

      Rowan sat up, his face tightening against the pain the motion caused. “Then, she dove in front of his spell. She took the poison into her own body. And then, burned it up, I guess.”

      “You burned it up,” the dean repeated as she glanced at my hands with a frown.

      Something told me she might be able to puzzle out exactly what happened to me, but there wasn’t time. She glanced around the war-torn field and at the cluster of students and staff that was now running onto the scene. “Help me. There are some things that need to be done before everyone descends on us.”

      We nodded, ready for her instructions.

      She pointed at Disha. “Get Rowan to Taishi. Go now.”

      Rowan opened his mouth to protest, but Disha laid a hand on him and, in a split second, they disappeared.

      The dean pointed at Bridget and Lenora. “Crowd control, please. Keep them back as long as you can.”

      They nodded and ran towards the cluster of curious people.

      “And, Charlie, I need you. Come with me.”

      Her voice had grown suddenly soft and weak as if what she wanted me to do was something she regretted involving me in. Worry tightened my shoulders, but I knew that killing Ponomarenko was the hardest thing I’d have to do tonight and whatever came after couldn’t compare.

      We walked steadily toward a group of shrubs. On the way, I spotted several Death Horse warriors, their hulking shapes dark in the moonlight. They were dead or gravely injured judging from their wounds. Here and there, the ground was gouged or burned, telling the tale of the battle fought and won, though I didn’t see Oberon’s form anywhere amongst the dead, and I wondered if he alone had escaped.

      “Here,” the dean said, guiding me around a bush. “Help me move him. I need your strength. My magic is spent.”

      I stepped around the bush and stopped in my tracks. A body lay on the ground.

      At first, I didn’t recognize him he was so badly burned, but then I saw the remains of the gray Armani suit and polished shoes.

      A cry stuck in my throat as my hand flew up to my mouth.

      “No. It’s not…”

      The dean put one hand on my shoulder. When I turned to her, tears were sliding down her face. “I tried everything I could to revive him.” Her words died away as she let the tears course down her face.

      “No.” I knelt beside Fedorov. My mentor. The man who’d cared most about me since my own father disappeared from my life. He couldn't be… dead.

      No. I had magic now. I could save him.

      Placing both hands on his chest, I accessed the energy well, plunging down as deep as I could. Then, I cast a healing spell and poured it into him.

      Warmth radiated out of my cuffs and down my hands, flooding Fedorov’s body. He began to glow a brilliant gold, his body rising up, floating a foot off the ground as my power flowed through him.

      I waited for him to stir, for his eyes to flutter.

      Nothing happened.

      I kept trying, the tears blurring my vision. I tried spell after spell, things I hadn’t attempted since freshman year. I sobbed and cursed and wove my fingers into shapes I’d never attempted before. The magic grew, drowning out the night with its light until everything around us glowed a golden yellow.

      And still, he didn’t stir.

      A voice cut into my thoughts, one that had been calling me, though I’d been drowning it out. Finally, the dean grabbed both my arms and shook me.

      “Charlie,” she said, staring me dead in my eyes. “He’s gone.”

      “No,” I said, refusing to believe. I tried to pull away, but she held me firmly.

      “He wouldn’t want this,” she said, her face streaked with soot and tears. “He wouldn’t want the world to see him like this.” She gestured to the crowd of people that was flooding past Bridget and Lenora’s barrier spells. Soon, everyone would see him in this state: burned, broken and disheveled. And, the dean was right, that would be the last thing he would want... if he were alive.

      Oh, God. He was dead. The thought brought a fresh wave of agony barreling over me. My heart was breaking into a hundred pieces. One for every time he’d been kind to me.

      But I needed to take charge of my emotions. I controlled myself with great effort, realizing I had been wrong. This was the hardest thing I’d have to do tonight.

      “What do we do?” I asked, biting my lip and blinking through my tears.

