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            Vampires Don’t Sparkle

          

        

      

    

    
      A gray, overcast sky stretched above me, an endless blanket of dark clouds heralding the approaching storm. Ten minutes away from home, I hurried without an umbrella down the sidewalk while leaving my first job for the last time.

      In less than seven days, I’d be entering one of the world’s only magical universities to spend the next four years of my life learning to become a topnotch faerie godmother.

      Lucky me.

      As I reached the street corner, the first speckles of rain kissed my cheeks, and cool, storm-scented wind whipped an abandoned newspaper down the vacant road. While it was hell on my hair, the pleasant mist made an improvement over the usual oppressive humidity.

      “Hey, Skylar, wait up!” Mindi called from behind me.

      My best friend of eleven years trotted into view when I twisted around. Her freckled face flushed red from her jog to catch up, so I paused and let her regain her spent breath.

      “You still want to hit up the movies tonight?” she asked.

      “In this weather? Like there’s anywhere else to go. Dad said I could borrow his car, so I’ll pick you up around five.”

      “Sounds go—ood!” Her sneaker sole skidded over the wet sidewalk, her toe struck the jagged edge of a loose concrete chunk, and Mindi pitched forward. Before she could tumble into the street and catch the cement with her face, I grabbed her by the shoulders.

      A jolt shot through my fingers, zipping down each nerve like a magical telegraph to my brain.

      Precognition wasn’t my specialty—it was actually my weakest fae talent—but when I touched my friend, a vision of the future flashed through me. I saw the doctor she had the potential to become, the lives she would save, and an overwhelming branch of positive outcomes like ripples across a vast ocean.

      It vanished, a mere soap bubble of possibility, and before my eyes, Mindi’s fate tore itself from its predetermined track into the hungry jaws of a vampire. I jerked my hand back.

      “You okay?” she asked, like I was the one who almost kissed sidewalk.

      “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      Far from it. My bestie was doomed to die in a grimy alley behind the town’s only pizzeria.

      Hot tears stung my eyes, but they couldn’t wash away the knowledge of what awaited the girl who used to share her lunches with me at school, shriek over horror movies with me during sleepovers, and enviously brush my hair any time she had the chance. For years, she’d thought Mom let me color it, ignorant to the truth that the teal, violet, wine, and gold streaks in my black hair were my natural colors. I hadn’t told her until I was a teenager that I was a faerie, because humans usually treated us differently once they found out.

      Through it all, Mindi had accepted me.

      It wasn’t fair.

      In eighteen years, I’d only had the occasional vision, usually manifested as nightmares or a keen sense of intuition—common for faeries, but far from impressive when the most powerful of my ancestors could see every human probability strand in a great, arcing tapestry of fortune.

      But I was only a half-fae, the spawn of two other half-breeds rejected by their capricious magical ancestors. I had no extraordinary gifts of foresight or clairvoyance—until now. The vision was the clearest to ever flit across my sight, but not yet etched in stone if I did something about it.

      I couldn’t tell her. According to some of my parents’ old textbooks, rule numero uno of dealing with prophetic visions prohibited telling the subject, and the consequences were murky at best. I could make things a thousand times worse.

      “I still can’t believe you’re going to Illinois for college,” she said, oblivious to my internal struggles. “And in a week. Summer isn’t even over. Why does magic school have to be so far away?”

      “Cause that’s where the fae own a whole crap-ton of land. They have acres dedicated for the university. God, I’m not going that far. You act like I’m leaving for Hogwarts.” Unable to shake the vision, I forced out a laugh. It barely trembled past my lips.

      “You may as well be going to the UK—or any other fictional setting for that matter. I won’t be able to hang with you. So, since you’re leaving and Jerome is headed off on a last-minute vacation, I’m thinking of taking over his shift at Hot Slices. They’re posting the job opening tomorrow, but his boss is giving me first dibs to come fill out an application. I’m gonna head over now.”

      “You shouldn’t,” I blurted. “It’s a crap place to work. Remember how Jake rage quit a month ago?” Her ex-boyfriend hadn’t lasted three months at Hot Slices.

      “He ate more pizza than he sold. Do you really think he was right to storm out because he lost his privileges to eat on the job?”

      I blew a wisp of dark hair from my face then groaned as the skies unleashed a misty bounty of rain, soaking my t-shirt. My ironed waves were ruined in seconds and reduced to a mass of springy curls. “Well, no,” I admitted.

      “It’s a decent job.”

      “What about Samantha? She burned her wrist real bad because those idiots never clean the floor, and she slipped on grease while pulling a pizza out.”

      “Yeah, she’s going to have a scar from that.” The resolve in Mindi’s voice wavered. “I’ll just be careful, I guess.”

      I hooked an arm around her shoulders and wove a mild Persuasion glamour. Stronger faeries didn’t require physical contact, but I did. “Girl, you can do so much better than serving pizza to hungover drunks and rowdy football players. What about all that talk about volunteering at the vet?”

      “Volunteering won’t get me closer to saving up for a car. As great as it would be to gain some experience, I need to earn funds now.”

      “True, but a recommendation letter from Dr. Taylor will look great on your Johns Hopkins application next year.”

      The glamour backfired royally. Instead of taking my advice, she shrugged off my arm. Her easygoing smile faded, and a scowl popped onto her face. “Why does it matter to you where I’ll work when you’ll be gone a thousand miles away? You have a free ride. A scholarship because you’re different.”

      I stiffened. She’d never brought it up before. Never uttered anything but warm acceptance. “Min—”

      “I have to go. Let’s forget the movie tonight. I can’t afford it anyway.”

      “I was gonna pay.”

      As Mindi rushed away through the rain, her voice carried back to me on the howling wind. “Don’t bother.”

      Crap. I’d really messed up. If I couldn’t sway her away, then I could at least get someone else who could.

      After sidestepping beneath the green awning of a thrift shop, I fished my phone from my purse and dialed the emergency hotline all paranormal beings knew by heart. For dilemmas of the mortal variety, Americans called 9-1-1, but people seeking paranormal solutions dialed 7-7-7 to solve life-or-death situations. In ten minutes or less, some wizard would appear to blow Mindi’s vamp into blood-scented dust.

      A recorded message warned that I’d contacted them during a period of high call volume but was welcome to try my call again later or remain on hold. When I phoned my mother, it went straight to voice mail as it often did when she was on the job.

      Trying the house didn’t work either. Although Dad was probably home in bed, he worked nights with his godchildren and usually ignored the phone when trying to rest.

      I tilted my head back toward the sky and closed my eyes. “Now what?”

      What the hell would my parents do in a situation like this?

      I could call the police, but they’d turn it into a bloodbath. As part of the Pact of 1977, mortals technically couldn’t intervene with paranormal affairs unless directly confronted by a threat—which meant some human law enforcement instigated a fight straight off.

      And who could blame them? We were terrifying.

      Under normal circumstances, local police officers couldn’t investigate supernatural disturbances, and our special agents, the sentinels, couldn’t put their noses into human law enforcement without an agreement.

      And then there were situations that brought the two factions together, when it behooved both sides to involve each other in a case. But that was rare and hadn’t happened in years, not since a warlock took a human cult under mind control and sent them into banks with explosives while he reaped the rewards.

      As the first rolling rumble of thunder boomed overhead, inspiration struck me. If I couldn’t persuade my friend to avoid the pizzeria, maybe I could talk her hunter out of his dinner plans and convince him it wasn’t worth having a death on his soul.

      Most vampires weren’t the jerks modern horror movies made them out to be. They didn’t cut a bloody, serial-killer swath through unsuspecting, isolated towns in Alaska or stalk high school girls a century their junior.

      They didn’t sparkle, and they had reflections. That nonsense about crossing holy ground? Absolute BS. Don’t wave a crucifix at a vampire unless you want him to shove it up your butt. Of course, most of those rules flew out the window once they succumbed to their thirst.

      Whenever supernatural creatures underwent the Change, they became a malevolent being called a darkling. In the case of a vampire, they transformed into nosferatu—foul, undead blood drinkers that smelled like rot and sickness.

      I was positive this guy wasn’t a nossie yet, but he was probably inching his way down the alignment spectrum toward the irreversible path of evil that would forever stain his soul with corruption. That’s where the myths came from.

      I shuddered, the hairs raising on my arms and skin alight with static.

      A quick glance up and down the sidewalk guaranteed I was alone, so I pulled the shadows around myself like a shroud and weaved the rain into an Inconspicuous glamour. The mist made an ideal disguise for a Prismatic Cloak and hid me from mortals.

      I took every shortcut I knew through town as rain splattered around my ankles and the wind howled through trees bending beneath the onslaught. With luck on my side I’d arrive in time to chastise the vamp and be ready to salvage our girls’ night out before Mindi was through with her interview.

      And if I couldn’t talk him out of it, I could handle him. His impression felt young and hungry, not experienced and capable. A couple sparks of a Sunlight glamour would chase him into hiding.

      The subtle drizzle evolved into a downpour as I reached the narrow alley behind the pizzeria. A light by the back door flickered and buzzed, staying off more than it was on.

      I frowned. The atmosphere couldn’t appear more ominous, like the Hollywood set of a slasher flick.

      “Hello?” I called.

      As my eyes adjusted to the dim environment, a dark shape shifted in the shadows between the dumpsters. Empty pizza boxes and other garbage spilled out from the overflowing bins.

      “Hey, look, I know you’re there, and I only want to talk. This isn’t the best place for hunting, so you should probably head out of town. The local sentinels are strict, dude.”

      His hunger permeated the air like a tangible force. While vamps weren’t expressly forbidden from hunting for a sip, underage snacks and murder were off the table. The King and Queen of Hearts, rulers of the Sanguine Court governing all vampires across the world, had created a rigid set of rules to protect their people, and it was up to all of us to enforce it whenever we saw an infraction.

      “Hey, I called the emergency hotline,” I bluffed. “They know you’re here, but you didn’t hurt anyone yet. It’s not too late for you to go.”

      While dropping into a territorial posture, the vampire hissed and revealed his yellowing fangs, resembling a ravenous dog guarding his food dish. I skidded backward across the wet pavement and began to reassess my stance on negotiating. This guy didn’t want to talk. He was starved to the point of frenzy, little more than a beast in human skin.

      So I backed away, nice and slow, and pulled my phone from my pocket.

      “Faerie.” His low, smooth voice rumbled through the air. With the grace typical of all his kind, he abandoned his hiding spot and stalked toward me. “Fae is delicious. Sweetest most powerful blood.”

      “Crap, crap, crap.” I jammed my thumb down on the redial button, fumbled, and watched the four-hundred-dollar device tumble into a puddle. If I didn’t die, Dad would murder me for wrecking the phone I’d promised to cherish till the end of freakin’ time. “Crap!”

      Telling myself I could handle a vampire wasn’t the same as actually facing the dude. All that bravado and confidence melted in the rainy breeze. As he closed in, I twisted and ran for the mouth of the alley, feet pounding the pavement and water sloshing over the tops of my ankle boots.

      Before I could get far, the noise of flapping wings filled the alley, and a few dozen little bodies slapped against me. Biting. Scratching. Tasting. My attacker must have transformed. I shrieked and slapped the bats tangling in my hair, the initial explosion of terror making me forget one essential fact: I had magic. I wasn’t helpless, and I refused to let someone find my bloodless body facedown in a rain puddle.

      Light bloomed from my fingertips, and the tiny sparks multiplied in size until it seemed I held a cluster of miniature suns in my hands. The light released in a burst and illuminated the entire back alley for one moment of brilliance. Each individual member of the bat colony shrieked as my attacker was thrust from the swarm and back into the body of a man. A hungry, salivating man hurling himself at me in defiance.

      I threw punches. I kicked. I squirmed and struggled until he slammed into me and I crashed to the ground. Rain soaked through my jeans, and I tasted blood in my mouth. It couldn’t end this way. Not in a dirty alley, alone, with the smell of greasy pizza and garbage in the air.

      Now that diplomacy had failed, a single, risky alternative loomed before me. I could try to shadowstride and flee into the spiritual realm, but that was a risky strategy.

      As I gathered my power and propped my weight on both palms, I prepared to leap to my feet and run for my life. The vampire rose above me, and to his rear, I saw a stately figure standing tall, shrouded by the weight of a black rain slicker.

      “This just won’t do,” the figure stated. He made his matter-of-fact commentary in a heavy baritone, each word ringing with power. Waves of energy fell over us with the vibration of a double bass drum as he raised his staff. The crystalline tip of it flared with sustained light. My attacker shrank away and shrieked as the alley became as bright as a sunny, summer afternoon.
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      From the opposite end of the alley, a black shape streaked past my shoulder. It bounded over my huddled body and straight into the vampire. Teeth gnashed, and I wasn’t sure which of them growled, but in the end, an enormous wolf stood above his prey with a set of powerful jaws closed over the vampire’s neck. With the Daylight spell flooding the alley, he couldn’t escape in bat form.

      “That will be enough, Sebastian.”

      Fur vanished, giving way to skin and clothes. The shifter put his boot where his jaws had been seconds before. He was a tall man, easily six and a half feet with the build of a rugby player, and a crooked nose, like it had been broken multiple times but never set the right way to heal. He eyed me with shrewd blue eyes and grinned, half-canine teeth flashing in the light.

      The rain mellowed to a calm drizzle as the vamp writhed beneath the magical spotlight, and little flecks of ash flaked from his skin. He was closer to becoming a nosferatu than I’d predicted, because vamps never sizzled this fast unless they’d already taken human lives, becoming more sensitive to sunlight with every death until they were completely corrupted.

      I’d almost committed suicide by vampire. If I had been thinking, I would have charged into the pizzeria, ordered a large pepperoni, and held Mindi up until some adult gave us a ride home. But I hadn’t been thinking. I’d become emotional and impulsive.

      My parents would finish what the vamp began and kill me for him.

      “Skylar Corazzi?”

      “Um… yes?”

      The man reached down, grabbed my arm, and hauled me to my feet. Once he pushed his hood back, I saw a middle-aged man with a salt-and-pepper goatee and smooth, dark skin like he’d been carved from an obsidian block. His kind brown eyes calmed me. They were soft despite his chiseled features and the stern set of his mouth.

      “Chief Wizard Examiner Simon Bostwick,” he introduced himself. “I came to administer your test.”

      “This was my test?” My voice squeaked up an octave, so I cleared my throat and took in a deep breath through my nose. The placement exam was the paranormal world’s best kept secret, our relatives and older friends sworn to a blood oath never to utter a word about its details. Now I understood why.

      “Yes.”

      “Did I pass?”

      “Test results will be released by your guidance counselor during registration. Now, give me your hand.”

      I held out my left hand, and he pricked it with a deft stab from a knife I hadn’t seen in his hand. “Ouch.” Blood welled up from my thumb, and the vampire on the ground gnashed his teeth.

      “You are sworn to a blood oath, Skylar Corazzi. What you faced here shall never be shared with the uninitiated. Do you so swear?”

      “I swear.”

      Simon pressed my thumb to a yellowing page in an aged book. Energy zipped up through the small cut as a rune flared beneath the bloody print I made.

      “It is done. Head on home and get warm before you catch cold.”

      “What about him?” I nodded toward the vampire. Even from the ground he appeared ominous, his bloodshot eyes following my every movement.

      “Sebastian and I will take him to the depot where he’ll be processed and delivered to the Sanguine Court for trial and punishment.”

      Which meant he was as good as dead. I’d heard the king and queen had become more intolerant to poaching in recent years, staking lesser vampires on the first offense whether blood was drawn or not.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled. After fishing my phone from the puddle, I scurried from the alley and beat feet home.

      Nothing had gone right. My friend thought I was a judgmental creep, I didn’t guide her to the appropriate path, and to top it all off, I had to be rescued from a vampire. So much for passing my test.

      And Dad was still going to rip me a new one for busting my brand new-to-me phone he’d bought used off Amazon.
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            A New World to Explore

          

        

      

    

    
      Magic school didn’t have a red locomotive or a flying car to retrieve its students. Transportation to the college was entirely our responsibility.

      After bitching and moaning about the rising costs of airfare, Dad convinced Mom to endure a two-day, scenic drive from coastal Virginia to northern Illinois. With an Inconspicuous glamour disguising our car from police officers and radars, he sped along the highways, and we occasionally stopped to sightsee at landmarks. It wasn’t exactly illegal, but it was usually frowned upon to use our magic for things like that. For once, Mom didn’t chastise him about it.

      The entire vampire fiasco had made them wary. While there were no terse words regarding my foolish behavior—and an uncharacteristic lack of criticism for the damaged phone—I sensed an odd change in their behavior. Why the hell hadn’t they been furious with me? Mom spent a half hour hugging and rocking with me, and Dad had asked me a thousand times if I was sure I was okay, but no one yelled. He didn’t even mention the phone.

      The drive to Chicago brought back memories of being a little girl facing the first day of kindergarten. I wondered if they’d hold my hand, too, while escorting me into the office to receive my schedule.

      As we approached the city, I listened to them discuss White Castle with the fervor of a pair of potheads attacked by a case of the munchies. I shook my head and declined on account of my queasy stomach when Dad hit the drive-thru for a dozen tiny burgers.

      “Are you okay, baby?” Mom twisted around again to peer at me through alarmed gray eyes. “You never turn down food.”

      “A little nervous,” I admitted.

      “There’s nothing to be afraid of. Remember your father and I are only a call away. We’ll stow away enough magic to come visit you in a pinch if we have to.” Teleportation cost an extraordinarily high amount of magic, and even the strongest fae had to save essence for emergencies in their Dream Boxes. I couldn’t wait to have one of my own for hoarding faerie dust.

      “I’m not going to call you to hold my hand the first time something goes wrong,” I mumbled.

      “The second time then,” she said thoughtfully. “Either way, we’ll set aside some magic each week. If you ever truly need us, you call. We’ll be there as quick as we can.”

      I considered it. “Didn’t you tell me most places are naturally warded against teleporting?”

      Dad glanced at me through the rearview mirror. “Faerie Rings, Skylar. There’s always one guaranteed to be nearby, right? It isn’t easy to travel so far, but sometimes you have to look and find a way where it seems no other path exists.”

      In the years since I was born, my famous dad had raised over a dozen godsons, and every single one of them currently lived a charmed life. His ancestor was the faerie credited with leading Cinderella to the ball, and the talent for making miracles out of shit situations had passed to my father.

      Dad’s soft spot for homeless guys and abused children led him to pick the most difficult cases from the Godparent Databases, because he liked weaving rags-to-riches stories worthy of our family history.

      Whenever you turned on the news channel and you heard about the next big sensation in the music industry who came from a broken home with an abusive father and an alcoholic mother, that was my dad’s work. Some bum with a “golden voice” discovered by a radio show producer or jazz club owner? Dad did that too. He stayed in their lives long enough to create a solid future, and then he picked his next charge. Sometimes he worked several cases at a time.

      Mom’s deal was different from Dad. She had made a name for herself by finding women trapped in domestic violence and liberating them from their husbands. Those stories about chicks with no education or job experience who escaped their marriages to open their own businesses? All my mother. She usually stuck around longer than Dad, because it took about five years or more to turn a scared former housewife into a business tycoon.

      How was I ever going to live up to their expectations?

      “Ah, perfect. We’re almost there,” Dad said.

      We approached huge, wrought-iron gates decorated with the school’s gryphon mascot. Dad stuck his hand out of the window and did a magical gesture I didn’t recognize. The gates opened, and as we passed through onto the private road, a magical hum encompassed my body. They were enchanted to ward away evil entities and true danger, like the vampire who came close to tearing my head off last week.

      Dad’s classic Impala cruised a mile-long drive bordered by colorful plant life. Eventually, thick trees thinned to reveal manicured flower beds and a pristine emerald green lawn. The grounds were peppered by buildings influenced by old architecture, and the visitor center resembled a mansion more than a college office.

      Everything about Padraig N. Riordan University screamed opulence, identical to other private institutions in appearance but differing in function. To be accepted at PNRU, students needed more than good grades, fancy applications, and respectable references.

      They had to be magical.

      Mom poked Dad in the shoulder. “Look, Marco, it’s hardly changed since we attended.”

      “We’ll have to revisit our spots while we’re here, dolcezza.” When he waggled his brows, Mom blushed. If being back on their old stomping grounds was going to make them act like randy teenagers again, I needed to get out of the car.

      As much as I loved that my parents were still over the moon for each other twenty-five years after their wedding, I didn’t want to hang around for their shameless flirting while they reminisced about every tree they’d kissed beneath.

      Dad was big on expressing his love for us, and I guess I couldn’t blame my mother either for giggling like a high school girl. I had inherited two of my best features from my handsome pops, receiving his multi-hued hair and green eyes. My golden-brown skin, oval face, and full lips came from Mom.

      “You two go on a tour while I register.”

      Before they could protest, I hopped from the car and sprinted toward the Student Services building. I signed in to see the academic counselor handling students A through G and took a seat, filled with the nervous jitters. Aside from a few vague paragraphs about educational excellence in a pretty brochure, I knew next to nothing about the school. Dad claimed it was an experience they couldn’t put into words, but I mostly thought he was just screwing with me.

      The girl to my left jerked when I settled behind her, snapping out of an apparent daydream. I envied her flame red hair at first sight. “Hello. Are you also new?” Strands in red to gold ombre framed her alabaster face, a sure sign of fae blood. We all naturally sported unnatural hair colors like we’d sat in the salon for expensive dye jobs.

      “Yeah. I’m Skylar Corazzi.”

      “Liadan Maguire.” Her voice rolled with a lyrical cadence.

      “So… Ireland?” I guessed.

      Liadan’s laughter cocooned me in comfort like a warm blanket from the dryer. “Yes. This is my first visit to the States. And you?”

      “I’m a native. Furthest away I’ve been was Italy to visit my grandfather.”

      Her shy smile didn’t waver. “What’s your major? Maybe you and I will share some classes.”

      “Criminal Justice.” Heat crept up my neck. It wasn’t a preferred choice among fae, but it wasn’t uncommon either. “What about you?”

      “Art History.”

      I cracked a grin. “At least we should share stuff like Supernatural Politics, right?”

      “Yes. It will be nice to go in and know someone already.”

      The call of my name from the office door cut me off before I could reply. Liadan gave me a little wave and mouthed “good luck” as I stood up and followed a woman with a severe bun restraining her silver-streaked brown hair. My guide waited for me to step inside then closed the door behind us.

      “Miss Corazzi, welcome. I am Mrs. Hansford, and I will be your contact at the guidance office. I have your class schedule here. Please take a seat.”

      My smile dropped. “I don’t get to choose?”

      Mrs. Hansford rounded her desk and eased into a leather executive chair. She passed over a folder thickened with brochures, maps, and paperwork. “All courses required for your chosen major are laid out for you, as well as those for your mandatory fae studies. There are a few electives available to freshman, and they fill quickly. We’ll select those now.”

      I crinkled my nose, unimpressed with the short electives list presented on the first page of my packet. The school offered a few language courses, different art classes, music, and a disinteresting handful of competitive sports, like tennis and women’s volleyball.

      “Fencing,” I said.

      The sorceress peered over the top of her halfmoon spectacles. “That’s an unusual choice. Wouldn’t you prefer art? Perhaps music. What instrument do you play?”

      “I don’t.”

      “Don’t what?”