      The dean gestured for me to put my hands on Fedorov’s blackened shoulders and ready a teleportation spell. “We do what he would have wanted. We carry on.”
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      I was wearing a graduation cap.

      It was hard to believe I was actually graduating, even after the very hard work of the past ten weeks.

      Once I got my magic back, (and then some) none of the teachers cut me any slack.

      At the beginning of the semester, due to the fact that I could not perform the material, they would have let me graduate as long as I passed the theoretical part of my exams, but in the end… not so much. Once they saw I had no excuse, the deal was off.

      So I had crammed. Big time.

      And it wasn’t easy.

      Sure, I had power, loads of it, but that didn’t mean I could execute intricate spells without learning their proper hand positions and practicing for hours until I got them right—not to mention that finesse was still a problem with me.

      Blasting things into oblivion, no problem. Doing something subtle like tickling someone’s nose with a feather, that was another matter. I’d be more likely to blow their nose clean off and, surprisingly, people didn’t like that. Go figure.

      Black robes billowed around me as I went down the front steps of the Senior Dorm. My dark hair was stuck behind my ears and combed back for a perfect fit of my cap. The gown was scratchy and hot, yet I couldn’t help but feel a sense of elation.

      It was really happening.

      Rowan, Disha, and Bridget waited for me at the bottom of the steps. They all wore huge smiles and stood relaxed. Rowan wore a dark suit with a white shirt and a burgundy tie. His hair was slicked back and his chin was clean-shaven. He was a head taller than both the girls, broad, strong, healthy. Despite my fears, Ponomarenko’s dark magic hadn’t had any permanent effects on him, even if the first couple of days after the ordeal, he’d stayed in one of nurse Taishi’s beds, feeling as feeble as a Regular with a case of the flu—something uncommon for a vampire. They didn’t get sick.

      And they looked incredibly hot in tailored suits.

      Disha and Bridget both wore robes and caps like mine, though Bridget’s had been magicked to switch colors every few minutes, going from glittering magenta to turquoise to a bright yellow. Only her cap remained black, her one effort to comply with the graduation dress code.

      “What are they gonna do… expel me? Give me foibles?” she’d asked when we’d suggested she should follow the rules.

      She was incorrigible, God love her. I smiled as I approached.

      “They’re letting sophomores in?” Bridget was telling Rowan.

      There was no end to the grief he’d had to endure since being enrolled as a sophomore. Bridget never missed a chance to remind him.

      “Junior,” Rowan corrected.

      “Not yet,” she retorted.

      Rowan wanted to graduate with us, but even after being instrumental in Ponomarenko’s defeat, no amount of begging and reasoning convinced Dean McIntosh to let him take the final exams with us. It didn’t matter that he swore he knew all the material. The Academy didn’t offer free passes—unless you were missing a hand, apparently.

      “There she is,” Disha said when, out of the corner of her eye, she noticed me climbing down the steps.

      “Why does it always take you so long to get ready?” Bridget asked. “We’re always waiting for you when Disha should really be the one taking the longest.”

      “Thank you,” Disha said, with a flip of her perfectly curled hair. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      Which meant I should take it as an insult since I didn’t look half as nice as Disha? My only defense was that she had more practice.

      “Charlie can take as long as she wants if she’s going to look like this.” Rowan took a step toward me and reached for my hand, his dark gaze locking with mine in a very suggestive way.

      Bridget rolled her eyes and made a gagging sound. “You guys are so sappy.”

      I didn’t point out that whenever she got around Lenora sappy didn’t even begin to describe the way they interacted.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      We started toward the back of the new Administration Building, where everything was set up for the graduation ceremony. The big, open field had been set up with a podium and enough seats for the graduating students, parents, and other guests.

      We filed in amongst other students. They all wore black robes and expressions of pride and joy on their faces. It was no easy feat graduating from the Supernatural Academy. Even under regular circumstances, many dropped out, so graduating classes were always small—though rarely as small as ours. Things had been rocky during the last four years. Nyquist had driven many students away, and most never came back. But the ones who stuck around through all the adversity truly earned their diplomas with a lot of hard work and courage.