      “I don’t play an instrument.” My parents didn’t believe in forcing me into unenjoyable activities, except for the dishes and occasionally vacuuming the entertainment room.

      Disappointment tugged the corners of her mouth into a frown. She cleared her throat and added fencing to the schedule. “Very well. What about your language requirement?”

      “My father is Italian. I’m fluent already.”

      “Then this will give you a third language to master.”

      Her idea of guidance slammed into me like a freight train. I sighed. “Spanish, please.” At least they were similar.

      Silence lapped between us while she typed on her laptop, so I flipped through my course schedule and a daunting list of prerequisites.

      “Orientation is tomorrow afternoon. Details are inside your packet, which you’ll want to bring with you at the scheduled time. Your room assignment is here.” She passed a second folder over with a keycard clipped to the thick manila. “Good luck and welcome to PNRU.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled.

      “Are you forgetting something?”

      I froze, halfway between sitting and standing. “Er…”

      “Your test results.”

      Trepidation churned in my stomach, and I sank back into my chair. “Look, I know I didn’t exactly follow proto—”

      “You passed.”

      “—col…” I blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “I said you passed, Miss Corazzi. You’ll be allowed to shadow a junior faerie godparent this semester while most students take the remedial course and wait until spring. Isn’t that fantastic?”

      “But I didn’t sway Mindi.”

      The counselor offered a small, sympathetic smile. “You won’t be able to sway every charge. What matters is that in the face of danger, you maintained composure and made the attempt rather than quit when the hotline wasn’t available to tell you what to do. Most importantly, you didn’t allow a mortal to die. We’ve had our eye on Mindi Robinson for quite a while and look forward to watching her develop into a remarkable woman. Congratulations.”

      A cool head? Obviously Simon neglected to tell her I ran screaming down the alley while a few dozen bats hurled their furry bodies at me.

      “What would have happened if I walked away?”

      “Chief Examiner Bostwick would have intervened.”

      She said nothing about my altercation with the vampire, so I followed her lead and stood. “Thank you, Mrs. Hansford.”

      When I returned to the lobby, the girl with the fiery hair had left or moved on to her appointment. I frowned, disappointed I’d missed the chance to get her phone number.

      Outside, a cool Chicago breeze rustled my hair. Virginia’s humidity was gone, and in its place, I had persistent wind and cloudy skies. I breathed in the fresh air, enjoying the flowers on the breeze.

      Mom and Dad waved from a bench at the edge of the square.

      “You ready to go, baby girl?” Mom asked.

      “Yeah, let’s do this.”

      Dad’s car rumbled down a narrow university road and parked in front of the dormitory building. Every structure had been kissed by the timeless past, constructed from stone and glass, but beautiful. While my father did the heavy lifting, I wheeled my suitcase inside and summoned the elevator.

      A literal blank canvas awaited us, and with my mysterious roommates absent from the dorm, I had first pick from the three identical rooms. I took the one with a tree outside the window, furthest from the shared bathroom. Every surface gleamed white and void of color from the walls to the spotless furnishings in the shared living room.

      I instructed Dad where to place the heavy things, positioning the mini-fridge and setting up my desktop computer while Mom swished her magic wand. Between my elbow grease and their faerie magic, we transformed a dull space into my colorful and cozy haven. With one snap of his fingers, Dad turned an old bedsheet and flimsy chain into a hanging hammock made from thick canvas and wood. He didn’t need a wand.

      “Go on. Get in.”

      Eyeing it warily, I placed one knee into the curve and tested it with my weight. “This isn’t going to become a bedsheet again and fall apart while I’m sitting it in a week from now, is it?”

      Dad grinned. “No, of course not. I perfected the glamour just for you.”

      “Can the color not be hot pink.”

      He snapped again. It faded white and neon polka dots popped into place.

      “Perfect. Love you, Daddy.”

      “Love you too, bambolina. Where do you want the PlayStation?”

      “Eh, just put it on the living room couch.”

      They hung around long enough to join me for Panda Express at the campus food court, and then I walked them to the car.

      Mom hugged me tight. “I’m going to miss you so much, Sky. We’ll book you plane tickets around the holidays, okay? Be careful.”

      “Call every day,” Dad said. “At least until you get a life and forget about us.”

      “If I can get the phone,” I grumbled.

      “Yeah. About that.” He passed me a small silver box wrapped with a purple bow.

      My heart leapt in my chest. The new iPhone 9? Or 12? Whatever number they were on, I’d lost track since Dad made it clear I wouldn’t be getting one until I could afford it myself.

      “Dad, you’re the best!” I cried while fumbling it open.

      He waited with a big grin on his face—it should have been my first clue something was amiss—while I tore open the packaging. Inside, my old phone lay nestled within tissue paper. “I managed to save it, good as new, but don’t trust it to survive another accident. Magic won’t bring it back from the dead again.”

      “Many grains of rice died to bring you this phone,” my mom deadpanned. “Because your father is too cheap to buy you another.”

      I scowled but ultimately launched myself into Dad’s arms and hugged him. “You’re still the best no matter how much you troll me. I’ll miss you two crazies.”

      “Show them all what you’re made of, sweetie, and become the best godmother you can. We believe in you.”

      Excitement flushed my body with warmth as I watched my parents drive away. For the first time in my eighteen years, I was truly on my own. In the little town where I had been raised, there weren’t many other paranormal beings besides our family and the sentinels assigned to protect us. I’d been isolated. Moving to PNRU brought another first experience into my life, the chance to befriend other teens like me.

      It was like entering a whole new world.

      On my way back to the dormitory, I passed a pair of half-fae twin guys in the same position as me, leading their parents back outside. Hot twins.

      No, no, I’m not here for romance. I’m here to learn. I paused to appreciate them from behind again then hurried back up to the second floor to find the door to my place ajar.

      “It isn’t so bad,” Liadan’s voice spilled out from inside the dorm.

      “These rooms are small,” an unimpressed new voice complained in response.

      In the time since leaving to dine with my parents, the living area had been transformed into a canvas of neutral shades in cream, silver, and gold. Ugh. Dull.

      An enormous television hung on the wall above an entertainment stand stuffed with a fascinating array of movies and video games. Someone had set up my PS4 beside their Lord of the Rings DVD box set. The irritation was fleeting—how could anyone stay mad at a mutual Tolkien lover?

      “Skylar!” Liadan smiled at me and crossed the room. “Well this is lucky.”

      Before I could respond, Liadan embraced me tightly. While I didn’t normally enjoy hugs from strangers, there was something peaceful and reassuring about having her arms around me.

      She must have been an empath—a fae gifted with the ability to always know what to say and when. And after leaving my parents for the first time in eighteen years, I needed a hug to combat the conflicting emotions of elation and anxiety. People like Liadan made amazing crisis counselors and often leaned toward social services as careers.

      “Hey,” I greeted her in return.

      “Have you met our other flatmate?” she asked.

      A fashionable dark-haired girl stepped from the hall into the shared living room, her curves hugged by a pencil skirt and silk blouse mirroring the living room’s elegant colors. Strands of glittering gold shone against her dark hair like a stylist had woven tinsel through it. She didn’t have a single split end.

      “Hello, I am Pilar,” she said. I envied her sultry Spanish accent as much as I coveted Liadan’s hair. “I took the liberty of decorating our living area. Do you mind?”

      “No. Not at all,” I said. “Since my decorative charms always fall to pieces within a few minutes, everything I buy stays in whatever shape it comes.”

      “Obviously.” She eyed my jeans and T-shirt with a frown. After informing us of her father’s importance among government officials in Spain, she settled on the couch and changed the television to the news. According to Pilar, her father and Spain’s prime minister would be meeting with the President of the United States, and she wanted to see him.

      The local news featured a different story, flashing an image of a cemetery across the widescreen display.

      “...police investigators say the desecrated graves are likely the handiwork of local vandals, but promise a full investigation will take place. The disturbance was discovered when responders to a car accident on the Midlothian Turnpike reported seeing lights and hearing voices coming from the forest.”

      “How awful,” Liadan murmured. “Don’t people have respect for the dead here?”

      The reporter continued on about the haunted history of the cemetery and pinpointed the location on a map.

      “That’s only a few miles from here, I think.” I typed Bachelor’s Grove Cemetery into my map app and checked the distance. The answer raised my brows. “Less than a mile away. I guess it’s on the borders of the school.”

      Pilar changed the channel to a vocal competition reality show. “Well, whatever it is, we have no concern of it. We are safe here and will remain so.”

      I took her choice of entertainment as my cue to leave. “I’m going to go explore the grounds for a bit.”

      Pilar waved without looking up.

      “I’ll come with you,” Liadan said in a hurry. She sprang from the couch and slipped into a pair of colorful Star Wars themed flats by the door.

      “Nice.”

      Liadan grinned. “I saw your Tolkien book collection when I was checking the rooms. I think we’ll be good friends.”

      “Is that your empathy talking?”

      “Nooo. That’s me talking.”

      She was right. We chatted the whole time we explored the campus, looping around the grounds with a map. There were fields for recreational sports, an obstacle course tucked away behind the running trail, and four large fountains carved from stone, each one featuring a statue memorializing a different supernatural hero from our past from Merlin, the first wizard of the Circle of Sages, to the first Great Fenrir of the shapeshifters. Afterward, we found an indoor, Olympic-sized pool at the campus gym. We discovered another pool outside the student rec center with a volleyball net stretched across it.

      And no matter how far we walked on the trails in the woods when we dipped inside for a look, there always seemed to be more forest, like we’d never reach the end of the boundary line.

      “It’s enchanted,” Liadan said. She turned a page in our brochure. “We’re in a sub-pocket of Tir na Nog. The school exists on both planes, you see, but none of this is in the mortal realm anymore.”

      “Uh… that’s not creepy at all,” I said.

      “It isn’t so bad,” she said. “I went once with my aunt, but… let’s go back, just in case. We need permission to venture farther than this anyway.”

      “Agreed.”

      Last thing I needed on my first day was to get lost in another dimension or chastised. Darklings lost their ability to enter the mystical realm, but other dangerous things dwelled there.

      We returned to find Pilar hogging the bathroom, so we split to our separate rooms, and I resumed setting up my stuff. Someone, probably my mom, had stashed a box of Kit Kats in my fridge. As I stretched across my new bed and gazed out the window onto the courtyard, I wondered how I’d ever live up to our family’s reputation.
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      Orientation for our freshmen class of three hundred and seventy-five had been divided into two morning and two afternoon sessions dependent on dorm assignment. As if to spite the vampires, the serene and cloudless sky shone a merciless, bright sun above the emerald landscape studded with rose bushes, hydrangea trees, and tulips in every rainbow color.

      Dressed in cutoff shorts and a tank top, I moved alongside Liadan after Pilar ditched us for her Abercrombie-wearing friends.

      A blond boy to my right chuckled. His slim nose balanced thin, wire-frame spectacles with transition lenses. They didn’t hide his pale eyes, and they were the prettiest shade of gray I’d ever seen. Almost silver. He wasn’t much taller than me and had a slender frame clothed in khakis and a polo. He would have looked at home with a preppy sweater around his shoulders too. “Wow, they’re feeling brave today.”

      When I followed his gaze, I noticed a pair of handholding vampires sharing an oversized parasol. The female stopped laughing to stare at us with angry, baleful red eyes. She glowered until her companion slipped an arm around her shoulders and nudged her onto their path again.

      “Geez, what was that about?”

      “Who knows with them,” the guy said. “I’m Benjamin, but everyone calls me Ben.”

      “Skylar, and this is Liadan.”

      Ben’s gaze swept over our faces then lingered on our hair. “So it really is true then about your hair, huh? That color’s all real?” Beneath the sun, his dishwater blond hair appeared dull by comparison. “Sorry, I’ve never had the chance to meet fae before.”

      When Liadan smiled, Ben stumbled over his own feet. “No, it’s fine,” she told him.

      Instead of relying on the map, we let the crowd shuffle us along and fell into step with the current of students who already knew the way to the auditorium.

      Ben traveled alongside us. “Mind if I sit with you two?”

      I shrugged. “Sure. Soooo… I’m guessing you’re a mage?”

      “Mage, yeah.”

      Two stories created an auditorium large enough to host the entire campus at once. It had been split into three sections. Werecreatures and vampires mixed into the outer quadrants. Fae and mages shuffled in the middle like we were the cream of a supernatural creature Twinkie. There was still an empty level on the upper floor with even more seats.

      Most of the vampires reached the auditorium through an underground tunnel, a procession of pale faces filing into the room. Their red-pupiled eyes reflected the same dread, trepidations, and anxiety coursing through me. After all, none of us had been away from home and the loving shelter of our guardians before.

      After older students ushered us to fill the rows without leaving a single empty spot, we settled into seats cushioned with luxurious crimson velvet. I ran my fingers over the fabric. Was there any part of this school that didn’t scream extravagance and wealth? At the far wall of the auditorium behind the stage, three motor-controlled projection screens slowly unfurled from the ceiling and lowered toward the floor. Each one displayed an identical welcome message.

      I settled back in the seat and inhaled deep breaths. Calming breaths. Relaxing. So what if my pulse slammed a thousand beats a minute?

      Liadan touched the back of my hand. “Anxious?”

      “A little. It’s just…” All my life, I’d wanted friends like me, and now that I had them, nothing seemed real anymore. “I’m really glad to be here.”

      “So am I. I was the only fae in Clare under age forty.”

      Ben grunted. “You can’t escape your fellow mages when you’re one of us. There’s always some get-together or big to-do, and they don’t invite anyone else. It’s lame.”

      While we chatted amongst ourselves, an older woman strode onto the stage and stepped up to the podium. She wore a chic business suit in royal purple with matching heeled boots. Her graying, ginger hair had been cut into an asymmetrical stacked bob. I adored her on sight and marveled over the wizard’s staff in her right hand. It was all sleek wood painted with dark lacquer, and a glittering ruby was encased at the top beneath a sickle-shaped blade. She resembled a grandmother with an edge, like she was here to bake cookies and kick ass but was all out of cookie dough.

      “Welcome, all of you. I am Doctor Niamh Riordan, provost of this noble institution.”

      “Mental institution,” a mage girl muttered in the row ahead of me. A few people around her chuckled.

      Oblivious to the joke, Provost Riordan continued. “There is no greater joy than to usher in the new generation of mages, fae, shifters, and vampires, and to know in four years you will leave undeniably changed for the better. We, the faculty of PNRU, vow to mold you into fine young adults capable of providing an irreplaceable and selfless service to the world.”

      Volunteers passed out introduction packets.

      Then the provost began reading every page. My head dipped a few times throughout the attempt to endure her long-winded speech, gradually moving my chin closer to my chest.

      Twenty minutes later, as she discussed the university’s intolerance for racial disharmony between our species, I saw one mage zapping his friend with a mild electric discharge to wake him.

      Provost Riordan then brought up the campus curfew for all untested freshmen. We weren’t allowed off the grounds after nine, regardless of what or who we were. I listened, intrigued. My parents hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort. By the time she finished, my legs had fallen asleep, and half of the row behind us had too.

      “At this time, I would like you to open your introduction packets to page sixty-four. If you chose not to follow along with my speech, you may read pages one through sixty-three at your leisure. For now, you must sign these waivers of liability.”

      While listening to the surprised murmurs around me, I skimmed the meat of the legal document and frowned. The school would accept no responsibility for mental, emotional, or physical damage incurred while on or off its property, including but not limited to loss of life.

      Holy shit. What the hell was I getting myself into here?

      We signed our sheets, some of us sooner than others, and passed them all to the end of the row to be collected by her assistants.

      “And now, without further delay, I will allow the mentors to discuss their plans for you this year.”

      Provost Riordan stepped back from the podium and gave an encouraging sweep of her arms, inviting the mages to join her first. I tuned them out while the awkward trio of juniors gave their names and equally long-winded speeches—love of hearing oneself speak must be a magician thing—about scholarly conduct, study groups, and responsibilities to our educations.

      Liadan nudged me awake when the fae reached the stage. Two girls with rainbow hair stood with a guy whose curls gleamed dark silver and gold beneath the spotlights. They introduced themselves as Brooke, Emma, and Julien. The latter had a hot French accent, and all the girls in the lowermost rows were staring at him like sheep. I jotted their names down in my folder, but my mind wandered again when they droned on about planning various social events and musical gatherings in the courtyard. When they left, Riordan introduced the shifters.

      “Wow,” a sorceress to my left muttered while twirling a lock of blonde hair around her finger. “Check out those two.”

      The two men walking across the auditorium stage belonged in a photo shoot. Or a sports field. So did their female companion, an Amazonian girl with mile-long legs and waist-length golden-red hair. She had arms and thighs like a professional tennis player, the latter revealed by a tight miniskirt.

      “I know, right?” I whispered back, mesmerized by the shifter I suspected of being a raven. He lacked the larger male student’s professional wrestler-sized bulk, his build still streamlined, defined, and no less impressive to behold. His eyes were like milk caramel—brandy even, golden beneath blue-black hair.

      “That bear is smokin’ hot.” The blonde pointed at the largest of the three. He had close-cropped, pale brown hair and towered above his peers.

      Pilar sniffed in disdain from her seat in the row in front of me. “It doesn’t matter if the guys are attractive when they’re half beast,” she said.

      “Hey,” I defended, “there’s no harm in looking.”

      Two of her snooty friends laughed at my discomfort, bringing a new rush of heat to my face.

      Her disgusted expression spoke volumes, so I dropped the subject in an attempt to maintain domestic peace and focused on checking out the eye candy instead. The girl beside me rolled her eyes.

      “I’m Holly,” she whispered. “I’m across the hall from you three.”

      “Oh, nice.”

      “So, did you see the news report last night? The one about the murder?”

      “Er… no?” Curiosity divided my interests between listening to her gossip and the shifters. Their names were Gabriel, Rodrigo, and Amalia.

      Holly’s eyes lit up. “I’m a Chicago native, and there’s been, like, five deaths in this underpass area downtown. All homeless. All drained of blood.”

      The only report I’d seen was the one about Bachelor’s Grove. A chill snaked down my back. “Vampire kills.”

      “You got it. I bet that’s why they put a curfew on us. I heard she told the morning sessions to adhere to the rules or hit the door.”

      “Don’t they Bind us if we drop out?”

      “Yup.”

      I cringed. As part of the pact between supernaturals and mortals, we were all held captive for four years until the school administration decided we were worthy of carrying on in the real world.

      Too many magical beings decided to abuse their gifts by going rogue. And when anyone magical went rogue, people from both walks of life died.

      So four years of training and instruction were the only way to prove we’d be responsible, and failure meant we’d get dragged before the Conclave to be stripped of our gift. I didn’t know what the ritual entailed, but I knew it took the most powerful member of all four races to magically neuter one of us so we’d never be anything more than a simple human again. The worst part about it? Binding was a one-way street, irreversible and permanent. Afterward, you were just a sad little shell who reminisced about the good ol’ days of being able to conjure donuts or turn toilet tissue into sushi.

      Shifters and vampires had it worse. Shifters lost their animal sides and vampires were almost always put to rest. The Queen and King of the Sanguine Court had them staked and called it a day. Queen Nadezka was particularly ruthless about cleaning up after her own kind.

      The unfortunate fae, mages, and shifters who underwent the ritual were known as Talentless, always shunned and often disowned from their families. There was no greater shame than to have a child stripped of their gift.

      My attention returned to the stage where the wereraven addressed the audience. “We’re also officers of the Wild Hunt Club, and we invite any members of the fae community to join us during our excursions to Tir na Nog if you’re into that kind of thing. Some of y’all’s kind already participate. We meet the first and third Thursday of each month at eight on the edge of the quad.”

      Although Brooke made a face and Emma appeared indifferent, Julien cheered from their section, changing my opinion of him immediately.

      The trio spoke a little longer. Then Rodrigo the bear, Amalia the wolf, and Gabriel the raven left the stage after promising their afternoon availability to any of their peers.

      Three vampires stepped up to the podium next, their skin pale and flawless despite their varied ethnicities. One of the two girls took the microphone.

      “Welcome, my blood brothers and sisters, to your first year at PNRU. I am Abigail,” she announced in a clear, resonating voice. She introduced her companions as Elijah and Charlotte, before speaking of vampire things, a haunted house they organized for the university during the Samhain celebration, and the bi-annual blood drive.

      “Only 15 percent of human and shifter blood remains for the school’s bank,” Charlotte assured us. “The rest, as well as all fae blood, is donated to human charities of your choice. When you donate to the school blood drive, you’re helping your fellow students of PNRU to acquire the vital sustenance we need to survive.”

      I shuddered.

      At the conclusion of the assembly, Provost Riordan addressed the student body for a final rundown of rules and regulations, gave us her love, and dismissed us from the hall. Overwhelmed by the information dump, we filed out in neat rows to resume our everyday activities.

      Benjamin tagged along behind Liadan and me like a lost kitten. I glanced over my shoulder to see the sullen mage on our heels.

      “That wasn’t so awful,” I said. “What do you think, Ben?”

      “I guess it wasn’t so bad. At least you guys have fun mentors though,” he grumbled. “Our three don’t have any interests beyond the Student Alchemist Association.”

      “You wanna accept my invitation to the Wild Hunt Club?” I joked. “I’ll trade you. Blowing up magical stuff with Bunsen burners and beakers sounds more fun and safer than running in the dark with werewolves.”

      But no matter what I told my two new pals, I couldn’t deny the idea of hanging out with the pack held an allure that bonfire dancing with my fae kin lacked.
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        * * *

      

      The first day of school began with ninety minutes of Practical Glamour.

      Our professor stood in the center of a huge room with tidy rows of black-topped tables at the back and a podium up front beside an antiquated desk from another era. It looked like it could have come over on the Mayflower.

      Professor Tristal had to be one of the sternest looking faeries I’d ever seen. She wore a black blouse fastened to her throat with matching slacks and prim ballet flats. Her only concessions to color were her hot pink, horn-rimmed eyeglasses and the matching ribbon tying her golden blonde hair into a perfect ballerina bun.

      Everyone filed in and took a seat, but circumstances denied me the chance to hide in the rear. With no alternative, Liadan and I settled in the front row and slouched to remain inconspicuous.

      “Let’s get started then, shall we? When you are assigned your first charge, it will be your responsibility to see that they reach their full potential. However, we are only guides.” Professor Tristal stressed the final word and stared at us all.

      “Why can’t we just do some of it for them?” a first-row boy questioned.

      “We do not take matters into our own hands by doing the work for them or encouraging them to take the easy way out. I’ll give you an example. A few years back we had a student tasked to assist an aspiring country singer. Rather than encourage her to rehearse for a live performance, this young lady’s faerie godmother suggested lip syncing at her debut concert.”

      It didn’t take a genius to know where the story was going.

      “It did not go well. The embarrassment hit her deeply and she gave up music altogether. Now she has a cubicle in a finance firm where she is only another faceless, voiceless cog in the corporate machine. Unnoticed. Uninspired. Unhappy.”

      A male voice spoke from behind me. “Why didn’t another faerie step in and fix it?”

      “Because we have our own charges and limited magic. You’ll come to learn magical energy is not a thing to be squandered, and once you’re out of the university, you will be on your own. No one is going to come in behind you, pat you on the shoulder, and clean up your mess. The shame will be your burden to bear.”

      Not at all intimidating and terrifying.