      The May heat was already in full force even in the early evening hours, but as we entered the general area where the ceremony would take place, there was a change in temperature, as well-placed spells blew cool breezes from every direction, keeping everyone comfortable, despite the robes, suits, and fancy dresses.

      Above the rows of chairs, fairy lights twinkled against the purple-blue backdrop of the twilight sky. The podium was illuminated brightly and white doves flew overhead in a symbol of peace. Pleasant orchestra music played in the background disguised by the din of conversation as everyone hung out in small groups, making the most of the few moments before it was time to get on with the show.

      For the celebration afterward, white tents with sheer walls that glowed like giant Chinese lanterns waited off to the side, ready for the parents and students to toast to the future. Bridget had said the food would be to die for. She had gotten the menu from her brother since their company was working security detail.

      Family and friends had gathered to cheer us on. I spotted Bridget’s family and Disha’s. Disha rushed to her parents and brother, who welcomed her with big smiles and a tight hug. They had arrived at the last minute, and she hadn’t seen them until now. Drew was also with them. Today was the first time I’d seen him anywhere but glued to Disha’s side since the incident with Ponomarenko.

      “I should try to get possessed more often,” she had said last night as I helped her pack up her dorm room for the last time.

      She enjoyed Drew’s company very much and would love it if he never went on a business trip again. I had a feeling she’d be traveling with him now that school was over. A small ache began in my chest. How often would I see my best friend now?

      We had all been terribly worried about Disha for days even after it was all over, watching her closely and cheering her up whenever she turned gloomy. We’d had a hundred conversations going over what happened, trying to piece it all together. In the end, we concluded that Ponomarenko must have gotten to her before we returned to the Academy and had been controlling her all along, going as far as to use her to put Billy’s body in the Enlightenment Fountain and rescue the Unseelie out of the fae realm. She felt terrible about it all, but whenever she started doubting herself, I reminded her of how she had spared my hand even when Ponomarenko had wanted her to cut it clean off. Also, that we had all fallen for his tricks. He had probably been counting on our meddling, using the human murders to draw us out and create an opportunity to steal my cuff.

      Shaking my head, I focused on the moment at hand.

      Bridget was standing on her tiptoes and searching the crowd for Lenora. She had promised to come, but with Parisa as her mother and boss, one never knew. The woman was a slave driver and made Lenora work overtime every week. It was the reason why, at the beginning of their relationship, Bridget had thought that Lenora didn’t reciprocate her feelings. Now, she knew better. Lenora was just as in love with Bridget as Bridget was with her. That still didn’t stop Bridget from cursing Parisa with the foulest words available in the English language, though.

      When Bridget let out a squeal and took off running, her shimmering robe billowing behind her, I knew Lenora had managed to get away from her mother’s whip-cracking tendencies.

      Maybe the priestess was too busy trying to keep Queen Kiana and her family hidden. The royals had disappeared yet again. God, we had missed all the clues when we’d been in Palo Alto: Parisa’s disappearance into the house right after Louise had been murdered, the vials of black poison we’d seen there—a sign that she had been studying Ponomarenko’s disease, and her mysterious fae sanctuary in the basement. Yet, how could we have suspected her involvement at that point?

      “And then there were two,” Rowan said as we watched Bridget weave through the crowd to reach Lenora.

      I interlaced my fingers with Rowan’s, enjoying their coolness. “I was wondering how I could get you alone,” I said in a suggestive tone that came out of nowhere.

      Rowan leaned back to look me in the eye. “Really?” he asked, teasingly.

      I gave him a wink. He smiled, appearing a bit surprised. In the weeks since Ponomarenko’s attack, there had been little time for anything but work and grief.