      Tristal read from twenty-three pages of syllabus, only pausing for the occasional sip of water. Her glass never emptied and always emanated cool wisps of frost.

      I couldn’t wait to achieve that level of magical power. I envied her, slurped down my double espresso mocha, and powered through the class until we reached our first lecture.

      “Now that the unpleasantry is finished, I would like for each of you to sign your names to the bottom of the contract on the final sheet of your introductory packet.”

      Another waiver? A quick skim down the page revealed it was only confirmation that we understood the classroom rules: no food, drinks only, and no electronic devices with exception to our voice-activated recorders. Phones were completely off-limits. After we all finished signing, she raised her hand and all the papers flew into a neat pile on the corner of her desk.

      “And now we will begin today’s lesson with the foundation of all faerie magic: the basic Prismatic glamour.”

      A few people behind me groaned.

      “All faeries must know how to cloak themselves from a mortal’s eyes. We work from the shadows of the Twilight realm, inspiring our charges unseen 95 percent of the time. The rest of the time requires physical contact and subtle touches, which we will discuss in-depth later.”

      I raised my hand.

      “Yes, Miss Corazzi?”

      “What if our parents have already taught us how to do it?”

      “I will test each of you to determine your competency with the spell. Now, when you use a Prismatic Cloak, you are taking the essence of all elements surrounding you and weaving it into what you want the mortals to see. Rain, light, wind. The energy from a crowd. When woven together tight enough, you can even fool the superior senses of a shifter or vampire. Rise from your seats and form a line before my desk please.”

      After we’d formed a line, she went down the row while we displayed our best glamours. Dad had been teaching me since my hair first changed color at age ten.

      “No, Miss Sánchez, you’re not focusing. I see a distinct shimmer. Look at Miss Corazzi. Barely a glimmer, and even then I only notice from the corner of my eye.”

      Pilar’s scowl brightened my mood. Finally, Miss Perfect didn’t excel at everything after all.

      About five minutes later, Tristal dismissed half of us early from class. The remainder was held back to work with her.

      Liadan glanced over her shoulder as we hurried away from the classroom to the snack bar located in the building’s central lounge. “Poor Pilar.”

      I bought a bottled strawberry smoothie from the fridge and a bag of apple chips using the university meal plan since we were all entitled to three square meals and a snack each day. “With all the magic she spreads around our dorm, I expected her to blow Tristal out of the water.”

      She shrugged. “Prismatic Cloaks can be tricky.”

      After scanning our meal badges, we continued down the corridor to leave the building. Magical Artifacts, one of the classes shared between all four student groups, belonged in another building down the campus lane. On the way there, a trio of older fae boys watched us pass, whispering to each other. Julien shot me a charismatic smile from among them.

      “Looks like you have some admirers,” I teased.

      Liadan shrugged and didn’t give them so much as a return glance. “They’d be wasting their time. Besides, I’m certain the lads were looking at you.”

      I peeked back then nudged a hip into Liadan’s. “Nah. We can avoid the boys together. I have too much to focus on elsewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      With time to spare after our snacks, we headed inside to our next class with plans to hold a seat for Pilar. Not that it mattered. She’d arrived already and sat with her usual crowd in the back, ignoring us.

      “The teacher isn’t here yet,” someone mumbled in the front. “My brother said she’s chronically late.”

      A mage behind us snickered. “Probably has to guzzle down a snack first.” The black girl sitting to his left made a disgusted noise and fixed a cool, cobalt stare at him. Her skin reminded me of velvet, so dark it was nearly blue with a silvery overlay that made me envy her complexion. “Sorry, Tricia.”

      “Heard she’s hideous, dude,” said a mage in the rear of the class. “My older sister said after the scandal with Ms. French, they hired the ugliest replacement they could find so no more professors seduced the students.”

      I perked up, twisting at the waist. “Seducing students?”

      A faerie beside him rolled her eyes. “Don’t listen to him. A junior vamp sexed up our last Artifacts teacher. He turned her, Riordan had to can her, and now she’s a curator at the Field Museum. The blame is totally shared between them.”

      “They’re married now at least,” one girl mused.

      When the door opened, everyone quieted, eager to see our notorious vampire instructor. I twisted in my seat and leaned forward to look.

      A thin, malnourished woman stepped inside. Her pale features glowed beneath the fluorescent lights, and her red eyes stared out from beneath a thick fringe of bangs. Her prominent cheekbones appeared sharp enough to cut glass.

      The fae girl in front of me gasped.

      My heart skipped a beat. She looked eerily similar to the vampire I’d faced back home—as though she were one step away from succumbing to her hunger.

      “Hello, students. I am Doctor Isabella Gaspar, and I will be your Magical Artifacts instructor.”

      The professor set an oversized briefcase on the table beside the podium then turned to the board. She raised the chalk between her skeletal fingers and spelled out her name. “You are allowed to contact me regarding school matters and homework assignments at this email address. For anything else, you may contact me at my personal number.”

      She wrote a number with a local area code on the board. “I am available at any time if you should find yourself in a difficult spot. Now, with that over, I require a volunteer to pass out the syllabus.”

      No one moved.

      Professor Gaspar licked the edge of one tooth and gazed down her narrow nose at the class. “Well then, I volunteer… you. Skylar Corazzi.”

      Crap. She knew my name. Why did she know my name?

      Liadan kicked me beneath the desk, and I jumped up, banging my hip into the edge of the desk beside me. A few people snickered.

      “Please make sure everyone receives a copy, Miss Corazzi.”

      Her ice-cold fingers brushed mine when I took the stack of documents, and I started doubting our teacher wasn’t a nosferatu wearing a wig. With newly discovered willpower, I didn’t jerk away and rush out the door.

      “Sure thing.”

      Unnerved by the silence, I passed out each syllabus and returned to my seat after leaving the extra packets on her desk.

      “Let us begin. Course objectives are simple. By the end of this semester, each of you will understand how to identify magical items, some innocuous and others deadly. Each of you may encounter a scenario when it becomes necessary to diffuse and deactivate dangerous enchantments, and at other times, learn to create your own.”

      A vampire in the front row raised his hand.

      Gaspar’s gaze drifted to him. “Yes, Mr. Emerson?”

      I relaxed. She must have learned our names prior to the start of the semester. Still, it was uncanny how she matched names with faces she hadn’t seen before.

      “Will we get to create any this year?”

      “Possibly next semester. But first, you will study prior generations and learn to avoid the mistakes they have made. Magical artifacts are not children’s toys. And not all are as innocent as a glass slipper.”

      The mage to my left glanced at me and raised a brow. I avoided making eye contact with him. Perfect. I’d never escape that story.

      The professor droned on for another ten minutes about her grading system, promising a quiz each week, four exams, and the occasional written assignment. Everyone groaned.

      She startled us all by beginning the day’s lecture without further discussion. She set three everyday objects on her desk and had us determine which of them had been enchanted.

      “The pen,” Ben said.

      “Correct, Mr. Matthews. How did you tell?”

      “There are three qualities to every magically augmented item,” he replied. “It’ll sparkle in the Twilight if you look at it through the Sight—”

      “But if you’re a shifter or vampire unable to look through the Sight?”

      “Although it’s a little more time consuming and trickier to narrow down, you can see a subtle distortion from the corner of your eye. An alternative method for weres and vampires is to detect the scent of magic through their sense of smell. Magic burns and kind of smells like pepper. It isn’t as easy for a mage or human to smell it, and a faerie can if their Ascension has gifted them with an enhanced nose.”

      “Excellent. And the third quality?”

      “It’s in the best condition. Magical items repel tarnish and imperfections. That silver necklace needs to be cleaned, and the knife has rust.”

      Professor Gaspar’s terrifying smile made me shiver. Some vampires inherited double fangs—two sets of sharp canines instead of a single pair. She had three pairs. On top of that, hers never seemed to retract and remained visible at all times. Prior to 1941 when supernaturals came out to the world, vampires like Gaspar had two options: face their death or hide in crypts, never to see the sun. They couldn’t maintain the secrecy, their very existence putting the rest of their kind at jeopardy.

      “You read the material.”

      An uneasy smile spread over Ben’s face. “I did.”

      “You would all do well to follow Mr. Matthews’s example. I will not hold your hand in this class or pad grades to meet a curve. Magical Artifacts will make or break your educational career at PNRU and determine your future as the being you are now or… a Talentless.”

      Whispering students behind us quieted, a terrified hush spreading over the classroom.

      Class took on a serious tone afterward, though I struggled to read ahead of her in the textbook to glean a vague idea of the topic during the intermittent discussions. At the end of the ninety-minute lecture, she dismissed the class and retreated to her desk.

      Our group filed out with the exodus of students eager to rush away.

      “Sweet Jesus, that was intense,” Ben said.

      Holly shot him a dirty look. “Says the know-it-all who impressed her in the first five minutes.”

      “If you read the first chapter before class, you’d have known the same thing,” he defended himself.

      Liadan smiled. “He has a point. Those definitions were on page five. Any of us could have found them.”

      It took all my willpower not to giggle at Ben’s orgasmic expression.

      While my faerie friend remained oblivious and Pilar hurried past us to catch up with a group of stylish, rich friends, Holly turned to address the rest of us. “Wanna sit together in the food court for lunch?”

      A glimpse of a clock in passing revealed it was five after eleven. History didn’t begin until one. “Only if we can read up for history this afternoon.”

      “Deal,” Ben said before the others could disagree.

      If our first day was any indication of the hectic year to come, I had my work cut out for me dividing my life between mundane studies and magical classwork.
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      By the end of the first week, I’d adjusted to being away from home, but nothing had prepared me for a complete immersion into paranormal society. The constant, overwhelming presence of other magical beings became sensory overload. While some mages were down-to-earth and friendly like Benjamin, I discovered most were arrogant pricks.

      I turned down a couple dates, especially the invitation off-campus from an attractive sophomore fae from California with hair that glittered like crystal. He’d almost lured me in until he snapped at a poor werewolf girl who bumped against our table at the food court. After ditching him, I ended up sitting with her and bonding over a double meat Hawaiian pizza.

      Her name was Anji, and it was also her first year at PNRU. She and I swapped phone numbers before parting ways.

      That’s what I liked best about being here—meeting new people. I made friends with a junior from India named Radha with hair like mine, but hers was sleek and naturally straight. We exchanged fashion tips and numbers, and on Friday, a few of us went out to an afternoon matinee in Chicago. Fae were only allowed out in the city in groups of three—preferably four—or more without a sentinel chaperone. I wasn’t sure if it was because of our tendency to get into trouble or the recent danger.

      We returned in Radha’s car just in time to make curfew. Traffic in the city, and a desire to eat at the best Italian joint in town, had put a kink in our plans. Too stuffed to comfortably walk, I spilled out of the vehicle and drifted to the dormitory building alongside Radha, Liadan, and Holly. The food had been divine, the creamy manicotti reminding me of Italian summers with Grandpa.

      “That horror movie was awesome!” Holly cried, pumping a fist in the air.

      “Agreed. I’m so glad we convinced Liadan to come with us,” I added.

      When Lia pinned me with a hard glare, Holly came to the rescue and cackled. “Hey, even the guy in the row in front of us thought your squeals were hilarious.”

      Hours later, I was in bed staring at the ceiling while my roomies slept. Even the rhythmic sway of the hammock failed to lull me. Eventually, I moved to the window and watched the night students move down the paths across the courtyard.

      Nothing in the rules prohibited me from going outside to join them, and with that thought in mind, I pulled on jeans then hurried downstairs to the lobby.

      The nighttime breeze tousled my hair the moment I stepped outside. I wriggled my bare toes against the grass then headed across the wide lawn toward the nearby fountain.

      Black-feathered bodies littered the trees and edges of stone buildings wherever I looked. Unlike some of my new magician friends, I couldn’t pick a shifter out of an animal lineup if my life depended on it. But that was part of their shtick and what made them excellent assassins and spies in our world.

      A pair of vampires passed to my left, flawless and pale beneath the moonlight. I envied them; unlike us half-fae, the rest of the world took them seriously. I was expected to smile and flounce in a pretty dress and let one of them rush to my defense if I got in a jam.

      “Out a little late, aren’t you?” a masculine voice spoke up from my right.

      The sudden intrusion startled me into the fountain. I rammed my knee against the edge and swore while shooting the guy a dirty look.

      My irritation didn’t last long once recognition flourished and placed a name to his handsome face. Gabriel something or other, the hot shifter from the welcome assembly, idled in front of me with his hands in his pockets.

      Hot didn’t sum him up adequately, but interesting and unique made apt descriptors for the drool-worthy guy in my personal space. Within seconds of identifying his best features—his eyes, definitely the eyes—my attention drifted over a body sculpted for an MMA arena. He had to be at least six-foot-three, and a tousled mop of blue-black hair fell over his forehead, partially obscuring his thick brows. His sun-kissed skin, full lips, and high cheekbones alluded to Latino origins, but the shape of his eyes said Asian. All in all, each of his traits summed up to one delicious guy.

      He must have realized I was checking him out, because his mouth spread into a cocky grin. “Happy to see me, new stuff?”

      I stiffened. “It’s rude to sneak up on people, you know.” After taking a seat, I rubbed my throbbing knee.

      “I didn’t sneak anywhere.” He had an accent that made me think Texas or Arkansas, though they all sounded the same to me. “You looked right at me a second ago.”

      “Did I? Must have mistaken your beak for someone else’s.”

      His grin widened. “Thought I was one of the others, didn’t you?”

      “I didn’t really give it much thought. As to your question though, I’m a big girl. I don’t have a bedtime, thank you very much.”

      “Thought you fae all needed your beauty sleep to rise and sparkle in the morning.” He said it in a conversational tone with no edge or malice to it.

      My lips pressed into a thin line, and I frowned. Before I could snap out a retort, he drawled, “Or maybe y’all are as different as we are and you’re sick of the drama already. I kinda got you pegged as one of those no-bullshit fae.”

      He couldn’t have said anything more surprising, and for a moment I stared at him. “Drama. Yeah, that pretty much sums up my feeling on it. Trust me, I don’t sparkle. Ever.” Except that one time I let Mindi put glitter on my face for Halloween. “So, what sort of drama are you referring to exactly? Is the campus not as happy and perfect as it seems?”

      He laughed. “It doesn’t take long to figure that out if you’re sane. Your name’s Skylar, right?”

      My heart jumped. Why and how did he know my name? We’d never formally met. Was I on a troublemaker list or something already? Did my dismal performance during my test get around?

      “Yeah. Skylar Corazzi, and you’re Gabriel Fujimoto.” I mentally congratulated myself for remembering and offered out a hand. He shook it with a firm, strong grip, his calloused fingers warm.

      “They don’t send assignments out officially until Sunday night, but you’ll be shadowing my faerie ward this year until you’re on your own as a sophomore. She got first dibs on the choices.”

      “Someone picked me?” Despite my best intentions, my voice squeaked and rose an octave. His ward must have been a rich kid or someone with parental pull. But… why me? Someone must have hoped my familial line through my father’s side would get them ahead.

      “Were you expecting someone wouldn’t?”

      I shrugged. “Who’s your ward?” Lucky fae.

      “You’ve probably seen her around the campus. Her name’s Monica Cunningham. A little shorter than you, electric blue streaks in her hair. Brown eyes.” After a pause he added, “Good luck.”

      “You’re going to let me go in blind, aren’t you?”

      “What’s the fun in warning you?”

      “Fine, I guess I’ll see for myself after the weekend. Though I thought you ravens enjoyed trading secrets?” Fae dealt in favors, and ravens dealt in secrets, their curiosity unmatched among the members of the paranormal world.

      Unless you were some weirdo like Pilar who lived in a box. Ugh. If it wasn’t a makeup secret, she didn’t care.

      “We do. Giving up so soon?” he asked.

      “Is this your way of engaging in an info swap?”

      He eyed me shrewdly, and then his grin returned. “That’s usually how it works, yeah. A secret for a secret. I guess you’ve done your homework on us creatures of the night.”

      “I see more ravens during the daytime hours, to be honest.” The breeze picked up and blew my hair into my face, spray from the fountain misting over toward us. I tugged my shawl a little tighter, wishing I’d tossed on a sweatshirt. “What sort of juicy tidbit are you looking for?”

      “How important is it to you?” he countered.

      “Knowing who I’m going to be saddled with all year?” I considered the question and weighed the possible outcomes. “I’ll pass. I can wait two more days, but you can answer my other question about the campus drama.”

      “Could be a life-or-death situation,” he said in a cheerful voice. “Are you sure?” His phone buzzed, but he gave it only a cursory glance and dropped it back into his pocket.

      “Maybe, but it’s not like I can do much about who I’m assigned to without looking like a whiner, a snob, or quitter.” I shrugged and shook my hair back over my shoulder. “So let’s go with query number two and you tell me what sort of info or favor you’re looking to snag in exchange.”

      His brows rose so high I thought they’d disappear beneath his hairline. “That’s a first,” he muttered. Gabriel shifted his weight to his toes and back to his heels again, fidgeting. I imagined a bird shuffling up and down a perch. “Tell you what. I’ll let you know the current juice on the house.”

      “What’s the catch?” I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “No catch. You just look like the type of fae to always get into trouble.”

      “Hey, I—”

      “I’m sure you already caught on that the on-campus curfew among the freshmen is new. The administration doesn’t want us to tip you guys off because it causes a lot of strife once you begin asking questions. They found a drained body at a nearby cemetery. It didn’t make it into the news since the whole thing is still under investigation by the sentinels.”

      My brows shot up this time, and I leaned in. “Seriously? But... I heard the exsanguinated bodies they found were in downtown Chicago, all human.”

      “Yeah, there’s that too. Those happened after they found the fae. A pureblood fae.”

      “You mean a vamp killed a fae?” I whispered. For a faerie to succumb to a vamp, it had to be one hell of a tough bloodsucker.

      “Supposedly, it’s the most insane magical rush you can get, better than cocaine,” he replied. “I mean, if you’re into faerie juice.” He grimaced. “Or meat.”

      Memories of the vampire attack came crashing back, assaulting me with the hair-rising sensation of a dozen little teeth seeking my blood. According to my mother, he couldn’t have gotten more than an ounce, but I’d spent the night feeling little imaginary wings beating against my face.

      “That hardly seems like campus drama of the usual sort though... Still, thanks.”

      Gabriel rolled his eyes. “At PNRU, that is the usual campus drama. If you want the mundane shit, I can give you that for free too.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice, even though he’d already told me the biggest secret of all. “Two girls didn’t return this fall. One fae and one werewolf. The story is that Trevor Nichols knocked them both up before the term ended for summer, and there’s all kinds of scandal started over it since he’s a mage from one of the thirteen great families.”

      “Wow, rich boy baby-mama drama, so exciting.”

      “Hey, you asked for the standard gossip. That’s as standard as it gets at college.”

      I rolled my eyes too and stood up. “Guess I’ll be seeing you Monday? Anything I should know about you? I mean, I get it that all of you sentinels have your own way of doing things, but you don’t strike me as a jerk either.”

      He glanced toward the recreation building, his eyes distant. “No, not really. I mean, just do what you’re asked and don’t take any risks. If someone dangerous screws with you or your mentor, I’ll fuck them up. Pretty simple. You’ll get the whole official spiel on Monday when you receive your assignments.”

      The idea of him jacking anyone up made me grin. It also prompted me to give him another once-over. Raven shifters lacked the muscle of their wolf and bear counterparts, but Gabriel looked surprisingly athletic. The biceps revealed by his T-shirt sleeves were defined and absolutely ripped, hints of a tattoo peeking from beneath the edge of it. Without time to investigate further, I only had the chance to see some black feathers inked down his triceps.

      “Fine. Spoilsport.”

      He straightened, making himself taller, like he knew exactly what I was doing. Or maybe it was a bird thing. I read about them doing that to look intimidating. “You’ll do fine, kid. I doubt you’ll even get any action this year.” He glanced at his watch. “Anyway, I better go. Gym time with the guys. You take it easy, okay?”

      Kid? “Yeah, sure thing,” I grumbled. I wasn’t a twelve-year-old anymore with fresh, shiny new powers, and he couldn’t be more than two years older than me.

      He didn’t notice my irritation, already en route and down the path to the rec center.

      I stole a glance at the departing shifter in time to see a tanned girl crossing to him in tiny pink jogging shorts, her dark hair pulled back into a ponytail. He paused for her, and the girl nudged up to his side.

      They kissed. Gym time with the guys indeed. Figures. I wasn’t into him anyway. And I’m not here for hookups, I convinced myself again.

      With no other conversational prospects, I headed back to my dormitory and crawled into bed beneath the sheets.
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      Last to bed and first to rise, I roused around nine and enjoyed a shower with actual hot water since Pilar didn’t beat me to the restroom. Then I reveled in my triumph over a bowl of cereal and put on a horror flick while I studied history notes.

      Pilar eyed the movie in disgust before she flounced off to the bathroom, but Liadan joined me for the last half hour of space terror. While I itched to tell her what I’d learned from Gabriel, honor bound me not to spread it around. If he found out I had told, he might never share anything again.

      But my fae nature urged me to spill the news and discover if she’d heard anything similar. I had to know more, needed to find out what had happened at the cemetery.

      A knock at the door saved me.

      “Am I decent?” I asked Pilar. “Nothing in my teeth?”

      She gave me a thumbs-up, so I scurried to the door and answered it to find Benjamin waiting.

      “Hey, Ben, what’s up?”

      He adjusted his wire-rimmed glasses then peered past me to Liadan. He jerked his attention from her back to me. “I, erm,” was as far as he got before clearing his throat and starting over. “I thought we could get off campus for a bit and, uh, explore some nearby places of interest.”

      “There’s not much around here besides forest,” I pointed out.

      “Not entirely true. Bachelor’s Grove isn’t too far, and they say it’s one of the most haunted places in the Chicago area. Some of the magic from PNRU property seeps into the grounds.”

      “Seriously? You want to go to the cemetery that was hit?” No wonder we were becoming friends. “Sweet. Let’s do it!”

      Maybe he’d read my mind from across the hall and picked up on my inner musings. Mages had all kinds of tricks and secrets, and some of them even had mild cases of precognition that made them excellent advisors to people in politics. I rubbed my palms together, greedy with the delightful idea of exploring new places.

      “I don’t know…,” Liadan murmured. “Cemeteries are never good.”

      Ben chuckled. “It’s daylight. We’ll be fine. Besides, it was a bunch of kids spray painting graffiti and making a mess. It’s not like it’s a murder scene or anything.”

      Which meant Ben didn’t know about the investigation. Gabriel really had given me a prime piece of gossip.

      “Sure, I’ll go.” I brushed off the tingling feeling spreading down my spine and raised my chin. “I’m not afraid. I’m just surprised you’re down for doing anything against the rules.”

      “What rule breaking? We’re going for a walk. If it’s cordoned off, we don’t have to go in.”

      Impressed by Ben’s ingenious logic, I laced up my sneakers and glanced back at Lia. Neither of us had much to do.

      “Just you and me, or are there other mages going on this little field trip?”

      Ben took the bait. “Maybe Liadan wants to go with us?” Although he raised his voice and asked it loud enough for her to overhear from the couch, Lia didn’t respond, either oblivious or disinterested in his casual advances.

      “Hey, Liadan, want to go explore an old graveyard?” I called over.

      She canted her head and regarded us with a mixed expression. “I suppose it’s better than sitting here.”