      At first, we were busy getting the High Council and Magical Law Enforcement off our backs. They had been mad, to say the least, since we’d acted on our own to stop Ponomarenko. The dean had lots of explaining to do, especially about the borrowed items from the Historical Museum. But, in the end, there wasn’t much they could do besides complain. We had saved their asses from looking incompetent in front of the entire Supernatural community. Moreover, we had saved an entire race from extinction and stopped a psychopathic warlock for good—not to mention the Death Horse, even if Oberon had managed to get away.

      What else could those stuffy do-nothings ask for?

      Though we couldn’t feel too smug about that last one since we’d certainly paid for the bargain we’d struck with Oberon to let us out of the fae realm when he trapped us there. A lesson not to bargain with his kind ever again.

      Once we returned all the magical items to the Museum as we had promised, the authorities had no other choice but to leave us alone. A thank you would have been nice, but whatever.

      At the same time, there had been much work.

      Healing the students who had been injured during the Death Horse attacks had been the priority. The infirmary had been packed for days, even though Taishi called in many colleagues to help. Eventually, everyone was deemed ready to go back to class, even though there were some wounds that would take longer to heal.

      Next, the focus had switched to restoring the damaged buildings since Dean McIntosh wanted to get things back to normal as quickly as possible. But even with our ability to use magic to speed things up, our beloved Academy remained less than pristine for longer than we would’ve liked.

      The original Administration Building had burned to the ground. All that beautiful woodwork, marble, stained-glass windows, and not to mention all the invaluable contents stored in its many rooms had crumbled to ash. The sophomore and junior dorms had been set on fire as well, though they fared somewhat better.

      It had taken almost a week of magical cleaning crews just to haul away all the debris and prepare the site for new construction and repairs. And after that, it took three more weeks to finish the work. It didn’t sound like much, considering that it took Regulars months to do similar work, but the magical building crews had been large and consisted of the best people the community had to offer. Most volunteered their services for free, wishing to restore the Academy to its previous grandeur.

      The students had helped, too, which was another thing that had kept me busy on top of my classes. We weren’t allowed to do much, but we had done a killer job restoring all the destroyed landscaping.

      It had been fun and cathartic, learning spells to grow grass from the burned patches, and planting new shrubs and flowering bushes that, after being doused with special spells from herbology students, had grown overnight and looked resplendent the next morning.

      Now, a brand-new Administration Building lay behind us. It was an exact replica of the original one, though it smelled like new when you walked inside.

      We were able to restore nearly everything, just not everyone.

      Fedorov was gone and there was no bringing him back. His death had hit everyone hard, especially me.

      He had fought to help me regain my magic, had given me so much of his time, always patient, always understanding. And in the end, he had offered his life to defend the students.

      He had fought the Death Horse to his last breath. Without him, students would have died, the fae would have died. As it was, no one had lost their lives. It was a miracle, some said. But I knew it wasn’t. It had been because of Fedorov, one of the most powerful warlocks in the whole world.

      But life had to go on, even with the loss of such a wonderful man.

      With all that had gone on, Rowan and I had been neglecting each other. We’d been so busy, we couldn’t get busy. And we had waited far too long. Time to remedy that situation.

      I gave Rowan another wink, thinking that maybe I could make up for lost time. Acting normal was just starting to feel right.

      The music that filled the space slowly morphed into a melody that sounded more formal and regal. The white doves settled in the surrounding trees, cooing pleasantly. As if on cue, everyone started moving towards the seating area, the students taking the front rows and their relatives filtering towards the back.

      I hated to leave Rowan, but he had to sit with the families since he wasn’t graduating. I wished he was. We had started this together. It would be fitting to finish it together, but I couldn’t complain. We had both survived the craziest four years of our lives and still had each other. I had no right to ask for more.

      The ceremony started with Dean McIntosh preceding it. She kept everything subdued, giving the ceremony an air of propriety and respect.

      We all walked to the podium to receive our rolled-up diplomas and get a firm handshake from the best dean the Academy had ever seen. The Magna Cum Laude gave a speech that brought tears to my eyes and made me realize I hadn’t given my future much thought. I would be busy in the weeks to come, trying to decide what to do with the rest of my life.