      “Pilar, you want to come too?” I asked.

      She sniffed. “I wouldn’t be caught dead traipsing over gravestones.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      Before leaving the residential quarters, I sent texts to Holly, Radha, and Anji. The latter had already left campus with shifter friends and the other two had no interest in our field trip.

      We walked since it was only a couple miles away, chatting about our shared classes. The sunny weather shone above us, and a cool breeze tossed my unbound hair until I tugged the unruly waves back with an elastic tie.

      PNRU encompassed about two square miles of real world property, cutting a wide swath of ground through the area west of Chicago. And since it straddled the boundary of Tir na Nog, it made those two miles feel like twenty. Or more. None of us had the guts to delve deeper.

      And yet we were traveling to meet our doom in a cemetery.

      Then again, at least Tir na Nog was relatively safe. The greatest danger was a mischievous resident tricking one of us into servitude for a few years since fae nobles loved taking mortal slaves, and the practice didn’t exclude halfbreeds.

      Darklings couldn’t cross over to Tir na Nog at all once they went irrevocably bad.

      Upon reaching the graveyard, our adventuring trio ducked beneath yellow ribbons of police tape and entered where the chain-link fence had been destroyed by age. So much for not going in if it was taped off. The lawn was pristine and manicured, green but empty due to the recent crime. Some of the gravestones jutted up from the ground at strange angles, damaged by time or vandals.

      “So, what are we looking for?” I asked.

      Ben shrugged. “I dunno. I know it’s morbid, but I thought it’d be educational to check the area out with the second Sight for a glimpse of the Twilight. Don’t you fae have something similar?”

      “We part the Twilight Veil easier than mages.”

      As a mirror of the earthly realm, the Twilight was where spirits passed on their way to the afterlife. Unfortunately, many of them became lost along the way, or they stumbled and refused to leave at all, clinging to the last shreds of their mortality to remain with their loved ones.

      “If there’s anything to see, the actual investigators will have found it by now,” Liadan said.

      Ben scoffed. “Not if it’s magical in nature.”

      Choosing my words carefully to avoid giving up any of Gabriel’s gossip, I said, “Don’t you think the school would have sent one of their sentinels over? I mean, it’s practically next door.”

      Sulking at us, Ben kicked a few pebbles out of the way and shoved his hands into his sweatshirt pocket. “Look, I’m not saying more happened here than what was reported, but if there was something else, they’re not going to tell us. Think of it as a fun exercise, Sky. I thought you were into all that investigative stuff.” Leave it to a mage to take the manipulative route. He stole a peek at me while fighting to keep a grin off his freckled face.

      “Well, I am but…” Damn him for being right. When I growled in frustration, he only laughed at me.

      “Maybe you’re going to be a cu sith when you Ascend,” he teased. “You have the snarling thing down like a shifter.”

      At some point in early adulthood, usually around our twentieth birthdays, we Ascended and manifested our definitive faerie types. Most became typical muses like my parents and the fae from the old tales, while a tiny number became powerful seers, dryads, and other specialties. A super tiny number. There hadn’t been many beansidhe, sylphs, yakshas, djinn, or even kitsune this decade.

      I wasn’t counting on becoming anything special, though my paternal grandmother was an undine. Our Ascended forms weren’t hereditary. No one knew what determined the type of faerie we were destined to become.

      “Anyway, let’s spread out a little but keep within view of each other then, okay?” On a bright and sunny day like this, I didn’t expect to find a corrupted vampire snoozing on top of the soil, but anything was possible. Usually nosferatu lurked in deep underground crypts and coffins in dark basements.

      The cemetery wasn’t much to look at, all things considered, surrounded by trees with a mossy green pond nearby. All in all, the place looked deserted. It was a rather lonely graveyard, with fewer headstones than I expected. But I had to hand it to Ben. The place might have looked lonely, but a crowded ambience lingered in the air reminiscent of standing in a busy airport terminal or bus station.

      Liadan didn’t stray too far from me, tension in her shoulders and face. Tempted to call an end to our excursion, I watched her for a while. Ben appeared oblivious to her discomfort, moving from stone to stone and crouching every so often to read an inscription or pick up a random chunk of rock.

      “Why would anyone vandalize such an out-of-the-way place anyway?” I called over.

      “Uh, I think I found it,” Ben said. “Come quick!” He stood on the distant side of the graveyard, surrounded by trees with a mound of dirt beside his feet.

      Hurrying over with Lia on my heels brought me to a hole as deep as I stood tall, filled with loose soil and a few rotting boards.

      “It feels awful. Cold and oily,” Liadan murmured while rubbing her arms.

      “Whatever it was, it’s gone now,” Ben said. “Unmarked grave. Even the coffin’s gone, see?” He climbed down inside and tossed out one of the two boards left at the bottom. Old rusted nails protruded from the rotting pieces of blackened oak.

      “We should head back,” Liadan said. “This place gives me the creeps.”

      “Agreed. This was fun for a little while, but we really need to be moving, Ben.” If something supernatural had been buried here, it was no wonder the place had a haunted reputation. The question was what and who? Going off what Gabriel told me, my bet was vampire, and I had a feeling whoever it was had awakened hungry. “Besides, a hole isn’t going to tell us much.”

      “It’s noon. If there’s a vampire nearby, it’ll be weak and practically powerless while in daylight,” he reminded us. “And if it’s a nosferatu, it won’t be able to come out at all.”

      Shivering, I wrapped my arms around myself and tried to conserve heat, but the cold had already settled into my bones despite the open, sunny sky overhead. Static buzzed down my arms, like I’d touched an old television screen. He climbed out of the hole and dusted the dirt from his jeans.

      “I guess there isn’t much to see,” Ben grumbled. “Some of the other students were boasting about what they can see with the Sight, but the only thing I picked up was—”

      A man’s deep voice reverberated throughout the graveyard without a megaphone. “What do you three think you’re doing here?”

      Liadan shrieked and stumbled into me, and I barely caught Ben by a handful of his shirt before he toppled into the open grave.

      Simon and Sebastian appeared from thin air, which shouldn’t have surprised me. Trained and experienced sentinels had a host of abilities at their command, least of which was cloaking themselves.

      “Good going, Ben,” I muttered. Busted by the law and I hadn’t even been at school a month.

      Simon shook his head at me and regarded us with a frown. “Skylar Corazzi, why am I not surprised?”

      Liadan turned pink beside me. Her face splotched red from her throat to her nose.

      “We were only out for a walk,” Ben said quickly.

      “A walk in a cemetery currently part of an investigation?” Sebastian asked. The brawny wolf shifter crossed his arms. His eyes dropped to the hole then raised to our faces again. When he sniffed, his nose crinkled, giving him a particularly mean look like a snarling dog. I didn’t want to know what he smelled.

      Ben dropped his chin toward his chest. “The police tape was knocked down, honest. We figured they were done here.”

      “It’s because they found a dead faerie here,” I said in a low voice. Ben and Liadan both shot me startled looks, mouths agape and eyes huge in their pale faces.

      Simon jerked his gaze toward me, while Sebastian groaned into one huge palm.

      “What has happened here is no concern to the three of you. Now come along,” Simon ordered. “We’ll take you back to the campus.”

      Ben straightened his shoulders. “Actually, I think if someone was killed only a couple miles away from the school, we should all know about it.”

      Liadan shot him a dirty look and elbowed him, but I agreed. “He’s right.”

      “Who told you this?” Simon asked.

      “I hear things, that’s all I’m saying,” I told him. Snitching on my source would be dishonorable.

      Simon didn’t look pleased, but he also didn’t argue. Instead he herded us out of the cemetery and down an uneven, beaten path to a waiting car. We piled into the back and endured a short ride back to campus.

      “Oh God, is this going to go on our permanent record?” Ben moaned when we turned onto the college drive. He’d gone pasty white.

      Sebastian laughed at him without any pretense of sympathy. “Not even two weeks in and looking for a chair in front of the provost, eh, kid?”

      Ben turned green. The nauseous shade prompted me to squeeze Liadan against the car door away from him.

      When we reached the school minutes later, Simon slowed the car at the first guard station and rolled down his window. “Picked up some stragglers walking down the road. I’ll just leave them here.” Then he looked back at us and nodded at the door. “Go on. Get going. Be more careful in the future about where you’re poking around, or next time I will drop you at the office.”

      “Thank you!” Ben scurried out and held the door open for both Liadan and me.

      “And you three keep your mouths shut about today’s little adventure. I’ll know if you don’t.” Sebastian gave us a hard, disapproving look.

      The car reversed from the drive and rolled away from the school again, no doubt to complete whatever Simon and Sebastian had planned to do at the cemetery.

      “Sooo,” the guard at the shack began in an amused voice. He leaned forward and came into view, revealing Gabriel’s grinning face. “Busted, eh?”

      “Like the man said, he gave us a ride,” I said. No way was I going to give Gabriel the satisfaction of knowing the truth. “It’s a long walk when you don’t have a car.”

      “Simon never gives anyone a lift unless he’s caught them where they don’t belong.” His brown eyes shone with mirth. “Where’d he catch you? Did you guys form your own Scooby Doo Gang to go check out the cemetery during daylight?”

      I sniffed in feigned, haughty disdain as the older fae girls often did. “That’s an expensive question.” I winked playfully as Ben gaped at our exchange.

      Gabriel’s brows raised again. I wondered if all raven shifters had the same quirky facial expressions, or if it was only him.

      “Indeed it is,” he replied. He propped his elbows against the window of the shack and watched us. “Lemme give y’all a word of advice. If you ever want to do anything, don’t go on foot without some cloaking charms, and don’t do it in the day. Sebastian will sniff you out every time.”

      “It’s not like we’re confined to campus,” Ben grumbled. “We can walk wherever we want to.”

      “I’m going to study for Monday’s quiz,” Liadan said quietly.

      “Lia? Are you—”

      “I’m fine,” she said, although her voice trembled. She darted away at a brisk pace.

      Ben hurried away after her, feet tearing up the pavement. He called back over one shoulder, “I’m gonna walk with her.”

      I watched them go, frowning, but I didn’t chase after. Tonight we’d sit together with some tea and cookies the way we always did, and Liadan would talk about her experience if she was ready.

      Which left me with Gabriel.

      Alone.

      “Anyway, thanks for the advice, but Ben has a point—it’s not against the law for us to leave campus and explore the area. Besides, isn’t daylight supposed to be the safest time to go out?”

      “Pfft. Well yeah, if you’re a wuss. Daylight is the safest time to avoid darklings, but the best time to get busted. I’m probably not supposed to tell you that.” He rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Daytime bad, nighttime bad. Got it.”

      He didn’t offer anything more, and I mourned the lost opportunity to wiggle another secret out of him.

      “You should go check on your friend. She looks like she’s in Empath Shock.”

      The unfamiliar term skated at the edge of my subconscious as if I should know it or had skimmed past the vocabulary words in one of our textbooks. Was that what had happened to Liadan? “Empath Shock?”

      His expression softened, wiping away the amusement and cocky arrogance of an older boy. “Yeah. The glassy stare and drooped shoulders are hallmarks of empathetic overstimulation. Best cured by relaxation and a little TLC. Coax your friend into a warm shower, play her some music, and offer her a snack. She’ll come out of it.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured, touched by his concern. “Catch you later, Gabriel.”

      “See ya.”

      Jogging didn’t close the distance when the other two were already down the path winding into the residential area with a substantial lead on me. By the time I caught up, they’d reached the elevator of our dormitory building and were waiting for it to come down. Liadan’s posture—arms wrapped around herself and body close to the wall—made me angry at Ben for suggesting the trip to the cemetery and equally pissed at myself for going along with it.

      As much blame belonged with me as it did with him. Taking her by the arm gently, I urged Liadan away from the elevator. “Come on. Let’s take the stairs instead.”

      Together, Ben and I guided her toward the stairwell and to the upper level. When we reached the third floor, she trembled and leaned against me. She scored her arms with her fingernails and stared, the vacant expression no better.

      “We’ll catch you later, Ben.”

      “But—”

      “Later, Ben.” I steered Liadan down the hall and let us into our room.

      Miss Popularity occupied a spot on the couch, television remote on her thigh. Her gray eyes grew large as circles when she saw us stumble inside. “I’ll run a bath.”

      “Thanks, Pilar.”

      Unlike Pilar and me, Liadan had a special gift.

      Empaths felt things more deeply, and sometimes arcane and psychic echoes could overwhelm them. The graveyard had creeped me out in general, so I could only imagine the dark, unsettling feelings Liadan had picked up on. I should have known better.

      “Hey, you go relax in the tub, and I’ll make tea, okay? I’ll even convince Pilar to offer up some of her chocolate stash. Sound good?”

      “Okay,” she said in a quiet, strained voice. She shuffled into the bathroom as Pilar returned from her task.

      “What the hell happened while the three of you were gone?”

      “Not much, really. The graveyard was empty, but we did find an unmarked grave that, uh, looked like it had been broken out of. Or into. Then Simon and Sebastian busted us.”

      “Who?”

      She must have had a different examiner over in Spain. I explained who the pair were for her benefit and suffered a twinge of apprehension when her eyes narrowed and her mouth pressed into a thin line.

      “You’re going to get us all in trouble.”

      Both shoulders drooped as I moved into our kitchen and filled the electric kettle with water. “I don’t think he’s going to say anything. They just dumped us back at the school with a terse warning about staying on the grounds.”

      “I told you.”

      “Look, it’s done and over with now. I didn’t realize it would affect her like this. Okay? So be nice. You don’t have to be a know-it-all bitch when you’re not too busy to snub us.” It never failed that when we invited Pilar to join us for any activity, she had an excuse to meet with her preferred friends.

      And that was cool, really. But she didn’t get to talk down to me when the only two words either of us ever heard from her were “good night” or “no thanks.”

      The choked sound in her throat accompanied a dark sweep of color mottling her cheeks. “Well some of us have certain expectations we aspire to meet.”

      I snorted. Whenever I visited Dad’s family in Italy, I couldn’t escape the story of the real Cinderella and how it was our sworn duty to protect the legacy of Tenanye, my ancient pureblooded faerie ancestor.

      “Look, I get it. I do. Your folks are important people. You make sure to tell us that every couple days. But it doesn’t give you the right to act like you’re better than us. I have a legacy to live up to as well, but you don’t see me rubbing people’s faces in it. I’m not a child. Don’t talk to me like one.”

      Pilar abruptly turned around and left the room, moving like a mechanical soldier. I sighed and mentally prepared for a long, awkward semester.

      She returned while I was pouring boiling water over an herbal blend and offered out a leather, gold-embossed encyclopedia—at least it looked like one until she raised the lid to reveal rows of decadent truffles pricier than my Kit Kat stash. “This will help. Chocolate and tea are the perfect cure for Empath Shock.”

      “Thank you, Pilar. Hey… I’m sorry for calling you a bitch. I was out of line.”

      A sad, fleeting smile came over her. “You were right.” When I thought there was nothing else to be said, she continued in a subdued voice. “Mamá and Papá expect certain things from me. Certain grades, certain friends… I don’t want to disappoint them.”

      “You should do things for your happiness and success. Not theirs. Let them be proud of the woman you really are and not a fake.”

      “What if they are not proud of that me?”

      “Then that’s their problem, girl.”

      I had the tea ready when Liadan wandered back out in her pj’s with her stuffed kitten under her arm. We settled on the couch with Pilar’s chocolates, peppermint chamomile tea, and a superhero movie.

      A couple hours of sexy dudes in spandex should have been enough for anyone to come around, but halfway through the second movie, Liadan broke into another violent series of trembles. Tears rolled down her cheeks, preceding a low keening wail of grief. As Pilar wrapped an afghan around Lia’s shoulders, I hugged her from the other side.

      “We are right here. Right here beside you,” Pilar assured her.

      “They tortured him,” she sobbed.

      I rubbed her back and pressed my cheek against her shoulder. “I’m sorry, Lia.”

      “Something came out of the grave and drank the black dog of the cemetery until he was only dry veins and fur.”

      Of the numerous breeds of faerie to inhabit Tir na Nog, the cu sith had to be the most capable in battle, but also the rarest. Dad had told us there was only one born per generation. If a vampire could take down one of those enormous hounds, he or she had to be ancient. Like biblical old. Methuselah old. Or at the very least, the first-generation progeny of one of them.

      After an involuntary shudder, Liadan drew her knees to her chest and hugged her doll. “And there were others there. They lured him close and caught him.”

      I should have been upfront about what happened and protected my friend. If I’d shared the truth earlier, Lia would have stayed back while Ben and I investigated alone.

      “I’m so sorry, girl. So, so sorry,” I murmured again.

      Liadan didn’t utter another word about the incident, and we didn’t ask. Her crying fit peaked and came to an abrupt end, and by the time the credits rolled, she’d become our animated and social Irish girl again.

      I didn’t sleep well that night, and contrary to Pilar’s claims, no one from the disciplinary board or sentinel office visited to lay down punishment for trespassing.

      What we’d done to Lia was punishment enough.
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      Sunday night, I tucked myself into bed early after watching rom coms with Liadan. She’d finally regained the color lost from her cheeks Saturday, her recovery easing the chest-crushing guilt I’d felt for letting her come along with us.

      After what felt like only moments after I shut my eyes, Pilar shook me awake.

      I’d incorrectly set my alarm, and with less than twenty minutes to spare before my appointment across the campus, I rushed through my morning routine. Skipping breakfast at the table, I grabbed a banana to eat on the go and dashed away to meet my academic counselor.

      Today, I’d meet my mentor for the rest of the year. And Gabriel with his warm, brandy-colored eyes, scruffy face, and the mystery tattoo I wanted to see that peeked beneath his shirt sleeves. I’d have to convince him to let me see it. You know, for science.

      I skidded into the hall outside Mrs. Hanford’s office with thirty seconds to spare for the 8:00 a.m. appointment. As one of the faerie freshmen approved to begin mentorship this fall, I had been permitted to miss the first half of English Composition to meet with my assigned fae and her junior sentinel. All fae with godparent duties had to have a sentinel to protect them while on the job because we were just too damned delicious to vampires and all other hazards out in the world.

      Mrs. Hanford’s nose wrinkled. “Miss Corazzi, so glad you could make it.”

      I took an empty chair and dropped both hands on my lap. “Sorry. Good morning, Mrs. Hansford. Hi,” I said to the girl in the next seat. She was an older student I didn’t recognize, a junior with black and bright blue hair, pouty lips painted dark plum, and eyes lined with kohl.

      Gabriel leaned against the wall beside her with his arms crossed over his chest. He looked disinterested. No, not bored. Angry. Something had happened prior to my arrival.

      Since no one else paid him any attention, I flashed him a sunny, welcoming smile. “Good morning, Gabriel.”

      He blinked at me, apparently taken aback by the manners my advisor and mentor lacked. “Morning.”

      “Now that we are all present, Monica Cunningham will be your mentor for the remainder of the school term. You will shadow her, remain silent, and allow her to teach by example. Is that understood?”

      “Uh…” My brow jumped up and an instant shot of dislike coursed through my veins. Shadow but stay back, watch but not speak. “Of course. I look forward to seeing what she and Gabriel can teach me.”

      “Fujimoto’s duty is to maintain your security and nothing more. He has little, if anything at all, to teach you. It would be to your benefit to observe Monica closely and to allow him to quietly perform his responsibility to university standards.”

      “Well that’s just a big mistake, isn’t it?” Because I didn’t know when to shut up, my mouth kept moving. “If I’m going to work with a sentinel, I need to know how they operate and what they expect of me during an encounter so we both make it through without issue. I’m sure I’ll learn as much from him as I will from Monica because they’re both two halves of a team.”

      Mrs. Hansford turned purple, and Monica jerked her attention up from her cell phone to stare at me. After a fishlike opening and shutting of her mouth, the counselor jabbed a button on her keyboard and printed out a series of papers.

      “You’ll have to sign here to acknowledge potential emotional injury and bodily harm while away from school grounds.”

      An additional waiver? Gabriel’s warning rang through my mind again. I signed the paper, but before I could pass it back, the door banged open to frame a huge blond dude large enough to bench a semitruck. The papers flew out of my hands and sailed around the room. Gabriel helped me collect them.

      “Excuse me, Mr. Blackwood, but I am in the middle of a meeting.”

      Blackwood. My dad’s last sentinel had been a Blackwood. But she’d died when I was a kid.

      “This isn’t fair,” he growled at Mrs. Hansford. “You’re going back on your word.”

      “And what word would that be?”

      “That she,” he said, jabbing a finger toward me, “would be assigned to my ward. Not to Monica.”

      Gabriel shifted uncomfortably but didn’t move from his spot against the wall. “Dude… arguing isn’t going to change it, man.”

      My gaze darted from the burly werewolf to Gabriel. “What’s—”

      Gabriel shook his head at me though, a silent warning to stay out of whatever was happening. This was between the three of them, and maybe later someone would fill me in on why the hell they were arguing over me.

      “It became necessary to alter the assignments, which have been approved by the provost herself. If you’d like to take the matter up, you may speak with her.”

      “But—”

      Mrs. Hansford clapped her hands, said “Zephyrim,” and a gust of wind blew him from the room. The door slammed shut behind him.

      Glued to her phone, Monica texted in a flurry. She hadn’t glanced up once. “Anyway, now that Dedrik is done whining like an annoying mongrel, can we finish this up? I have a manicure scheduled in my free hour.”

      Struck mute by the intensity of the slur, I stared at her. Of course, she’d only say it when a wolf wasn’t present. No one called werewolves mongrels to their face unless they wanted to eat their own teeth.

      After I pushed the papers back across the desk, Mrs. Hansford launched into a description of the course objectives, passed me a syllabus, and then lost interest in me entirely. She and Monica spoke for the remaining fifteen minutes of our appointment while Gabriel leaned his head against the wall and pretended to sleep. I watched a while, only to determine he wasn’t faking.

      “Great. Follow me now, both of you.” And just like that, Monica flounced out. Gabriel followed.

      I scurried out and caught up to the brooding raven. “You weren’t kidding,” I muttered.

      Ahead, Monica carried on, oblivious to my scowl.

      “I don’t joke about everything,” he whispered back. He walked with his hands in his pockets, a dour expression on his face. “At least you only have one year with her. I’m stuck until graduation.”

      “So how does this work? For your sanity, I hope you don’t have to follow her around all day. I mean, don’t you get to sleep?”

      “I don’t have to be near her unless she has a scheduled outing. I’ll head to bed in a little bit after she gives you whatever spiel she has in mind.”

      Monica took her sweet time, crossing campus until we reached the western courtyard. She shooed some freshmen off her preferred bench in the shade and took a seat, then spent another five minutes texting before finally looking up to acknowledge me.

      “This is a really great opportunity, don’t you think?” She smiled brightly and filled her voice with gushing warmth and excitement. I might have bought it if she’d started out that way, but she had already shown her true colors. “When I saw your name, I knew you had to be my little protégé. I’ll mold you into the best faerie godmother ever and your family will be super proud.”

      Uh-huh. Super proud. My dad could be a little ditzy sometimes, but I thought even he would roll his eyes. I forced a smile on my face. I’d prefer to be learning whatever Gabriel was supposed to be getting out of this, but it was out of my hands now. For the rest of my life, I’d be responsible for the success of another person.

      “So what about your charge? When do I get to see her?”

      “She’s not much. Her name is Sharon, and she’s a voice major at some crappy little junior college nearby. I have to get her a record deal by the end of the year to pass.”

      “How does that work?”

      Monica shrugged, disinterested. “Play the probability lines a little while the right people are around her, that’s all. You’ll learn about it in Divine Intervention class next year. It’s a sophomore course. Anyway, I don’t know why he has to come along with us.” She flicked a finger toward Gabriel. “Nothing ever happens in Chicago.”

      My voice was downright mediocre when compared to other fae, but I knew a terrific voice when I heard one after growing up listening to lovestruck ballads between my parents. “When do I get to meet her?”

      “You don’t. You get to watch. I have Sharon covered.”

      “Ooookay,” is what came out of my mouth, but in my head, I thought, Biiiiitch.

      “So I’ll give you a shout at the end of this week, and we’ll stop by her school on Friday. They have an assembly or something.” And just like that, she went back to her phone, and I was dismissed.

      Gabriel didn’t say goodbye. He fell back a step and meandered onto the path at a zombie shuffle before I could question him about Dedrik’s behavior. He had dark circles under his eyes, and I felt angry for him. My counselor and Monica had only talked down to him the entire time. Or ignored him altogether.

      And whether he was a faerie boy, magician, vampire, or shifter, no one deserved that kind of disrespect.
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      Insomnia once again reared its ugly, annoying head and sent me exploring the school grounds at midnight. Dad claimed it was bred into my blood since his side of the family preferred to work their magic by night for their human charges.

      Out past the gym there was a small training course that never saw use after midnight since most of the after dark students preferred to lift weights in the gym. Dressed in black sweatpants and a gray tank, I ran through obstacles for half an hour. I swung across monkey bars, climbed a rope, and dashed across a field of rubber tires until my thighs screamed. Then I headed over to the mounted heavy bag and punished my knuckles more than anything. Despite the aches and pains, I took a moment of perverse, short-lived pleasure imagining the bag had Monica’s face painted on it.

      Sure, she was a snob, and I’d wanted to punch her at least once, but it would be a wasted effort after that. So my mental image shifted to an anonymous, faceless figure. Whoever had killed that black dog, whoever had made Liadan curl up in a tight ball—that was who deserved a real thrashing.

      It worked until my wrist sang out in protest. Swearing under my breath, I paused to massage the tender spot and yielded to the training bag’s superior strength. So much for that idea.

      “You’re not supposed to put your thumb inside your fist when you throw a punch. That’s how you break something.”

      I jumped and whirled around, recognizing Gabriel’s voice—and his cologne. Subtle but memorable with traces of musk and spice. My giddy, school-age crush on him made my palms sweat.

      “That’s how you see people punching in movies,” I blurted out.

      He snorted. “What the hell movies do you watch?”

      “I don’t know. Some of them…”

      He crossed his arms, tattoos visible again on the back of his arms. The sleeveless T-shirt he’d worn revealed the feathers were part of a larger tattoo reaching his back. I’d noticed some of the ravens had similar markings, and I’d thought it was part of their gift initially until Benjamin explained it was some mark of raven nobility. Only certain families did it.

      “You know, it took you about five minutes to run our obstacle course,” he said.

      “That’s not so bad, right? Besides, it’s only my second time.” I had the distinct impression he was having a laugh at my expense, despite his nonchalant mannerisms. “How fast do you run it?”

      “One minute forty-nine seconds.”

      “That’s not even funny. No way.”

      He chuckled at me and stepped up to hold the heavy bag. “Uh, that’s kinda the point. You don’t score a pass unless you do it in under three. I mean, if we can’t run a harmless course, how the hell are we supposed to make it to our ward if they’re in a jam and there’s shit in the way? Granted, I could just fly over but…” He shrugged.

      “I guess I’ll just have to keep practicing then.” Five minutes had to be an exaggeration. It hadn’t felt like that long, and I wasn’t an out-of-shape slob or anything. “Does Monica make you keep your distance, then? I mean, whenever I see Simon and Sebastian—okay the two or three times I’ve seen them—they’ve always been together,” I babbled out.

      Gabriel stared at me. His expressive brows raised again. “Huh? Why would you? You know, I think Penelope holds a cardio/yoga class for y’all on Wednesday nights in the gym. Try a spinning class if you wanna get in shape or something. As for those two, they’re a special case.”

      “Yoga isn’t going to teach me to defend myself. And I’ve done spinning classes.”

      “Huh?” His smile faded a little. “That’s what I’m around for. You know. Someone messes with either of you, I fix the problem.”

      I frowned up at him. It wasn’t fair. The same supernatural machine that decided his people should be treated like crap had determined my entire future would be restricted to making magical outcomes for humans.

      “I don’t want to be defenseless. I don’t want to rely on someone else.”

      Gabriel’s expression changed, mild amusement dropping away in lieu of something I didn’t recognize.

      No. I did recognize it. Anger.

      Stepping around to the heavy bag, he beckoned me with a hand then held it in place. “C’mon,” he encouraged. I hit it, to little effect since my strike didn’t budge him or the bag at all. “You mind if I correct your stance some?”

      “Sure, if you’re feeling generous.”

      He stepped up to me and took ahold of my wrist. A surprisingly gentle touch readjusted my fingers, then he rotated my wrist and raised both of my fists to the boxer’s stance I’d tried to mimic from watching movies and UFC matches. He nudged my feet with his sneaker.

      “When you throw a punch, all of your power is supposed to come from the hips, but you’re just kind of hammering it with your hands.”

      I tried to follow his example then watched him move to the other side again.

      “Look, I’m not trying to put you out of a job or anything,” I said, feeling like I owed him an explanation. The next punch didn’t jar my wrist and shoulder, so I tried it again. That time, the bag gave, forcing Gabriel to shift with it. Slightly. “You might have heard this already, or maybe not, but my test? It sort of was a huge flop, and I ended up facing off against a hungry vamp. And I don’t have a sentinel yet, so…”

      He listened to me speak with a thoughtful expression on his face. “Technically I’m your sentinel until you finish the mentorship. Sophomores begin with their own, not that he or she is going to be as awesome as me. But yeah, I heard.”

      “I held my own.” Simon hadn’t stepped in to rescue me right away. In hindsight, after meeting them again in the cemetery, I realized I’d felt his presence when he and Sebastian arrived in the alley. They’d stood there for quite a moment watching me tussle with the vamp. “And I want to always be able to hold my own. You’re going to think it’s stupid, everyone else does, but I don’t want to be someone’s muse.”

      “I believe you.” He didn’t speak much, only releasing the bag when my arms grew too tired to continue and I needed a break. He prompted me to adjust my footing again and lead with my right fist instead of the left I favored. The result was the same, my sides ached from my waist to my shoulders and my arms burned.

      Not wanting to look like a wuss, I tried to play it off and stretch without wincing. I should have brought water. My mouth was dry enough to make the dew on the grass tempting.

      “So there you have it, my deep dark secret. I want to be a sentinel.”

      “Why? There’s nothing special about it. You just risk your life for shitheads who don’t give a damn or appreciate it.”

      “Because why should someone else decide who I get to be for my entire life?” I shot back. “Why should you have to risk your life for shitheads who don’t give a damn? I mean, if you could be anything you wanted to be, what would you choose?”

      He crouched by his bag and removed two bottles. He tossed one to me and opened the second for himself.

      I managed to catch the drink without fumbling and smiled. “Thanks. Come on. What would you choose?”

      “We don’t choose. As you can see, they have their mind made up about our roles here. My job is to lurk in the back so we’re not seen together.” He tried to smile, but bitterness seeped into his words. I felt for him and all his fellow students in the night class.

      “That doesn’t make it right,” I told him.

      “Right or wrong, it isn’t going to change. Mages get to advise senators and government leaders. I get to be a glorified bodyguard.” He shrugged and sat on the grass.

      “Dude, come on. You didn’t answer my question. I just told you something you could use to make fun of me for the entirety of your time here. Least you can do is offer the same.” The cool grass became a welcomed cushion, soft beneath my legs and hands. I took another drink and rotated my wrist a few times.

      Gabriel shook his head. “Like I said before, secrets have a price. Look, you’re not at all what I was expecting when we heard you were coming this year. You even seem like an okay faerie, but you’ll only be disappointed if you hang around on our training ground thinking they’ll let you change classes.”

      “Fine. Keep yours then.” A wave of nausea rolled through my stomach. “And who cares if they won’t let me change? Doesn’t stop me from learning stuff on my own. So unless you’re going to rat me out, I can come out here whenever I want. There’s no rule against it.”

      “I’m not going to rat you out.” He tossed his half-empty bottle up and down in one hand, sloshing the water noisily. “Unless you try to go to the cemetery again or something. I don’t want you to get hurt snooping around.”

      “Technically that’s not off limits either, once the police tape comes down. Besides, I already know what happened there. No need to go back.”

      Gabriel grimaced. “They took us there to sniff around as a class assignment. It makes sense that they would though. One day, we’ll be the ones investigating that kind of thing.” After he finished his water, he bounced up to his feet again and offered me a hand up. I took it, too stiff to rise on my own after my clumsy run through the training course and two-minute punching drill.

      “So you saw the grave then.”

      “Yeah.” He glanced away and cleared his throat, clearly avoiding eye contact.

      “Fine, I’ll drop the subject. Not like you’re going to share anything anyway. Will you answer something else for me?”

      “Depends.”

      “What was all that in Mrs. Hansford’s office? You know, with Dedrik Blackwood.”

      Gabriel grimaced. “You really don’t give up on things, do you?”

      “Nope. So, will you clue me in?”

      “Fine. He was pissed about Monica getting first dibs on keeping you for the semester. I guess there’s some kind of tradition and Provost Riordan should have asked him. He had all these plans of hanging around next year to be your sentinel, even though he’s in this year’s graduating class.”

      “Because our families worked together before?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Weird. He doesn’t even know me. How the hell does he know if we’d even get along.”

      He shrugged. “You’re not difficult to like, even if you do ask a lot of questions.”

      The compliment took me completely off guard. “So, does this mean you’ll have trouble with him?”

      “Nah, he knows I had no say in the matter. Monica gets to do whatever she wants because she’s boning Mrs. Hansford’s nephew.”

      “Ugh,” I groaned.

      “Pretty much.” He took a swig from his bottle then studied me. “If it makes you feel any better, she gets easy to ignore after a while. Monica, I mean.”

      “Yeah, I’ll keep that in mind. Anyway, thanks for the water and the lesson. I’ll get out of your hair now.” No sense banging against a wall, and that’s what he was—a wall. A delicious, finely muscled wall… that was already taken by Miss Pink Booty Shorts. I reminded myself of that and tried to squash my flourishing crush.

      “Take it easy, newbie.”

      Everything ached, but pride wouldn’t allow me to show it. I kept my back straight and my chin raised before marching away.

      “Hey,” he called. “Hey. Are you serious about learning to fight?”

      I paused to glance back at him. “Yeah, I am. Like I said, it’s no offense against you, but I don’t want to rely on someone else to save my ass if it’s needed. I’d rather know how to take care of myself and help others.”

      “Come back tomorrow night at the same time, and I’ll be here. I’ll teach you to fight.” He glanced toward the distant lights illuminating the walking path. “Any later and this area starts to get crowded with a lot of bears wanting to grapple and ground fight. In animal form. Trust me, you don’t want to be around for that.”

      My mouth fell open. Unable to look a gift horse in the mouth, I nodded mutely then hurried away before he could change his mind.

      Later, after I’d soaked beneath a steamy shower, I couldn’t help but grin over my small victory. Helplessness wasn’t in my blood, and I’d learn to fight no matter what the school told me to be.
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      By the time Fencing class let out on Friday afternoon, I was practically buzzing with nerves and excitement that had nothing to do with the sweat I worked up during my hour-long training. Monica had texted about meeting Sharon tonight, and I had plans to get out into the city Saturday with my friends.

      Maybe I didn’t want to be someone’s muse for the rest of my life, but the promise of using magic for good provided all the motivation I needed. Faeries thrived in the presence of happy emotions. We lived for it, and even half-breeds like me received a rush when we helped out a human.

      Gabriel waited on the sidewalk by the student parking garage. He had both hands stuffed into the pockets of his leather jacket.

      “Hi, Gabriel.”

      “Hey. Looking a little stiff, kid,” he replied.

      Thanks to the blessing of good pain relievers from Liadan’s bag, I’d managed to drag ass down to my fencing lesson. Those weren’t so difficult since the vampire instructor treated me like a six-year-old with a plastic sword. “Yeah. This masochistic raven likes to run me ragged at night.”

      I smiled up at him. He grinned in return, but his amusement vanished the moment Monica trotted into view. When she breezed by without a hello, we both fell into step behind her, a silent entourage trailing her to a bumblebee yellow BMW. She clicked the key fob to let us in.

      Gabriel slipped into the front passenger seat, leaving me to slide into the back alone.

      “So what is the assignment?”

      Gabriel glanced over his shoulder. “Sharon needs a—”

      “Shh. She isn’t speaking to you, birdbrain.” Monica rolled her eyes and looked at me in the rearview mirror. “My assignment is to land Sharon a job that will further her path. Yours is to watch and learn.”

      “All right, but how? What fork is she supposed to meet tonight?”

      “Don’t worry about that,” Monica said.

      “No, I am going to worry about it. How can I learn if I don’t understand what’s going on?”

      “Whatever. Fine. She has the chance to make an impression on the owner of some stupid seafood restaurant. He’s there to visit his son on the campus. Ollie or Oliver or something like that.”

      “I don’t get it. Restaurant owner?”

      “One of those fancy places with live music. You know, classical stuff and jazz. Anyway, the owner is named Charles Gordon, and he’s some kind of a big deal to the humans. He has someone who plays the piano each night, but she’s moving away at the end of the month. I have to get the job for Sharon.”

      “Okay, got it. What about you, Gabriel? What’s your part?”

      “He’s going—”

      “I was asking him.”

      Gabriel snorted, and to my surprise, Monica had no comebacks. Pouting as much as a petulant child, she sulked the remainder of the drive without offering a word of conversation to either of us. Our sentinel filled the gap with conversation about protocol, clarifying what I didn’t understand from the textbooks.

      After Monica parked in the student lot, we crossed the campus on foot and continued toward our destination. Gabriel fell back a few steps behind us, in a way that told me he was accustomed to walking behind Monica instead of traveling alongside her.

      I slowed down until we walked side by side, because I didn’t give a damn what Monica thought about it. She didn’t rule me. “So what determines whether you shadow Monica in your human form or shifter form?”

      “It depends on where we go really. Big place like a college campus with different buildings, I can go inside like this.”

      “Do you ever cloak yourself and hide with your illusion stuff?” I paused to consider what I’d read so far about the ravens in my textbook for Magical History. Only some inherited the gift of harnessing illusion magic.

      One of his brows raised. “How’d you know that? That doesn’t come up until next year in Magical History.”

      “I bought the textbook early so I could read ahead. My parents never really taught me a lot about the history of the magical world. Aside from the basics, you know?” They’d wanted me to have a normal childhood like any other kid. “Besides, the stuff about Countess Carmilla got really interesting, and then the next chapter was cool too. I figured if I was going to read about stuffy vampires, I should learn about you guys too.”

      Monica made a noise in her throat, like my voluntary studies had put a bad taste in her mouth. Or maybe she was cueing us to keep up with her stride.

      Gabriel hadn’t answered. Wondering if I’d broken some unspoken rule between races, I hesitated before asking again. “So… can you?”

      “Yeah. I can. I don’t have to rely on it often since ravens go unnoticed most of the time,” he explained. “Shouldn’t be necessary today, though. We’ll all blend in.”

      The sidewalk from the parking lot led to the student center, a multi-level building holding the bookstore, a lounge, and a small food court. Adjacent to the lounge, the campus bookstore displayed an advertisement for a newly released fantasy series popular among the college crowd.

      Gabriel craned his neck “She’s in the bookstore it looks like.”

      “I know that,” Monica muttered.

      We passed a dozen students occupying the plush beanbags, sofas, and armchairs in the lounge. A cool breeze passed over us from the air conditioning current. Then we stepped inside the bustling shop where students purchased everything from educational aids to Tylenol and Red Bull.

      Gabriel glanced over the store, then nudged Monica. She jerked back, scandalized, and wrinkled her nose like she’d smelled a skunk. “Over by the textbooks. The Gordons are there too.”

      Nothing about Sharon stood out among the other shoppers. From her mousy, dull-brown hair to her formless T-shirt and jeans, she appeared ordinary. I almost overlooked her until Gabriel pointed her out. I had to look into the Twilight to see it—her aura gleamed in a dazzling array of colors. It was almost as if I could see music swirling around her, a melody always weaving through her heart and mind. Special humans glowed like beacons in the night.

      “Oh wow,” I whispered. “She must be really talented.”

      “Duh. That’s why I’m here.” Monica flipped her hair over her shoulder. “You keep an eye on the girl and text me if she leaves to go anywhere else, while I nudge Mr. Gordon into going to find her. She’s cute, I guess. Good enough for his business.”

      While I was pretty sure looks had nothing to do with talent, I kept my mouth shut. This was Monica’s charge. Poor thing.

      “Okay.”

      Gabriel started to follow Monica, but she shooed him off with one hand and another eyeroll. “Stay and watch the baby fae, okay? Thanks.”

      Monica pushed her way into the next aisle where a blond jock and his father stacked up a collection of science books.

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      “You should have told me you didn’t have enough to cover the optional texts, Ollie. You could have had these weeks ago.”

      The boy blushed. “Sorry. I just wanted to show you and Mom I could do it alone.”

      A thin, fragile line of thread ran between Sharon and Oliver. If I’d blinked, I would have missed it.

      Red meant a possible love match, a fated union.

      “Should I help her?” I asked. Monica didn’t seem to be having any luck with attempting to influence Mr. Gordon with Persuasion glamours, and if she saw the probable attraction between Oliver and Sharon, she didn’t show it.

      Did she expect the dude to just walk over and offer a job to a stranger?

      “Your grade isn’t dependent on hers.” Gabriel shrugged.

      “That’s not what I asked. Should I help her.” I nodded toward Sharon.

      Gabriel glanced toward Sharon. “I can’t give you an answer to that.”

      “But you aren’t telling me no…” I glanced up. Mr. Gordon had stepped away to take a phone call, leaving his son with all the books. Monica trailed behind him, desperately hitting him with every charm she had.

      “I’m not.”

      Good enough for me. Searching for a way to make Oliver take notice of the girl right in front of him, I scanned Sharon over until I noticed the thin white cord trailing from her left ear to her purse.

      Bingo.

      A little glamour nudged the shuffle button and guaranteed the next song would be her favorite. Sharon sang along in silence, her lips barely moving.

      I eased down the narrow shopping aisle to get closer. Sharon swayed in time with the beat, her eyes closed, and I caught Oliver glancing over. She was lost to the music, completely in her own little world. So I used that and released a little surge of encouragement.

      Music had an infectious quality when it came to influencing humans, and I touched Sharon’s subconscious until the remaining lyrics of Adele’s latest hit swelled from her. Not in a hum, but every note and syllable.

      Oliver stared. A student clerk behind the counter glanced up from the register to eyeball her. An envious girl beside Sharon sighed.

      Monica’s charge had a beautiful voice, and now every single student in the student bookstore knew it too.

      Never mind that I’d inspired the girl to break out into full song in the middle of a crowded university bookstore like we were on the set of Glee or High School Musical. What mattered was that she’d gained the attention she needed. Oliver slipped away and returned with his father. Monica lingered a few steps behind them.

      “Dad, didn’t you say you need someone to replace Heather over the weekends?”

      “I did, but I need a pianist.” Charles Gordon stared in wonder at Sharon. Then his gaze dropped to the sheet music booklet in her hands and his expression brightened. He moved in. “Excuse me, miss.”

      Success. The rest would play out on its own without further intervention.

      “Nice work,” Gabriel muttered in a low voice.

      Feeling proud of myself, I beamed back at him. “Thanks.”

      Helping Sharon hadn’t been so bad after all. Although godparenting still didn’t feel like my calling, a sense of fulfillment welled inside my chest. I soaked in the positive energy radiating from the trio and casually eavesdropped while Monica preened.

      “And that is how I do it,” Monica said.

      Gabriel snorted and wandered away to the store counter with a Red Bull in his hand.

      We hadn’t even reached the middle of the semester, and I was already completing my mentor’s assignments for her.
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        * * *

      

      A cool breeze blew through the school courtyard, raising goose bumps over my bare arms. A golden-orange sunset shone the final rays of daylight over the quad where we’d settled at the tables with dinner from the university food court. Holly had assured us the temperature would be too cold in a few weeks to enjoy doing anything outside for long.

      “And then she told us to get out of her car, and her jerkwad mage boyfriend got in,” I concluded between bites of my lasagna, relaying the story of my eventful first outing without embellishment. Monica’s behavior was so awful I didn’t have to exaggerate to make her look bad.

      Liadan frowned. “That’s terrible, Skylar. I enjoyed my day out with Danica and Martin.”

      “No problems with mine,” Holly said. “After we concluded our assignment last night, we went out for pizza with our sentinel. Rodrigo ate like two double meats on his own. What about you, Pilar?”

      Pilar buffed her nails against her sleeve. “Mine does not want to be seen in public with her sentinel if she can help it, and I hardly blame her. He smells like mange and fleas. She’s polite to him, but she released him from service the moment we returned to the campus.”

      Only Liadan reacted to Pilar’s comment about her mentor’s sentinel. Holly and Ben remained indifferent, but Lia frowned harder than me. “But does she insult him to his face?”

      Pilar shook her head. “No. That would be foolish. They may be obligated to protect us, but they don’t have to like us. She has a professional relationship with her sentinel, and they both seem to prefer it that way.”

      “Well,” Ben said, “I can see they paired you with the right person.”

      “What about you?” I asked.

      Ben shrugged. “We’re cool with our sentinel. This girl has muscles like you wouldn’t believe though, so that probably plays into it. She transformed when I asked if I could see her shift into a bear. Dude, she could probably crush Jim under her knuckles and swallow him whole before he got off a single spell.”

      “Then floss with you,” I added.

      We all laughed.

      “Hey, Monica aside, how do you like working with a raven?” Holly asked.

      “Gabriel’s great, and he can get around way easier in his animal form than a wolf or a bear can. I mean, I haven’t gotten to see him in action really, which is a good thing I guess.” I shrugged and popped the last bit of garlic bread in my mouth.

      “Ugh, I’m so jealous of you. I have to study all sorts of extra spells for camouflage and learn Misdirection jinxes in the event Rodrigo has to shift in a crowd. How the hell do you hide a bear in the middle of the city?”

      While keeping a straight face, I sipped my orange soda and shrugged. “Very carefully. Maybe put a tie and a hat on him. Call him Yogi.”

      Holly tossed a balled-up napkin at me.

      After we all dumped our trays in the trash and the gang split to enjoy our individual afternoon activities, I kicked back on the couch in our dormitory to study while my favorite fictional vampire movie played in the background.

      Pilar had plans to hog the bathroom to perfect her makeup for a date, Ben and Holly had a meeting with the Student Alchemist Association, and Lia wanted to read a new book she’d picked up at the campus bookstore.

      Once absolute silence fell over the dormitory and darkness arrived outside, I changed clothes and crept out, clothed in black and pink workout shorts and a matching sports bra beneath a zipped hoodie.