      Then came the tribute to our dear professor Yuri Fedorov.

      “He was a loyal friend,” Dean McIntosh said, while a magical reel of her personal memories played behind her.

      “He was a caring mentor and teacher. He cared greatly for all of you.” Her green eyes found me in the crowd, and it was all I could do to hold back my tears.

      “Professor Fedorov gave his life defending what he cared about the most… his students,” she continued. “We will miss him greatly and will forever remember him and honor him.”

      The magical image of Professor Fedorov paused behind Dean McIntosh and turned to face the crowd. He wore a huge smile and looked as elegant and handsome as ever. He lifted a hand, one of his cufflinks twinkling, then he turned and slowly walked away as his image dimmed and winked out, leaving a heavy silence behind.

      “Goodbye professor,” I said under my breath, clutching his cufflinks tightly in my right hand. He had wanted me to have them.

      I could only hope he was in a better place while I spent the rest of my life doing my best to build a kinder, happier world.
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      I dragged Rowan into the hotel room and shut the door, pressing my back to the cool steel. He stood across from me, his eyes locked into mine, roving hungrily over my face and body.

      “Are you sure?” he asked. His sculpted chest heaved beneath his dress shirt as his breathing sped up, and I felt a desperate urge to rip his clothes off him.

      “I’ve been sure for a long time.” I unzipped my graduation gown and let it pool around my feet. Then I tore the cap from my head and flung it away, tossing my hair out.

      Immediately after the ceremony, I’d hugged my friends, said hello to their families, and made a beeline for Rowan. We didn’t need a fancy reception with stuffy, old warlocks and members of the board.

      We needed to finish what we’d started four years ago.

      Rowan hadn’t needed much persuasion. He’d pulled his car around and drove us to the first five-star hotel he could find. The place had a gorgeous lobby, but I hadn’t seen much of it. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. The way his body moved underneath his tailored suit, the bulk of him, the hard line of his jaw, and the soft waves of his hair, each making me want to run my fingertips over all of it. Every inch of him.

      From the intense look in his dark eyes, it seemed he felt the same.

      He took in my body in the tight dress I’d worn beneath my graduation gown. I’d suspected the night would end like this, and I’d taken precautions. The red mini was skin tight and showed off all my assets. Still, I had a feeling I wouldn’t be wearing it much longer.

      Rowan took a step forward, placing his hands at my waist and letting them slide down the fabric at my hips. His body pressed close to mine, the air between us heating up, making my skin tingle. Tilting his head, his mouth was inches from mine.

      “I wanted to woo you, wine and dine you. This is so… rushed.”

      His breath was sweet and cool, whispering against my lips, making me shiver with desire.

      “I can’t wait any longer,” I said, placing my hands at the nape of his neck. “You can wine and dine me later.”

      He smiled, showing the slightest hint of his fanged canine teeth, reminding me of sophomore year when he’d put those teeth to good work.

      “Agreed,” he said.

      He pressed his lips to mine, igniting the tiny flame in my belly into a roaring fire that threatened to burn me up with want. My lips parted, encouraging his tongue inside, an invitation he welcomed. His kiss was ravenous as if he would devour me, and I’d gladly let him.

      I tilted my head back as his mouth traveled down my neck, his teeth grazing the spot where he’d bitten me before. Just the thought of it sent a thrill down my body as a groan escaped my mouth.

      Grabbing his shirt, I pulled him to me until there was only the thin slip of fabric between our grinding bodies. But it was still too much between us. I started to unbutton his shirt. Once undone, I ran my hands down the smooth muscles I found there. It was his turn to let his head tilt back, a low growl sounding in his throat.

      “You are so hot,” he moaned. “I don’t deserve you.”

      “Have you been a bad boy, Mr. Underwood?” I growled back, smiling.

      He grinned like a wolf. “Very.”