      A surly bird shifter awaited, dark hair brushed down over his forehead, arms crossed.

      “I’m not even late.”

      “You aren’t early either.”

      Grunting, I tossed my bag on the ground. Water bottles jostled around inside it.

      He made me stretch first, a routine I’d become accustomed to performing over and over to loosen my already stiff muscles. My body ached from the last workout, uncooperative hamstrings protesting whenever I bent to touch the ground.

      We began with a jog through the obstacle course, and the best part about working alongside Gabriel was that he paced himself beside me and performed the same exercises instead of observing like some grim-faced fitness overseer.

      “Pivot when you make the turns,” he advised me. “Your feet aren’t in line with your hips either as you run. And your stride is too long. Keep an eye on that.”

      Needing an excuse to catch my breath, I broke off from the trail and tossed off my sweatshirt.  Gabriel caught up to me wile I wrapped my hands with sparring bandages. “Is changing that going to make me run as fast as you do?”

      “Maybe. Your running form is awful, and you have way more bad habits I gotta break.” He glanced at my slow hands then took over, brusquely. “Like not doing this at the start of our workout. Exercise now, breathe later.”

      Way to make me feel like an out-of-shape loser. I held it against him for like five seconds until he finished wrapping and placed both hands on my hips, guiding me into proper running form.

      Heart attack. I prayed he didn’t hear the palpitations thumping in my chest.

      “Don’t tilt your hips forward like this. Loosen your shoulders.”
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      Gabriel led me through the tires in the obstacle course, appearing weightless and graceful when he maneuvered through each rubber ring. He even accelerated and decelerated with effortless precision, never breaking a damn sweat.

      I envied him and all the sentinels in training.

      “Come on, Corazzi. Push yourself.”

      “I am pushing myself.”

      If collapsing from fatigue counted as pushing myself, he owed me a gold star sticker. Three of them, because he picked me up off the ground three times. Before I could mop the sweat from my brow, he rushed me to the boxing station. Stinging tears blurred my vision and perspiration leaked into every uncomfortable place a person could feel trickles sliding down their skin.

      “Gabriel, I can’t see.”

      “You think an angry—nah, nix that—you think a thirsty nosferatu gives a damn if you can’t see?”

      He had a point. To drive it home, he cuffed me in the ear with the cushioned red pad on his left hand. I squinted through the discomfort and blocked the next strike with an open palm.

      “Good.”

      Of the different training methods Gabriel used for teaching me to fight, I loved the focus mitts most of all. He taught me one move after the next, forcing me to alternate between left jabs and right crosses until my arms screamed. Then he moved on to kicks and spent almost half an hour instructing me on how to land a decent one before he turned that into a drill too.

      “You’re faster than this, Skylar. Come on. Sixty seconds, kicks only.”

      How the hell would he know how fast I could be? But he pushed me, taunting me until I threw myself into improving my aim at the mitts and gaining speed.

      Sixty seconds later, he whistled loud and shrill. My eardrums loathed him. Shit. My body loathed him now.

      “Bobbing and weaving drills. Go.”

      The shifters used a length of yarn stretching between two trees. For me, Gabriel had lowered it about a foot to reach my shoulders. Holding both hands at defensive level, I ducked beneath it left and right. Up and down, alternating the shoulder the string landed against.

      “Faster!” he challenged me. “Mitts up! Don’t ever lower your guard.”

      My triceps wept for mercy. Burning thighs pleaded for me to sprawl in the grass facedown and die, already aching from the roundhouse drills. Maybe I would. “Are you torturing me because you can’t do the same to Monica? ’Cause this is just sadistic and I’m not a total bitch.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Are you here to train your mouth or learn how to fight?”

      “Smart-ass. Sorry, I just wanted to know.”

      “Nah, I wouldn’t punish you for her bad attitude. That’s just how Monica is, you know. She doesn’t even get along with your own kind half the time. Her dad’s one of those guys you don’t want to cross.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know, like Scarface. Goodfellas. One of those types.”

      “Mafia? Does that even still exist?”

      “Obviously so.” He made another face at me then beckoned me with his mitt to continue our routine. Left jab, jab, jab, right cross. “You’re unusually talkative. If it bugs you that she treats me like shit, it’s cool and I’m used to it. Just ignore her.”

      My left arm burned, and sweat trickled into my eyes. I ignored the stinging and continued, gritting out my response. “Nobody should have to tolerate disrespect like that.”

      “I usually don’t, but she isn’t worth the bad energy, Sky. Just leave it be.”

      “I’m supposed to be learning from her, but all I’ve seen is how inept she is.”

      “Welcome to the real world. When you’re dating an advisor’s favorite nephew, you can do whatever you want. It’s not about talent or aptitude. It’s about who you know and what family you belong to.” He paused. “If you have enough breath to talk, you’re not working hard enough.”

      I put all my frustration into the next strike. Catching him off guard, he stumbled back. “Was that hard enough?”

      He grunted. “Better. I think next time, I might have you go bare knuckles. Toughen your hands up for a real fight.”

      We dropped the depressing subject and focused on our lesson. By the time Gabriel finally called an end to the session, I could barely grab my sweatshirt from the ground. Stupid bobbing and weaving drills. Stupid kicking. He’d made me repeat the same movement over and over until one minute seemed like an hour.

      “Hey, what’s that Wild Hunt thingy you talked about at orientation,” I asked once I could breathe again.

      “It’s probably not as exciting as your imagination is making it out to be.”

      “Try me.”

      “It’s mostly a chance for us shifters to show off our speed and compete against one another in races and games. Sometimes we have the mages make us a lure for tracking and hunting.”

      “So basically you’re saying I would be left in your dust.”

      He grinned. “Pretty much. We always make the offer, though. There’s a junior yaksha, a junior baku, and a senior cat sith who keep up pretty good. Julien Ascended over the summer, so we’re planning a deep hike into Tir na Nog to test out his new body.”

      “Really? What is he?”

      “Can’t say.”

      “Why not? Did he swear you to secrecy?”

      “Nope. It’s just no fun if I warn you.”

      I blinked at him. Warn me?

      Before I could question it further, he stretched his arms over his head, giving me a tantalizing peek of his abs. Man, I wanted to run my hands over them so bad. The moment was brief, arms dropping back to his sides almost as quickly as he’d raised them. “Have a good weekend, Sky. Try to hang with your friends and do something fun. You deserve it.”

      “Thanks. You do the same.”
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            Magic School Has No Dull Moments

          

        

      

    

    
      Professor Gaspar celebrated a 92 percent pass rate on our class’s first exam by issuing a written essay on the qualities of ancient magical items. For extra credit, we could visit the Field Museum of Natural History and receive an additional fifteen points if we described how we felt about the current special exhibition.

      Students with older siblings said she would have assigned the essay regardless of our scores, but probably without the extra credit if we’d bombed it.

      While I could think of a dozen better ways to spend a Saturday afternoon, the museum wasn’t a bad way to conclude the first month of college courses. Deep down, I was happy to escape the campus to do something that didn’t involve Monica or lengthy shopping trips with Pilar. Now that we’d come to a friendly understanding, she’d made it her personal mission to add acceptable fashions to my closet. It hurt my meager savings, but I appreciated her effort.

      Besides, visiting a museum guaranteed we’d have a harmless afternoon of fun sans graveyards and vampires.

      After convincing Pilar to join us—primarily for the free ride to the city—we paid our way into the museum and dropped an additional fee to see the Terracotta Warriors.

      My arms broke out in goose bumps the moment we stepped into the dimmed gallery, flesh tingling from head to toe each time magical ripples ebbed from the artifacts arranged in the display cases.

      As the crown jewel of the entire exhibit, the statues had been arranged in neat rows on short platforms. Translucent, protective guard rails prevented anyone from getting close enough to touch them. I parted the Veil and peeked at them in the Twilight. One of the statues glanced back at me.

      Creepy.

      Ben and I read their history while Liadan drifted away to examine a terracotta war chariot drawn by four horses.

      “Why are we here again?” Pilar sighed and examined her perfect manicure. “This exhibit is not even accurate. It was a prison, not a tomb. Xu Fu confined men against their will to serve Emperor Qin Shi Huang’s army.”

      Ben shot her a bewildered look. “As far as the humans know, it is, and that’s what matters most. Who cares about what the tags say?”

      Some of our darker history hadn’t exactly been shared with the mortals when we came out to the world. They were still freaking too much over vampires to be let in on the secret that necromancers could rip souls out of bodies on a whim.

      “It’s still cool to read their version of the story,” I agreed.

      According to human history, each piece of art had been crafted by master artisans to decorate the Emperor’s tomb. The truth was that a forbidden ritual had bound the souls of the deceased inside each clay piece, often imprisoning the men for real or imagined slights against the ancient royal family.

      Pilar scowled and turned her back on the museum display, as if it offended her. I rolled my eyes and leaned in closer to read the plaque beside an item that looked like an old witch’s cauldron with three round legs and two sturdy handles jutting from the rim. The ancient piece was called a ding vessel and had once used by the magician Xu Fu himself before he disappeared on his journey to discover the Elixir of Life.

      While I took notes, another small group edged up near us and blocked the light I’d been using to read.

      I dragged my gaze away from the pamphlet at the same moment Liadan nudged me with her hip. Gabriel and the other two shifter mentors lurked behind us. Heat crept up my neck when recognition flashed in his brown eyes and a wide grin spread over his face.

      He raised his chin and nodded to me. I returned it and hung back to listen to his two companions. The wolf shifter with the legs that I’d envied, stood back with hands on her hips while glowering at the massive bear shifter beside her.

      Wasn’t the bear shifter Gabriel’s cousin or something? I searched the depths of my memory and dragged two names out of the fog. Amalia and Rodrigo.

      “You may as well not be here if you’re going to keep your face in your phone, Rodrigo.”

      Bingo, I was right, although he disagreed with her sentiment. “This is boring. Why are we even here? We’re all at the top of the class already.”

      Amalia shook her head. “It’s fascinating.”

      “What’s so fascinating about thousands of souls trapped in clay?” he demanded.

      “She’s right,” Gabriel cut in. His deep voice kind of wrapped around me like auditory sex, the perfect hint of southern charm coloring each word every time he spoke.

      Liadan giggled. Damn her empath abilities. I wished I’d never told her about my secret lessons with Gabriel at night. She kept stealing glances at me. “What a pleasant surprise to run into the three of you here. Isn’t this collection amazing?”

      “It is dull,” Pilar muttered, as if Liadan has spoken to her instead. “We should go see the Halls of Jade instead.”

      I frowned, but before I had the chance to set her straight, Gabriel added his two cents.

      “If you find history’s most notorious use of black magic boring, I don’t want to know what you think is a good time.”

      “Be nice,” the wolf shifter said. She offered a wave. “Hey, I’m Amalia.”

      “Skylar,” I replied. Waving my hand, I introduced the others. “Liadan, Benjamin, and Pilar.”

      “Are you three here for the extra credit too?” Ben asked. He pushed his glasses up his nose and edged closer to Liadan. I tried to imagine him wrestling Rodrigo for her affection, but all I could picture was the shifter squishing him into jelly under his thumb.

      “Yeah. Dr. Ghastly teaches the advanced-level artifacts classes for sophomores and juniors too. She suggests it to everyone,” Gabriel said, only to emit an oof as Amalia’s elbow buried in his ribs.

      “You shouldn’t call her that. It’s rude.”

      “Sorry.”

      To direct attention away from his faux pas, I spoke up and pointed to the display. “I think I saw that one over there—the fifth one back in the third row—looking around earlier.”

      “Really?” Ben’s eyes lit with interest. “I knew not all of the statues had been freed, but I didn’t think they’d send any live ones over here.”

      Gabriel leaned forward and studied the figures, chuckling. “Yeah, looks like you’re right. That guy’s pissed, and I can’t blame him. He must be one of the two Professor Gaspar sent us to inspect. I heard the Circle of Sages sent in their strongest white enchantress to break the curse, but they’re still here. After a few decades of soaking in some positive energy, the Circle will try again.”

      I peered over at the trapped soul again. Once I actively paid attention, waves of revulsion and fury pulsed outward from the statue, a gentle ebb and flow of negative energy manifested as sparkling motes of scarlet and black sand.

      “Positive energy? Is that why they loaned the display out?”

      “Yeah,” Gabriel replied. “Positive energy, like the excitement of museum visitors, weakens the curse, especially if he’s become a foul spirit. It means when they do free him and his pal, he’s likely to go to the afterlife instead of becoming a lunatic poltergeist on the rampage. Were you snoozing in class?”

      Behind him, Rodrigo feigned sleep on his feet. He even snored.

      “Ugh, you’re awful,” Amalia said. “Maybe Gabriel and I should have come alone if you think the entire museum is dull.”

      Rodrigo’s face fell, reminding me of a chastened little boy who’d had his hand swatted for stealing from a cookie jar. After weeks of bearing painful witness to Ben’s inept flirting, I knew unrequited affection when it was in front of me.

      Poor guy.

      “I’m going to head over to the next area with Pilar,” Liadan spoke up. Pilar stood in the entryway tapping her foot.

      “I’ll come too,” Ben said. He trailed after her.

      Gabriel cocked his head and studied me. “Not going with them?”

      “Nah, I wanna get my twenty bucks worth out of this exhibit first, you know? Plus it’s beautiful in a… morbid kind of way I guess.”

      Rodrigo turned to Amalia. “Hey, I heard Sue just returned from a loan to another museum. Wanna go see?”

      She raised a brow at him but went along to see the museum’s famous T-rex skeleton, leaving Gabriel with me. He frowned as if their departure had been a betrayal of friendship.

      The nerve, leaving him alone with a lowly freshman.

      “I don’t sleep in class, by the way,” I grumbled to break the awkward silence.

      His easy smile returned. “Not what I heard. Otherwise you’d know all this from your lessons.”

      “Well, whatever you heard is wrong. We’re a few days behind schedule because Professor Gaspar went off on a tangent about brownies after some idiot in class called them worthless. She had us write a five-page essay on their importance in the world and the magical items they’ve inspired.”

      Gabriel laughed, and the rich, warm sound of it set off butterflies in my middle. I preferred his teasing playfulness over his brooding silences. Since he didn’t seem to mind sticking around with me, I wandered closer and pointed out some of the fae objects in a nearby display cabinet.

      “You have a good eye. I didn’t notice that one myself. Most of the relics are counterfeits and replicas, but I didn’t expect to see much of the real thing.”

      “They sound like music to me. Liadan says she sees them in colors.”

      “And the warriors?”

      Twisting around at the waist for another glance at the trapped soldiers, I pointed to the one in the back row. “I see the curse shifting around them like a turbulent sandstorm. It’s black and red but concentrated the most around that guy.”

      “No music?”

      “Discordant notes mostly, but no… Huh?” The angry soldier had moved, I was certain. Then again, maybe it had only been a trick of the light. “Wasn’t his left hand over his right?”

      Gabriel’s brows pinched together. After a while of staring at the same soldier, his spine stiffened and he thrust a hand into his pocket, only to bring it out empty. “Shit. I left my phone in the car. You got yours? We need to call about this.”

      “Yeah, but shouldn’t there be someone here we can talk—”

      The power dropped and plunged us into silent darkness. I froze as emergency lighting flickered on, casting pools of eerie red near the exits. The rest of the room remained in ominous shadow. Blinking did nothing to help adjust my vision, but I stepped back into a hard, masculine body and sighed in relief.

      Gabriel had more muscle than I’d anticipated.

      “That was pretty creepy, huh?” I asked.

      His response came from a yard in front of me. “Mind letting me use your phone, Sky? We could hunt out the curator, but that means leaving this dude unsupervised.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck rose.

      With one hand, I reached behind me and found unyielding clay instead of denim and cotton. Turning brought me face-to-face with the cursed terracotta warrior, its features outlined by the red glow of the emergency light.

      Throwing both hands up, I channeled an instinctive Blinding glamour, the multi-hued flash erupting from my palms. It might have worked against a living being, but against the warrior, my ineffective light flickered and fizzled out.

      Gabriel crashed into me, taking me to the ground as the warrior brought both fists down in an overhand blow that would have flattened me like Play-Doh. He struck a cabinet and sent shards of glass and wood flying.

      “What the hell did you do?” he demanded. He’d tucked me beneath him, shielding me from the debris.

      “Me? I didn’t do anything!”

      When it came after us both, Gabriel rolled us across the floor through shards of ruined history. My last daydream of rolling around with the hot shifter didn’t have anything to do with getting pieces of glass in my hair and slicing my arms. Maybe this was karma’s way of telling me to find a single guy to ogle.

      The moment we scrambled to our feet, the warrior lunged. It knocked Gabriel aside and reached for me, closing a hand around my wrist. Fire danced in a molten ring where its immovable fingers touched me.

      “We’re under attack!” someone shouted.

      “The statues are coming alive!”

      A camera flashed because some teenager couldn’t help but pause to take photos with his iPhone instead of running to safety.

      Between the hysterical screams of panicked visitors and my own terror, I froze, unable to do anything more than sob from the pain dancing up and down my arm, little electric sparks of agony sizzling in my nerves.

      “Security! Someone call security! The statues are alive, they’re alive! Someone help us, please!”

      The few human spectators shouted and raced from the area, but no one came to help us. The big bastard dragged me, walking with a jerky, marionette kind of stride until Gabriel came to my rescue with a baton in hand. Hell if I knew where it came from either, but ravens were crafty tricksters, and he’d probably had it in his jacket.

      He struck the warrior’s arm until it released me and turned on him.

      “That’s right, pick on someone your own size,” he taunted. “Go and get help, Sky! A former professor named Margaret French works as a curator here. Go find her and call the hotline for help.”

      As much as I wanted to appreciate his courage, I couldn’t leave him behind—even if I had promised to listen to his instructions in situations like this. “But I can help you.”

      “This isn’t time to play sentinel. Go!”

      Unfortunately, the warrior had other ideas. When I moved to run for the exit, it turned away from Gabriel toward me again.

      Its focus on me gave Gabriel the opening to act. He exploded forward, spun, and kicked out with one leg. He planted the sole of his boot against the warrior’s back, and with physics in his favor, the soldier’s forward momentum propelled it past me and into the wall. The crash that should have demolished the ancient relic only left a network of fine cracks along its carved face, hairline fractures but no serious damage.

      A noise creaked behind us. Whirling around brought me face-to-face with a second cursed soldier, the enormous clay figure now free from magical bondage. It advanced on me only, its neutral, unchanging features chilling in the dim light.

      Gabriel swore and twisted his body to keep both in view. He’d moved in between me and the magical constructs. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Why the hell are these things fixated on you?”

      “I don’t know! Maybe they have a thing against pink and green sneakers!”

      His gaze dropped to my shoes. “I do too, but I’m not trying to fuck you up for it.”

      Asshole.

      Weaving left and right between them, he blocked then slammed the baton into one clay figure while evading a kick from the other. One opponent brought his enormous clay fists down in an overhead slam, but Gabriel dove left and led them in circles.

      Blood ran down my arm, a shard still embedded in the skin from when the display shattered.

      “You any good at shadowstriding?” he called.

      “So-so. I could probably cross the room.”

      The game of cat and mouse continued like a choreographed fight scene in a martial arts flick. Relentless, they moved in again to surround us until Gabriel intervened. The aggressive statue punished him with a sharp chop against the right shoulder, which he returned with a crash of his baton into its arm. This time, it lost fingers and part of its hand.

      An unfamiliar voice rang out from the room’s main entrance. I didn’t understand the words, only recognizing they were an Asian language. Maybe Chinese.

      My vision became overwhelmed by a magical light and power filled the air, a buzz raising the hairs on my arms. The two statues stopped their advance and snapped to attention where they stood. It was over, and there wasn’t one human bystander left.

      A woman in an ebony dress strode toward us on tall heels with dagger points that would have made better weapons than footwear. Her fine bone structure, glossy brunette hair, and alabaster skin reminded me of a black swan given a human form, graceful and elegant, her steps impossibly smooth. Her eyes were gorgeous, the prettiest shade of lightning blue I’d ever seen, just like Tricia’s.

      “What did you two do?” She came to a stop in front of us, crossed her arms over her chest, and stared down her long nose.

      “Do?” My voice squeaked.

      Gabriel stepped in front of me. “We didn’t do anything, Ms. French. This freshman noticed one of them had shifted position, and before we were able to notify the 7-line, their bonds snapped and they went after her.”

      Ms. French. The name rang a bell, but it took me a moment to connect the dots. Stories still circulated campus about the former mage teacher who had voluntarily been turned into a vampire by one of her students two years ago. People were more scandalized by that than the torrid love affair between a thirty-seven-year-old woman and her twenty-year-old lover.

      “There’s one more thing,” Gabriel told her. “I’m certain I saw someone else in here and they smelled like a nos.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. I would know if there was a nosferatu on the premises.”

      “I’m telling you what I saw and smelled. I didn’t get a good look since we were dealing with these two.” Gabriel gestured to the statues. They might have been inert, but I felt their stares on me.

      “You should have gone after him.” My voice came out shaky and weak.

      Ms. French’s gaze locked on my injury. She stared, watching the blood run down my arm to my wrist, dripping to the floor. “The authorities will be here at any moment. If you’re present when they arrive, they’ll hold you and ask a dozen questions with answers their mortal brains are unable to comprehend, even if you did have the time to waste. As this girl needs medical attention, I dismiss you to report in to Provost Riordan. See that it’s done, Fujimoto. I will look into your claims and speak with the authorities.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Do you have transportation back to the campus?”

      “I drove with friends.”

      “Your cousin, right?”

      Gabriel nodded.

      “Gutierrez is by the Tyrannosaurus exhibit with Miss Sonnier. I’ll give you a short-range teleport and relay the message to them if you need it.”

      “I’ll text them.”

      With the spike of one high heel, she touched the tiny puddle of blood I’d created and drew a teleportation circle on the floor. Gabriel pulled me into the glowing corona of mystical color, and we reappeared in a snap in the parking garage.

      “I think I might need a doctor,” I whispered. As fading adrenaline and blood loss took their toll, the lot around us kind of spun, and I staggered against him. My blood stained the white T-shirt beneath his leather jacket.

      Gabriel led me to a monster of a pickup truck and fetched a first aid kit from the tool box.

      “That’s a mighty big medical kit.”

      “Comes in handy for sentinels,” he told me. “It’s our job to get busted up, remember? Go ahead and get inside.”

      “I’ll bleed all over your nice seats.”

      He laughed. “I have a werebear for a roomie. Your blood isn’t the first to get all over my seats.”

      “Do I even wanna know why Rodrigo got blood all over?” I tried to picture it, but all I could come up with was hunting. Or… “Do you guys have a were fight club or something?”

      “Woman, get in the damn truck.”

      I got in the truck, and he patched me up inside without disturbing the glass—he wanted to leave it for the doctor to remove. Although he’d joked about bloodstains being no big deal, an immaculate interior scented like fresh leather and spice knocked the chill from my body. Once settled behind the wheel, he fished his phone from the beverage holder and started texting.

      “Are we going to wait for Rodrigo and Amalia?”

      Gabriel tossed his phone into the drink holder again. “Nope. It’s protocol to send wounded ahead first. He said they’ll look for your friends and catch a ride.”

      “Oh.”