      “Then, you should be punished.”

      I started to lead him to the bed, but he grabbed my hands and stopped me.

      “What are you doing?” I protested. “Don’t make me beg.”

      “I’d like it if you did beg,” he said with lidded eyes. “But, there’s something I need to do first.”

      I ran my hands down his chest, hoping to persuade him to stop stalling, but then his hand came out of his pocket with a small black box.

      “Rowan, what…?”

      He opened the box and dropped to one knee.

      My heart stopped in my chest. Was he…?

      “Charlotte Mariana Rivera, I was wondering something.”

      My hand flew to my mouth. Was this really happening? I mean, I knew we wanted to be together, but we’d never talked about this.

      “What were you wondering?” I asked, my voice barely a whisper.

      He stared up at me, smiling like a crazy fool. “I was wondering if you… knew what time it was? My watch seems to be running slow.” He tilted his wrist and stared at his Rolex as if confused.

      I hit his shoulder. “Stop messing with me. Is this real? Are you really…?”

      He smiled, holding up the ring box again. “Will you marry me?”

      Blinking against tears I hadn’t known I was shedding, I stared at the man I had loved through more trials and tribulations than any couple should have to face in a lifetime. We’d given ourselves to each other, over and over, in big ways and small ones. In grand gestures of sacrifice, and tiny moments of love. If we could get through mass murderers and evil warlocks, there wasn’t anything we couldn’t do.

      “Yes!” I drew him up, pulling him into my arms. He wrapped his around me, holding me close and with such tenderness, I wondered if I even deserved this man who was everything I’d ever dreamed of and more.

      Pulling back, he slipped the ring on my finger. A simple but elegant diamond surrounded by emerald chips.

      “It was my grandmother’s,” he said. “My mom said you should have it.”

      I wiped away tears so I could see it better. It was gorgeous, much nicer than I would have ever picked out for myself.

      Was I really engaged? Could this be happening?

      “I’m so happy.” Rowan drew me in again, pressing his cool lips to mine once more. “Now, where were we?”

      He lifted me up as if I weighed nothing and carried me to the bed.

      Passion surging, ebbing with wildness and tenderness, we finished what we started a long time ago.
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      Rowan’s phone rang, shattering our sleep. I blinked into the morning light peeking in through the hotel curtains, remembering where we were and what we had done. Rowan’s delicious body rested beside mine, but he shifted away to answer the ringing cell phone.

      “Don’t answer it,” I said, pulling him back toward me.

      “It’s Disha.” He handed me the phone.

      Disha? Why was she—

      “Did you do it?” she asked, her voice full of enthusiasm.

      I rolled my eyes. “That is none of your business.”

      “You did do it. I can tell! Oh, my God.” Her high-pitched voice nearly pierced my eardrum through the phone.

      “There’s something else, too,” I said, glancing over at Rowan who gave me a nod as if he could read my mind. “We got engaged.”

      The scream on the other end could have set all the dogs in the neighborhood howling. This time I pulled the phone away from my likely bleeding ear until her shriek subsided.

      “Charlie, that’s so amazing! But, dang it, you got engaged before me. How is that fair? Drew’s going to have some explaining to do. Anyway, let’s talk dates? Spring wedding? Summer? Nah, it’s too damn hot in the summer.”

      I let her drone on a minute before cutting her off. “We aren’t planning on rushing anything, so maybe take a breath.”

      “Fine.” Her voice deflated a little, but it picked right back up again. “Anyway, I’m calling to invite you to lunch next week. The dean has an idea she wants to run by us. You, me, and Bridget.”

      “An idea?” I asked. “What kind of idea?”

      “Something about a magical investigation firm she’s thinking of starting. It sounded cool when she told me last night. She liked our work this year and, now that we’ve graduated, we need to think of job prospects.”

      A magical investigation firm? Interesting. I hadn’t put any thought to my future job, but working with Disha and Bridget sounded like a dream come true.

      “We’d be like a witchy Charlie’s Angels. Oh! Charlie’s Angels. It’s a sign. We need to do this,” Disha chirped.

      I chuckled, but Rowan had begun running his hands down my bare arms, reminding me that we still had several hours left in this hotel room until check out time.

      “We’ll talk later, okay? I gotta go,” I told her.

      “Ohhh, I get it. Okay, girl. Have fun.”

      I ended the call, still mulling over her words, but those thoughts were quickly extinguished as Rowan began trailing kisses down my shoulder.

      I rolled towards him and brought my body in line with his. It felt so good being in his embrace, here in bed, the world saved and my friends happy. It was as if all the bad luck I’d had was finally turning around. I deserved some happiness and now was my chance to claim it.

      “We have a little time before we check out, right?” I asked, sliding my hands around his back, savoring the silken feel of his skin.

      “Don’t worry,” he said, drawing me close. “Now that we’re together, you and I have all the time in the world.”
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      The island is evil. I must escape or die.

      

      I've lost my home. I’ve survived in a foreign land. And I’ve been nearly killed by powerful warlocks. I'm no stranger to hardship, but being kidnapped and sent to an island full of vicious supernaturals tops the charts. 

      The huge werebear and powerful witch who brought me here aren’t charming either, but they’re far from the worst things lurking in the jungle.

      Monsters hungry for tasty prey...

      Insane trials meant to weed out the weak...

      And Vaughn, a hot and arrogant captive with big secrets and an even bigger attitude. Did I mention he’s also a werewolf?

      I don’t know why they brought us here. But nothing is as it seems, especially Vaughn, who appears to possess knowledge he won’t share.

      But when I discover our captors have also kidnapped my friends and are holding them prisoner under a magical dome in the heart of the island, I vow to rescue them and discover the island’s corrupt purpose. 

      Now, with the help of a reluctant werewolf, I must rescue my friends and make our enemies pay. Bloodshed is guaranteed, and maybe even a fatal attraction to a shifter bent on destroying me.

      If you like Leia Stone, Jaymin Eve, and Michelle Madow you'll feel right at home with this action-packed, fun ride. It has thrilling magic, a slow-burn romance, and heart-stopping adventures that remind readers of The Hunger Games.

      GET IT ON AMAZON TODAY
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      Ingrid Seymour is a USA Today Bestselling young adult author. When she’s not writing books, she spends her time working as a software engineer, cooking exotic recipes, hanging out with her family and working out. She writes young adult in a variety of genres, including Sci-Fi, urban fantasy, romance, paranormal and horror.

      

      Her favorite outings involve a trip to the library or bookstore where she immediately gravitates toward the YA section. She’s an avid reader and fangirl of many amazing books. Potterhead, anyone? She is a dreamer and a fighter who believes perseverance and hard work can make dreams come true.

      Visit her online and get a free book at:

      https://www.ingridseymour.com
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      KEEPER
"She will be transformed into something beautiful, but at what cost?"

      GET A FREE COPY TODAY!


      Find more wonderful stories at... www.ingridseymour.com
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      Katie French is an Amazon best-selling author in Young Adult Sci-fi and Fantasy. Her book, The Breeders, was a semi-finalist in the 2014 Kindle Book Awards. Other than that, her major award includes a "Best Mom Mug" which is cute, but really, she'd rather just have the cash.

      

      She works as a high school English teacher, and, yes, she will correct your grammar. In her free time, she writes manically, reads great books, and takes care of her three fairly mediocre children (whom she loves very much if they are reading this).
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        You can join her mailing list at www.katiefrenchbooks.com and receive TWO FREE full-length novels.

      

      

      Contact her at katie@katiefrenchbooks.com.
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        THE BREEDERS SEVEN PART COMPLETE SERIES AVAILABLE NOW

      

      

      GET BOOK ONE FOR FREE AND MORE AT WWW.KATIEFRENCHBOOKS.COM.
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