      We were on the road within a couple minutes, granting me time to finally check my phone.

      “Crap.” Over two dozen texts filled up my notifications bar. Liadan, Ben, and Pilar had all tried to get a hold of me during the incident, leaving messages in varying degrees of concern. They’d even grouped together and searched for me. I replied to Liadan first, telling her I was getting a ride from Gabriel and that I would explain everything when we all met up in the room.

      No need to worry her right then with the details of the attack.

      “You eaten anything today?” Gabriel asked.

      “Huh?”

      “I’m going to take that as a no. There’s a White Castle along the way out of the city. A McDonald’s and a Devil Dawgs too. You want something to eat before you’re stuck at the infirmary all afternoon?”

      “Oh, yeah, sure.”

      He shot me a grin. “Okay, good. Wasn’t sure if you were one of those fae who won’t touch meat.”

      “Oh no, trust me. I’m fine with meat. Hey, uh, is your arm okay?”

      “It was dislocated, I think.”

      “What?”

      “Partially at least. Probably pressing on a nerve.”

      He zipped us through a drive-thru and ordered a huge sack of food, stuffing two of the tiny burgers into his mouth before he put us onto the road again. Driving one-armed, he was at a disadvantage. How the hell had he even patched me up if his shoulder hurt that much?

      Adrenaline probably. Shifters had more of it, their bodies designed for endurance fighting. Adaptability made even the smaller raven shifters like Gabriel a lethal force to be reckoned with.

      Not that I’d call the hunk of man next to me small. Before I could offer to help with his meal or eat more than two bites of mine, his phone rang. He glanced down at it.

      “Want me to get it?” I asked.

      “Please. Hit the speaker.”

      His girlfriend’s irritating voice came across the speaker when I hit the button. “Dammit, Gabriel, why haven’t you been picking up, baby?”

      “I’m kinda busy.”

      Caught in the middle of their argument, I froze with the phone still in hand while the oblivious girlfriend continued on.

      “Too busy for me? Look, I know we fought, and I’m sorry you felt like you had to go. I really am. Why don’t you come over here and we can snuggle on the couch for a study session, huh? You can make it up to me.”

      “No thanks.” He shot me an apologetic look and reached for the phone, only for his expression to contort. He sucked in a breath and grunted.

      “Gabriel, don’t be like this.”

      His brows knit in consternation, clearly divided between being the private individual I knew and carrying on with conversation. “Maybe I didn’t get my point across clearly enough to you, but I meant everything I said. You don’t have respect for anyone, Jada. No one. Look, I’ve got someone in my car with me and this isn’t the best time to talk.”

      Miss Pink Booty Shorts was a real piece of work. I winced for him and tried to pretend I didn’t exist.

      “Rodrigo doesn’t mind. Do you, Rodrigo?”

      “It’s not Rodrigo,” he clarified and glanced again at me. “Isn’t that right?”

      “What the hell do you mean it’s not Rodrigo? Who’s in the car with you?”

      “Er, no, I’m not Rodrigo. Gabriel’s just giving me a lift after an accident at the museum. That’s all.”

      Gabriel’s laughter held no actual amusement, only bitterness and the kind of resentment that poisoned relationships. “So anyway, as you can see, I’m busy. We’re both hurt, and I don’t have time for your nonsense.”

      “What?” Jada’s voice rose with irritation. “Who the hell are you—”

      When he signaled for me to end the call, I jammed my finger down on the red disconnect icon. Afterward, I sank against the leather seats, feeling miserable again as I studied Gabriel’s stormy features and white-knuckled grip on the wheel. He didn’t talk again.

      At the end of an hour-long drive, PNRU’s massive gates came into view. Gabriel rolled his injured shoulder, a mild flinch his only reaction. “I’m sorry about that. Her, I mean.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. You didn’t do anything wrong. Though I’m sorry if my being here gets you in trouble. Sorry for getting you beat up too.”

      “It’s my job to get beat up for you, remember?”

      “Maybe, but… hey, can I ask you a personal question?”

      “Shoot.”

      “Why do you put up with that from her?”

      Gabriel quieted for a moment, putting on one of those neutral masks as he pulled up to the security booth and checked us in. Just when I thought he wasn’t going to answer, he rolled the window up again and glanced at me. “It’s a shifter thing. Our parents promised us to each other when we were seven.”

      “What? An arranged marriage?”

      “Kinda like that, yeah. Our parents have been planning it for years. Mom isn’t even a shifter. She’s human as fuck, but her and Jada’s mother go way back to their middle school days. Miss Sofia invited her to some big raven party, introduced her to Dad, and they kinda just fell in love, you know? So mom’s always kind of been aware of this stuff since my uncle married Rodrigo’s mom a few years before that. That’s why my fam is all bears and ravens.”

      “Oh.”

      He drove to the infirmary and pulled into a parking space. I loathed the thought of getting out of his toasty-warm truck into the biting wind, but I didn’t want to look like a baby either by complaining.

      “You should have Mr. Vandercamp look at your shoulder.” Hospitalization was a valid excuse to keep him away from his bitchy girlfriend—fiancée, technically, though thinking about it that way made my chest ache for reasons I couldn’t explain. His next encounter with her would probably be worse.

      I shuddered, for once glad to be single. It beat answering to another person.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I was just thinking that you should have checked out if that was a nos,” I fibbed.

      The grim expression returned, hardening his face and tensing his jaw. He spoke with an edge to his voice. “What sort of future sentinel would I be if I abandoned you? Besides, they can always track down whoever that was. There’s only one Skylar.”

      A few moments of semi-awkward silence fell over us. “You’d just miss me at our sparring lessons,” I said to cover how deeply his words touched me. The tension gripping my throat inhibited my ability to swallow. Avoiding eye contact, I glanced out the window into the windy evening.

      He shrugged out of his jacket and then passed it over the center console. “It’s cold out. You can bring it back to me tomorrow.”

      Accepting his jacket gave me a perfect opportunity to hide my face and swipe my eyes.

      “Thanks. You sure you don’t want to get checked out too?”

      “Nah. My friend Stark is a pro at reducing joints. He always knows what to do. I’ll have him do it before I seek Jada out.” He flashed me a smile rife with uncertainty. “I don’t like hiding from arguments. If she wants a fight with me, she can have it.”

      “I know. It’s what I like best about you,” I said as my brain-to-mouth filter failed me.

      He grinned as I climbed from the car, and with his jacket draped around my shoulders, I hurried into the infirmary. He lingered until I was past the doors.

      Our campus infirmary provided all the student day-to-day medical necessities, but since vampires and shifters didn’t suffer from most physical illnesses, many didn’t use the clinic for anything but basic stuff like first aid and contraception. Mages, the most human of us, passed through as their frequent customers for everything from asthma to eczema unless they could brew their own curative in their dormitory room. Poor Ben had both.

      Only a few yards from the sliding glass doors, a statuesque bear shifter woman in dark pink scrubs typed away at a computer. Nurse Kristi didn’t need to team lift anyone onto a gurney because her biceps were bigger than my waist.

      “Hello, Skylar, back so soon for your next Anti-Conception—” Before she could finish her sentence, her gaze fell to my injured arm. “What happened here?”

      “An accident at the museum,” I muttered.

      Nurse Kristi abandoned her station and fussed over my arm. While she walked me to a treatment room, I relayed the whole string of events from the spontaneous attack to Gabriel wrapping up my arm.

      “He didn’t do too bad a job,” she mused after I lay in the bed with my injured arm propped on a table.

      I was cool with everything she needed to do until she stepped away to the counter and returned with this needle of clear fluid. “What’s that?”

      “A little lidocaine. Unless injuries are severe, we do things the natural way here without magical aids and fixatives.” She smiled to reassure me while I wondered how much of a choice I had about the way we proceeded.

      It burned going in before deadening the whole area. As I blinked back tears and kept up a tough facade, the nurse flushed the wound with saline and picked out tiny glass shards with a pair of tweezers. I refused to watch her apply the five stitches to close the wound.

      “There now, that’s better,” she said, stripping off her gloves. “Rolling around in glass isn’t the best of past times, dear.”

      “Trust me, I have no plans of doing it again,” I mumbled.

      She clucked her tongue and urged me to lay back. “Rest for a while. You’ve had a traumatizing experience.”

      “Huh? But I’m not tired.”

      The nurse chuckled again and settled a thick blanket over me from the warmer against the wall. Something about her amusement should have been a warning. My body didn’t even put up a fight.
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      Voices roused me from sleep, and Simon’s unmistakable voice carried through the cracked door even though he spoke in a whisper.

      “The damages are extensive, but Ms. French was able to contain the spirits before they escaped.”

      Provost Riordan’s gentle reply was almost lost beneath the low hum of equipment. “Good, that’s one less worry off our plate.”

      “Yes and no,” Simon said. “Unfortunately, it appears the perpetrator stole an ancient ding vessel from the collection. It was one of the few authentic magical items in the display.”

      I couldn’t see the provost’s face, but by her long pause, I imagined she was frowning. “You’re certain this was orchestrated by the Hidden Court?”

      The Hidden Court? It sounded like something from a teen drama on television.

      “They’ve claimed credit for the attack, yeah, but at this point I think they’d claim credit for a pigeon shitting on a car. They want attention of any kind.” After a moment of silence, Sebastian murmured, “Perhaps we should finish this discussion when we have less of an audience. She’s awake.”

      So much for my future as a spy. How the hell did he even realize I wasn’t asleep anymore? Since I was busted, I shifted in bed and opened my eyes. Simon, Sebastian, and Provost Riordan all watched me through the doorway.

      “Good evening, Miss Corazzi,” the provost said. “How do you feel?”

      “A little groggy, but better, thanks.”

      Simon stepped up to my bedside. “Feeling up to a little chat?”

      “I’m guessing if I say no, you’re going to insist anyway, so…” I struggled to sit up.

      To my surprise, Sebastian stepped over and adjusted the bed. Then he puffed up my pillows. “Heard you wrangled a couple evil spirits. That took guts.”

      For a moment I stared at him. Had that been an actual compliment? “Oh, um, thanks.”

      Simon cleared his throat, bringing my attention back to him. Provost Riordan stood at his side with her hands folded in front of her. “We’ve already had a talk with Gabriel about what happened, but we’d like to hear your side.”

      “Are we in trouble?” I asked.

      The provost placed a warm, grandmotherly touch over the back of my hand. “Not at all, dear. We’d just like to corroborate Mr. Fujimoto’s story, and perhaps glean something from the incident that has escaped his notice. Can you tell us what happened right before the attack began?”

      “Right before that, I noticed one of them had moved from his original pose in the physical realm. Not just the Twilight.”

      “Interesting,” Riordan murmured. “And what did you do at that time?”

      “Well, I pointed it out to Gabriel first, to see if he saw the same thing. That’s when the power dropped. He wanted my phone so he could call and report it in, but the warriors attacked us first.”

      The three authority figures nodded and exchanged glances.

      “Mr. Fujimoto mentioned seeing someone else in the room,” the provost said. “Did you?”

      “No, but like I said, the power was out. If Gabriel said he saw a vampire, I believe him.”

      Simon nodded. “All right. We’ve disturbed your rest long enough. Take it easy over the remainder of the weekend, Skylar.”

      Riordan patted my hand again and adjusted the blankets while the two men drifted to the door. She followed behind them.

      “Hey. What’s the Hidden Court?” Vampires belonged to the Sanguine Court and fae to the Summer Court, but my parents had never mentioned another governing magical body.

      Simon looked back over his shoulder. “Nothing you need to be concerned with. In fact, I suggest you forget the name.”

      The door closed behind them, clicking shut on my inquiry louder than thunder.
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      Over the course of a week, I answered about a thousand questions related to the event at the museum. After my chat with Riordan and Simon in the infirmary, I didn’t hear another peep from the administration.

      The students were another matter. After retelling the tale a few times, I finally gave Ben permission to become my honorary spokesman. It was like he got street cred for being pals with me, because the other mages paid him more attention after he began to relay the story. He loved every minute, I could tell, because he started exaggerating parts of the battle and acted some of it out with magic, putting on illusional spectacles that the other students enjoyed.

      When I asked my friends if they’d ever heard of the Hidden Court, none of them had anything to offer. Not even know-it-all Pilar or studious Benjamin. I hesitated to ask any of the professors, expecting they’d only repeat Simon’s words.

      “What do your parents think about it?” Liadan asked as we made our way from Magical Artifacts.

      “Dad tried to make it sound like it was just part of life, but I think he was fibbing. He does this thing when he’s not being completely truthful, you know? Sort of hesitates like he has to think about what to say, and he starts mixing up his English and Italian. He’s an awful liar.”

      Liadan chuckled. “And your ma?”

      “Mom said to be strong and fed me some stuff about knowing how to handle myself. I mean, she’s right, but…”

      “But what?”

      “I think she was holding back something.”

      “What do you think it is?”

      “Hell if I know. Maybe there’s some faerie-eating bogeyman they never told us about. Or it’s another test like that stupid surprise exam.”

      My roomie rolled her eyes and bumped her shoulder into mine. “I doubt that one, but I agree it does sound suspicious. What did Gabriel think of it all?”

      I shrugged. “Haven’t had a chance to talk to him except to hand him his jacket back. His girlfriend was over at his place, and I’m steering clear of that train wreck.”

      Liadan wrinkled her nose. “I’ve seen her around, and I can’t utter a kind word in her favor. From what I’ve heard on campus, she’s a spoiled drama queen. Her father is the personal bodyguard for the governor of Texas.”

      “So lots of money in that family.”

      “Lots.”

      I reached the double doors leading out onto the campus then frowned. “Crap. I’ll meet you at the Jamba Juice in five. Forgot to ask Gaspar a question.”

      “I’ll hold you a seat then.”

      We split ways, and after I confirmed my essay subject met the assignment’s requirements, I hurried back outside to catch up to Liadan, the kitten heels on my new autumn boots clicking against the marble floor. After the splurge I made while out with Pilar, I couldn’t afford any more new stuff with my tiny savings, but my parents made me keep wish lists at my favorite online retailers.

      The boots had arrived yesterday, feeling more like a bribe to keep upbeat about PNRU than a random gift. But I trusted them. My parents wouldn’t send me off like a calf for slaughter, right? Not that they had a choice. The laws governing our society had been around for centuries, and if you didn’t want your powers stripped, you attended school.

      When I swung the glass door open, the breeze carried the aroma of fragrant flowers from the courtyard. Further down the way, some of my fellow fae ran a baked good stand to make money for some random charity in the city.

      The wind kicked my hair up around my face, recently straightened and tamed into sleek waves thanks to Pilar’s Cosmetic glamours. She could turn a T-shirt into an evening gown. Meanwhile, I struggled to expand a face cloth into a bath towel.

      Ice cold fingers caressed my nape. “Hey, fresh meat, look out.”

      Midstep during my descent to the sidewalk, I jerked toward the whisper in my right ear. My foot never reached the next stair, and I flailed in the air before losing balance and tumbling down to the bottom.

      Somehow, fortune landed me on my hands and knees, though I abraded my palms on the cold concrete and snapped a nail deep enough to bleed from the nail bed where the ragged edge broke the skin. A hiss of pain escaped from between my teeth.

      The small gathering of college girls at the fountain snickered, all their faces turned toward me. Miss Pink Booty Shorts sat among them with a smug smile on her flawless face.

      Refusing to cry, I stood and brushed off my jeans with the uninjured hand. “Real mature, guys. So nice to see you putting your talents to use.”

      Some ravens had a knack for illusions, possessing a natural grasp of them most mages studied their entire lives to achieve. Ben put countless hours into it since it was his subject of focus, while idiots like Jada used the skill for spite and mischief. Throwing her voice had been a cheap trick.

      Scowling, I eyed the mean girls and decided to exude enough class for their entire group.

      “See any big bad statues lately?” one girl asked.

      “Be careful. She’ll be saying the campus gargoyles are after her next.”

      Of the five, one frowned. “Knock it off,” Amalia said. “Did you forget Gabriel was attacked too?”

      Jada pursed her lips. “No, he single-handedly fought off two spirits gone berserk, because Fresh Meat over there was clumsy and busted something.”

      Without giving her the satisfaction of a response, I darted down the walking path. The scrape of claws against cement alerted me to incoming trouble before I made it beyond the corner of the building. One of them had followed me.

      I glanced over a shoulder to see an enormous she-wolf with caramel fur falling into stride beside me. In a blink, Amalia shrugged out of her furry shape and rose on both legs to trot to my left.

      “Hey,” she said.

      “What?” I snapped. Too furious and embarrassed to make the distinction between her and Jada, I stalked ahead without slowing down, hoping to leave her behind. A pounding headache on the verge of becoming a migraine throbbed behind my left eye, and my racing pulse pushed me along, even though the mood for the library and a smoothie was long gone.

      “I’m sorry about that. I tried to tell her not to do it.”

      I grunted.

      “Jada’s my friend, but she can be a bitch sometimes,” Amalia continued. “But she’s really a nice person when you get to know her.”

      “Right, so nice she doesn’t even care that her boyfriend is hurt. You should have heard her in the car.”

      Amalia fell silent. She’d also picked up speed, too thick to take the hint or that desperate to convince me Jada wasn’t a terrible person. “I’m sorry.”

      “You aren’t the one who owes me an apology.

      “So what really did happen?”

      “Does it matter? She seems to have her version of the events firmly in her head, and you all seemed happy enough to go along with her.”

      “Oh, c’mon, don’t be like that. Rodrigo and I were stuck downstairs thanks to the guards.”

      “I don’t know, okay? The cursed soldiers decided to start moving around and attacked us. Gabriel and I had to fight them off.

      “Jada thinks you’re trying to pull something. I told her that’s ridiculous. I mean, it isn’t like you need Gabriel’s popularity when you come from that family.”

      My scowl deepened. “Look, I don’t give a damn about being some popular girl, and I don’t hang out with Gabriel because of his influence. He’s a good guy and a great sentinel. So tell her to take a chill-the-fuck-out pill and leave me alone.”

      Amalia studied me. “All right. Well, later then.” She turned and jogged away, her steady pace transforming to a four-legged lope midstride. The light brown wolf disappeared around the corner, leaving me to enter the student center alone.

      The food court was located on the upper level, a short staircase dividing the lower lobby from the university grocery store and campus bookstore on the ground level. I found Liadan at a small table with a smoothie waiting on my side.

      Lia rubbed her index finger and frowned, sensing my pain before she noticed my arrival. As I stepped up to the table, her gaze dropped to my bleeding finger. “Oh no. What happened? Let me see that.”

      “It’s nothing, Lia.” Not that she listened to my protests. She took my hand and gave it a good lookover.

      “Lying is beneath you,” she chided.

      Lia removed her crystal wand from the Neverspace, a pocket dimension where we fae stored things we didn’t want to carry in the physical realm. After she tapped it to the back of my hand and mended my bleeding nail bed, I told her about what happened. Her eyes darkened and the good nature vanished from her features within seconds. “You should tell the provost.”

      I glanced down at her progress with the Mending glamour. It wasn’t good for much more than minor scrapes, cuts, and bruises, which meant I’d have to get a new manicure from Pilar. “Tell her what? That a big bad upperclassman was mean to me?”

      “Isn’t this the very thing she claimed the school would not be tolerating between all of us?”

      After shrugging, I glanced away and considered the past five weeks of training alongside Gabriel. “It has nothing to do with racism and everything to do with her man being alone with me at night. It’s petty, vindictive jealousy. He told her that he’s been training me, and she didn’t like it.”

      “I’m guessing she didn’t like you riding home with him either.”

      I scoffed. “Yeah. She went postal when she heard I was in the car. He, uh, hung up on her. Well, technically I did, but because he told me to.”

      “You should still say something.”

      “I’m not tattling because she’s jealous. If it becomes something more than that, I will, okay?” Friendships between students of the day and night school didn’t occur often, and if anything, it’d paint a bull’s-eye on my back if I reported Jada for picking on me. No one but her and my closest friends knew he trained me.

      If I told on her, I’d have to reveal why she loathed me. And if I revealed the truth to PNRU’s administration, I’d risk causing trouble for Gabriel and losing my lessons. That couldn’t happen.

      “Fine,” she agreed.

      “Good afternoon, ladies. Am I interrupting?” asked a student in the most sensual French accent I’d ever heard. My ovaries popped like kettle corn, preparing a thousand eggs all at once before I even looked up to see our faerie class mentor standing over us with his lunch tray.

      “Uh…” My brain and my mouth refused to connect, and it seemed like I wasn’t the only one affected. Lia looked equally as dazzled. Somehow, I recovered my wits enough to snap my mouth shut. “Hey. Julien, right?”

      “That I am. And you’d be Skylar.” Julien’s gaze turned to Lia. “And Liadan.”

      He knew my name. I could die on the spot.

      “May I join you?”

      I would feed him every grape on his tray with my fingers if he’d let me.

      “Uhhh,” came out of my mouth with a strangled noise before Liadan kicked me under the table.

      “Yes, of course,” she said.

      “Merci,” Julien replied, sitting to my left in the chair on my side of our table. My shirt felt too tight, and my nipples were as hard as marbles, and I still had this dopey smile on my face that wouldn’t go away.

      Something was definitely wrong, and the longer I stared at Julien, the more apparent it became to me that it was something to do with his faerie nature.

      “I wanted to ask if you were all right after your ordeal at the museum. I would have checked in earlier, but you are such a busy woman.” When he grinned, his cheek dimpled. Just one. My heart did a somersault in my chest, and sweat beaded on my brow, not because it was hot in the damned food court, but because I was fighting all my instinct to avoid asking Julien out on a date.

      A few steady breaths helped, even though he smelled divine too. “I’m fine now.”

      “But you were injured, no?”

      “Just a small one.”

      Wondering if anyone else shared our distress, I stole a look at the nearby tables. A couple girls had glanced at us, three freshmen ladies were staring, but no one else seemed to care that the hottest guy on the campus had graced us with his glorious presence.

      It had to be glamour.

      “Well, I’m glad to see you came out of it mostly unscathed. Gabriel is a good sentinel, and it surprises me very little that he protected you so well. Though…” He leaned forward, blue-green eyes twinkling like ocean water beneath a noon sun as he whispered, “Perhaps some of that luck and skill is your own. You and Liadan should join the rest of us when next we have a party. We have all taken your freshmen classes already, after all. We will help you study.”

      “I don’t know—”

      “In fact, I still have my freshmen notes. Would you like them?”

      “Oh no, I couldn’t do that.”

      “Why not? It’s not like I can go back in time and do the classes again.”

      “Believe me, the offer is tempting, but I do better when I have to work at it.”

      Julien’s gaze swept over our neglected lunches before raising to study our faces. I hadn’t touched my smoothie since he arrived. “Well, anytime you change your mind. But I still hope to see you both at one of our soirees. You will have fun, I promise.” He winked at me and rose. “Au revoir.”

      The moment he left earshot, Liadan leaned in and whispered, “He’s so… so pretty. Like the prettiest man I have ever seen pretty.”

      “He’s gotta be a selkie, right? I swear I could barely think when he was around.”

      “It’s supposed to be easier to resist the more you’re around them until eventually you don’t notice it at all,” Liadan said.

      “No wonder Gabriel said it would be more fun for me to find out on my own.” I sighed and stared off in the direction he’d gone. “I’m half tempted to go to one of their stupid parties.”

      My phone chirped with an incoming message. I glanced at the screen to see a text from Monica, and just like that, my euphoric mood popped. “Looks like my mentor is visiting her charge tomorrow evening and I get to tag along.”

      “How is she? Your goddaughter, I mean.”

      “She seems nice, but really timid. I think she just needs a confidence boost, but Monica doesn’t exactly inspire that sort of thing.”

      Afterward, we met up with Radha, Anji, and Holly to quiz each other in the library over over our respective classes until it was time to break for my final course of the day.

      Before I could make it down the library steps, Anji jogged up to my side.

      “Hey, Sky?”

      “Hmm?”

      With one hand on my arm, Anji took me down the steps and off the path, away into the privacy beneath a few trees. She sniffed the air in a feral gesture like she was scenting for something. “Good. There aren’t any ravens around now,” she muttered.

      “Ravens around?”

      “Yeah. I wasn’t going to say anything, but… Okay, I overheard something. My older sister Suzie is a junior, and I was visiting her apartment yesterday.”

      “Does this have something to do with Jada?”

      Anji nodded. “Jada rents the place beside my sister, and a couple of her friends were coming down the hall and they were talking like you’re out to steal her man. So she’s got a couple raven friends watching you, dude.”

      “Ugh.” As if my day couldn’t get any worse. Now I had a nemesis.

      “Anyway, I had to let you know. Keep your blinds and curtains shut at all times. Watch what you say in public. She’s vindictive, and she’s mean to everyone.”

      “Thanks, Anji. I don’t have anything to hide, but I appreciate the heads-up.

      “No problem. You’d do it for me. Anyway, I better go. I need a nap before class.”

      It sucked having a friend on the opposite schedule. Waving to her as we parted ways, I moved onto the sidewalk and considered her warning.

      Maybe a better person would have cut ties and ended their friendship with Gabriel, but I wasn’t responsible for Jada’s insecurity. If anything was getting between their relationship, it was her shitty behavior, and I wouldn’t be chased off because she didn’t know how to treat her man like a human being.
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            Scavenger Hunts are Grand

          

        

      

    

    
      Upon awakening Halloween morning to the buzz of campus-wide excitement, I crawled out of bed to find Liadan decorating our living space with ghoul-themed glamour and cosmetic spells.

      Pilar would lose her shit, but maybe it was the kind of reminder—that the entire dormitory wasn’t her designer haven—she needed. To my surprise, she didn’t complain when she stepped out of her room, and she didn’t turn her nose up at the gaudy, over-the-top decor in the halls. She joined us and loaned a few of her designer, 1500 thread-count sheets to the decoration effort by glamouring them into floating specters.

      The quad hummed with anticipation, filled with an infectious mood permeating every corner of the school like a plague, demanding phony spiderwebs and arachnids in every corner.

      A cheerful substitute with a friendly face and waist-length green hair replaced Professor Tristal. Mrs. Robinson spent the entire ninety minutes teaching us harmless glamours related to creating Halloween decorations and hilarious pranks we could pull on our pals.

      We turned each other’s hair funny colors, animated bowls of miniature marshmallows into fluffy spiders, and laughed when no one wanted to leave once the bell released us from class.

      “Oh my God, she was awesome,” I gushed as Liadan and I traveled the hall toward our next class. We stepped outside to cross to the next building with Pilar alongside us for once instead of ditching to hang with her other friends.

      Liadan frowned. “She was fun, but I hope Professor Tristal is okay. She never misses a class.”

      Had Tristal ever missed a class? The other professors occasionally took a personal day for some reason or another, but our glamours professor was ever present, always at the head of the class staring down her long nose at us.

      “Everyone needs a day off sometime,” I muttered.

      Professor Gaspar’s classroom resembled a crypt, setting the perfect spooky vibe for the day. Fat spiders even crawled through genuine webs hanging in the corners. Our desks had been replaced with huge stone tables, one against each side wall, and there wasn’t a single chair in sight.

      “Good morning, everyone,” Gaspar said from an altar in the front. In the spirit of the day, she wore a nun’s habit and had applied dark eye makeup to resemble a certain demon from a popular horror flick. A few of the boys nodded in approval. “Today I thought I would let you handle a few artifacts. Please keep in mind that these are not harmless relics and should be respected. Please form two lines and work your way around the room.”

      “Hey, Professor, is there going to be a quiz on all this?”

      Gaspar’s smile revealed all six of her fangs. “All subject material is likely to show up on a quiz, Miss Andrews. However, for today, there will be no test. Enjoy yourselves.”

      Ben snagged the lead spot in the first line, but I was right behind him. There were three objects on each table, each of them beside a laminated identification card.

      “Oh wow, look!” Benjamin lifted an old mirror from a velvet cushion. The elegant, black-lacquered wood frame had been carved into beautiful curves and swirls surrounding a pane of oval glass.

      “The Oracle Mirror,” I read while Ben gushed over the craftsmanship. “It’s supposed to reveal our true selves. This says it’s from the 16th century and belonged to—”

      “Margaret Aitken,” Ben finished.

      “Do you know everything?” God, he was as bad as Pilar.

      “Hey, she’s pretty infamous among the mages. I mean, c’mon, a convicted witch who turned on her own to save herself by claiming she could detect other magic users. She turned over a lot of innocent people to save her own skin.”

      He stared into it for a few seconds then passed it over so he could move on to the next artifact. The mirror weighed heavy in my hands, and the reflective surface had a yellowish tint, betraying its old age.

      Did I want to know who or what my true self was? Damn straight I did.

      Glowing butterflies shimmered across the grayscale image, imparting nothing useful I could interpret. A jagged streak of white lit the entire field behind them, startling me into hastily setting the mirror on its velvet bed again. Even though I knew its vision was meant for only me, I glanced left and right. Ben had already moved to the next artifact.

      We shuffled along together from one item to the next, but when I glanced behind me, Lia was gone. I saw a few bouncy red curls as she slipped out the door, and Ben didn’t even notice because he was infatuated with the Egyptian dagger once owned by some centuries-dead high priest of Anubis. I didn’t even bother reading the cards since he babbled about their contents in greater detail.

      “It eats souls,” he proclaimed, whirling with the dagger. “I can’t believe she even has this out for us to look at and touch.”

      A few kids in our vicinity leaned back.

      “Maybe don’t swing it around so much,” I suggested.

      Ben blinked owlishly down at the blade in his hands. “Oh. Right.” He set it down and tucked his hands in his pockets. “Sorry.”

      The last item on our table paled in comparison to the first two. The hammered bronze chalice had been enchanted to provide infinite water flavored to the preference of whoever held it. The final line on the laminated card invited anyone interested to have a sip.

      “I’m totally not concerned with possible backwash right now,” Ben said as he wiped the lip of the chalice with his sleeve then raised it to his mouth. He tilted some of the contents into his mouth, and then his eyes grew wide.

      “Well?” Pilar demanded.

      “It tastes like… like the thousand-dollar brandy my old man bought in Europe.”

      Probably desperate to know what thousand-dollar booze tasted like, Pilar snatched it from him.

      “It tastes like—”

      “Like what?” Ben asked eagerly. “Wine? Champagne?”

      “Sunny Delight.”

      Ben’s face fell. “Seriously?”

      “What?” Pilar asked, lifting her chin. “It’s delicious.”

      Knowing that Pilar’s favorite drink in the world was a sugar-laden, totally bad for you, no-fruit-involved juice concoction made her seem more normal. “Okay, my turn.”

      A citrusy tang coated my tongue with the nostalgic taste of my grandfather’s homemade limoncello. That shit was magical, and he’d first let me have a taste of it a couple years ago during a summer visit. We’d sat outside in the afternoon breeze to share a full bottle.

      I swallowed down three mouthfuls before forcing myself to pass the chalice to the next person, the weird and quiet mage girl with the silver-sheen to her dark skin.

      Pilar and Ben eyed me impatiently.

      “It tastes like the limoncello my grandpa makes in Italy. Maybe this summer I can sneak a couple bottles home past TSA with some fancy glamours.”

      Finished with table one, we moved on to the one across the room. Liadan still hadn’t returned. As much as I wanted to check out the other relics, my friend came first.

      “You guys go on ahead. I’m gonna go ask the professor something.”

      “What’s it taste like to you, Tricia?” someone asked in the line for the chalice.

      “Probably tastes like a mouthful of blood,” another fae said without lowering his voice.

      Tricia stiffened. I paused to speak up in her defense, but Pilar surprised me when she whirled on the offensive student.

      “Even if it does taste like blood to her, you are going to have a mouth full of the real thing if you do not leave her alone. The bullying is old, and no one thinks you are funny anymore. Leave Tricia alone.”

      Go Pilar, I thought while moving away toward Gaspar’s desk. “Professor, do you have any idea where Liadan went?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t.” She frowned and glanced toward the door. “I thought she slipped out for a quick breath of air. The mirror can often show us unexpected things.”

      “But nothing bad, right?”

      “That depends, Miss Corazzi, on what we hold in our hearts.”

      “So what are butterflies supposed to mean?”

      She canted her head and studied me. “Transformation. They’re often used as symbols representing metamorphosis and evolution.”

      “Huh?”

      “If you’d like to check on your friend, you’re excused. Please give her my apologies about the mirror. I should have suggested she skip it.” Gaspar kneaded her temples and sighed. “I truly do hope she forgives me. I meant for this to be a fun day.”

      “Thanks, Professor. I’m sure she will.”
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        * * *

      

      About an hour later, the hunt for Liadan ended at the food court, where I spotted her sitting at our usual table. I’d searched everywhere from the academic hall’s lobby to our dorm.

      “Hey, I’ve been looking all over for you,” I said. “You didn’t respond to my texts.”

      “Sorry, I had my phone off. You know Gaspar’s rules. I just didn’t turn it back on.”

      “Everything okay?” I plopped down on the seat beside her.

      “Yeah. I needed to clear my head is all. Really.” She put on a strained smile. “Go get your food before the lines get busy. They have the sushi you like today.”

      “Fine, but remember I’m here if you want to talk.”

      Her smile relaxed. “I know, Skylar. Thanks. Now go on, the bell’s about to ring.”

      As promised, the little Asian kiosk had my favorite meal, so I snagged a couple packages and paid right before the bell rang and the cafeteria flooded with starving students.

      During my brief absence, Holly had joined Liadan. She waved and bounced in her seat.

      “Wasn’t today great?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I wish every day could be fun.” I claimed my usual spot beside the window and cracked open my iced tea bottle.

      Ben plopped down beside me. “I loved Magical Artifacts.”

      I eyed his nachos enviously, but decided my lunch was better. I’d bought two massive sushi rolls covered in spicy mayo and orange roe because there was something magical about the salty little satisfying pops.

      “That Oracle Mirror was neat,” Holly said. “Did any of you see anything when you looked in it?”

      “Not me,” Ben mumbled around a cheesy mouthful. “Just my own reflection.”

      “Really? Same here,” Holly said. “Maybe it doesn’t show anything for mages? What about you, Sky?”

      “I thought I saw butterflies, weirdly enough. Or maybe it was moths. Everything was in grayscale, so it was hard to tell,” I answered.

      Ben hastily gulped down his food and leaned toward Lia. “What’d you see?”

      Liadan speared her salad with a fork. “I’d rather not say. It wasn’t pleasant.”

      “But—”

      Instead of stabbing him with my chopsticks, I cut in. “To be honest, I thought the story behind the dagger was a lot cooler.”

      “Egyptian things are always fascinating,” Lia said, jumping on the subject.

      “There were a few other Egyptian items on the last table,” Pilar said. “But hardly anything fascinating. You missed looking at the seal that inhibits travel through the Twilight.”

      Holly propped her chin on her hand and sipped her soda. “I wonder if that dagger really does suck up souls. You’d think she would be worried about someone stealing it now that we know she has them in her collection.”

      “Gaspar keeps all that stuff locked up in her office, and I can’t even imagine what sort of gnarly protections she has,” Ben said. “Anyway, you all excited for tonight’s festivities?”

      After savoring a bite, I glanced up at him. “What’s going on exactly? I mean, I’ve seen the flyers about a costume contest and a haunted house, but that’s the usual Halloween stuff, right?”

      “You mean no one back home told you?” His eyes widened behind his glasses.

      “Look, the only thing my parents ever discuss about PNRU is all the sappy stuff they did while dating. Dad’s always going on about experiencing it all for myself.”

      “Samhain night they encourage us to cross over into Tir na Nog,” Liadan explained. “Once dusk falls, everything becomes a huge celebration.”

      “There’s going to be so much to do,” Ben continued. “A scavenger hunt, a haunted house put on by the senior vampire class, and magical demonstrations from the wizards and the ravens.”

      “Seriously?” My folks had totally dropped the ball.

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have zoned out at orientation,” Holly teased.

      “Ha ha.” She had a good point though, even if I didn’t want to admit it.

      “What are you guys gonna dress as for the contest?” Ben asked. “I have the best mage costume around.”

      Holly beamed. “Har—”

      Ben groaned. “There’s gonna be like a dozen Harley Quinns.”

      “That’s because she’s awesome.” Holly sniffed.

      Before the two mages could butt heads, I jumped into the conversation again. “Pilar has a great Cleopatra outfit that makes mine feel boring and drab as hell. I have this stupid Malevolent costume from a couple years back that I’m wearing again to get my money’s worth out of it.”

      “Is your shifter pal going to be your raven sentinel?” Ben chortled.

      “Damn. I should have asked him.” Especially since Jada didn’t seem to trust us together, and I’d come to the decision that Gabriel was his own person. During our last work out, he’d confessed to telling Jada she could handle our friendship or break up with him. Since she chose acceptance, it was on her to get over it.

      “What about you, Liadan?” Ben sipped his drink.

      “Jessica Rabbit.”

      His eyes glazed over. Giggling at Ben’s trancelike stare, I gestured to my mouth and whispered to him. “Hey, Ben, you have a little something right here. May be drool.”

      We split up to attend our afternoon classes, and when the last bell rang, the whole school made a mad dash to their dorms to get ready. Rather than wait in line for the elevator, I took the stairs and nearly screamed when a skeleton with glowing green eyes and fangs dropped down in front of me. Snickers from above echoed down the stairwell.

      “Good one, guys,” I called up to my mystery assailants.

      I only had to pass a hundred more replica spiders to get to my room. Someone must have bought them in bulk from Hong Kong or something.

      Since both of my roomies were shut away in their bedrooms when I arrived, I beelined to my room and wiggled into my tight black dress. Pilar and I had done a dress rehearsal the previous night, and with magic, transformed the flowing hem to the ideal length. I strapped on both enormous wings and somehow brushed all my hair into two puffs I could fit within the hollow horns of the dark faerie godmother’s massive headpiece. The movie had been a hit a few years back, a flick about a darkling fae who found her way back to the light for her goddaughter.

      Too bad that wasn’t possible in real life.

      Contrary to her words at lunch, Liadan didn’t emerge in a skintight red sequin dress and heels. Instead she wore a scarlet trench coat and matching fedora. A temporary dye-job glamour transformed her hair to a dull, mousy brown. She probably covered up so Ben wouldn’t pass out with an anime style nosebleed.

      “I always knew Carmen had to be hiding in America.” My lame joke brought a grin to Liadan’s face, and she did a little twirl.

      “How do I look?”

      “You look fantastic,” I told her. “Ready to go?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Down in the quad, we found dozens of other students gathered to participate in the festivities. I coordinated with Ben over text message and found him with Holly by the fountain where a senior faerie and a faculty member took down names and a mage passed out charmed sheets of scavenger hunt clues.

      “Finally,” Holly said. “We’ve been waiting forever for you guys to get here. Even Pilar beat you.” True to her word, she’d colored the tips of her hair and donned the famous outfit from the recent movie.

      Ben frowned at the instructions, bringing life to his comical dark wizard disguise. He must have used magic to accomplish the flat nose, bald head, and slit nostrils. “It’s only two people to a team—”

      “I claim Liadan,” I blurted. Before he could protest, I scribbled my name next to Lia’s on the sign-up, then put my arm around her shoulder. “My own personal guide to Tir na Nog.”

      Liadan beamed and took a list from one of the assistants.

      “I’ll team with you, Ben,” Pilar offered. “I have traveled many times to Tir na Nog with my father.”

      “So I just get left out?” Holly stared at us all.

      Shit. “Er… Ben, I thought your roomie was coming too?” I’d invited Radha and Anji, but they each had plans.

      He shrugged. “Jake changed his mind and said he’s gonna team up with his girlfriend.”

      Holly huffed. “Ugh. I guess I’ll do this stupid thing alone then.”

      I winced. “H—”

      Before any of us could apologize, she stalked away in her booty shorts and made me envy her ability to walk in stilettos. She may not have been the only one dressed as Harley Quinn, but she pulled it off the best.

      “Well, good luck to you two,” I told Ben and Pilar. Lia hooked her arm through mine and we maneuvered out of the crowd.

      To keep things fair for everyone, Riordan had enchanted the list’s writing to remain invisible until a predetermined time, but we passed several groups trying to break the spell for an early peek. Beneath a tree with naked branches to our right, a pair of mages chanted above their blank sheet. Two half-fae tried a similar method with glamour, tapping it simultaneously with their wands.

      “Well good luck there. If they can’t do it in class, they aren’t going to manage it here,” I muttered. With exception to three students, most of our class was riding the line on a B to C average. My B+ taunted me, a flippin’ 88.9 I couldn’t overcome no matter how much I studied.

      Holding a wireless microphone in her hand, Provost Riordan moved to the steps of the administration building.

      “I know all of you are excited to begin, so I won’t keep you waiting with a long speech. Instead, I wish each of you good luck and a merry night of safe festivities. Let the games begin!”

      With a snap of her fingers, the enchantment vanished and a combination of rhyming riddles and vague clues scrawled over the sheet of parchment in fancy penmanship.

      None of them made any sense, and the longer I stared at it, the more frustrated I became until a line at the bottom of the parchment caught my eye.

      What once rolled around now lies flat on the ground, too torn to spin again.

      “Do we have to go in order?” I asked.

      “No, we only need to collect the items from each spot to prove we’ve solved the puzzles.”

      “Great, then follow me, I think I know the solution to this riddle here.”

      Taking Lia by the hand, I led the way across campus to the training ground Gabriel and I used for practices. I knew everything there intimately by now, including the ripped tire in the obstacle course. I’d tripped over it enough at the beginning.

      Tucked inside the tire, we found a baggie filled with golden marbles. After we took one, the enchantment recognized we’d successfully found the item, and magic slashed a red line through the hint associated with it.

      “First one down! What’s next? Does anything look familiar to you?”

      Lia studied the paper. “This one here might be the north fountain.”

      We marked off three more clues on the campus grounds before the riddles became tougher to figure out. I wondered how well Pilar and Ben were doing, or if Holly had made any progress on her own out there, but my curiosity didn’t taunt me enough to text them and ask. Out of breath from our frantic dashes back and forth, we settled on a bench on the edge of the quad to rest.

      “Aren’t you glad you didn’t dress up as Jessica Rabbit now?”

      “Immensely. But you’ve got to drag around that enormous robe and those wings.”

      I tugged on the long train of the black robe, thankful it hadn’t torn despite me catching it on numerous obstacles since the hunt began. “It’s warm at least. I bet Holly is freezing by now. I swear it’s like the weather dropped twenty degrees overnight. It wasn’t this chilly yesterday.”

      “The joys of Chicago weather.” Liadan laughed and leaned over to peer at the list. “They’ve gotten trickier with these last clues, haven’t they? There’s no golden lane on campus.”

      Something in her words got me thinking. “You’re right. There isn’t one on campus, but there is one in Tir na Nog. The clue says to look for ‘where the autumn sun kisses the golden lane.’ I betcha it’s talking about the Yellow Brick Road.”

      Liadan clapped and squealed. “Where it meets with the Autumn Woodlands of Tir na Nog!”

      “Yes! I mean, what’s the point of being allowed to cross over if they don’t make it part of the game?”

      Suspicious of eavesdroppers, I quieted and glanced around the immediate area. Other costumed students traveled up and down the lanes and walkways.

      Beneath the privacy of our Prismatic Cloaks, we hurried toward the boundary of the university grounds. If we wanted to win the Annual Samhain Scavenger Hunt, we’d have to leave the mortal realm far behind us. Excitement rushed through my veins, hammering a wild drumbeat.

      The farther we traveled, the more alien and strange the environment became, beautiful but unlike anything in the mortal realm. Here, the flowers glowed like lanterns and will o’ wisps danced beneath a sky lit in a perpetual state of beauty by the aurora borealis.

      “It’s so beautiful,” I whispered. “I’ve only crossed over a few times, and only when visiting my grandfather in Italy.”

      “It is, yes. I’d love to come back with all our friends one day. Or maybe… maybe later tonight. After the hunt is over.”

      “Yeah, I feel a little bad about leaving Ben and Pilar out, but I figured you could use a break from the lovestruck stares.”

      “I don’t know how to tell him he isn’t my type,” Liadan said. She wrung her hands together. “Ben is sweet, but... is it awful of me to say he isn’t pretty enough?”

      “Do you like guys who look more like Julien?”

      “Oh, he’s pretty, but I dunno. I guess I just haven’t found the right person. I’ve uh…” She scuffed her shoe against the ground. “I’ve dated guys and girls both. I actually find Holly more attractive than Ben.” She stole a shy glance at me.

      I grinned back at her. “To be honest, I think Holly’s a little too diva for you. I’d give it a week before she drove you to murder.” Which was saying a lot, considering how much of a pacifist sweet Lia could be.

      “You’re probably right.” She laughed nervously and tucked her hair back behind her ear. In Tir na Nog, the tip of it tapered to a fine point, like an elf. Mine probably looked the same beneath my headpiece. “You’re not weirded out?”

      “Nah, that doesn’t bother me. You’re still the same Lia.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You should tell him you aren’t interested, instead of avoiding him. He won’t be mad or anything, and that way he’ll stop making puppy dog eyes at you. I mean, right now he just thinks he isn’t coming on strong enough.”

      A wisp circled around us and continued on its merry way as the path took us deeper into the faerie realm. I squinted at the sky again through the heavy canopy overhead and breathed in the fragrance of magic in the air. We weren’t more than a few minutes from our goal, even if time was relative.

      “I know you’re right, but I worry it will damage our friendship.”

      I shook my head. “Nah. If he’s a real friend, and he is, he’ll underst—”

      The trees rustled to our right, and then a twig snapped.

      “Hello?” I called.

      “It’s probably a pixie or something,” Liadan said, but she edged closer.

      We continued down the path, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched. The branches whispered, the sound of something soft against barren bushes.

      “Is someone there?”

      The largest, gnarliest looking wolf I’d ever seen barreled from the trees. Thick ropes of bloody, stinking saliva dripped from its maw, and its eyes blazed red in the dimmed light. While most werewolves were pretty huge, this thing stood nose to nose with me on four legs and was even bigger than Sebastian, with a branching network of bony antlers twisting back from its head. Gore glistened on each point.

      A wendigo. Somehow, a wendigo had entered our sacred realm.

      Liadan screamed. I shoved her behind me and thrust out one hand to release a wave of Faerie Fire. It came by instinct, the molten rush of cerulean and gold flames one of the few offensive spells I knew. Undeterred, the wendigo bounded over the spell.

      “Oh shit! Run!” I urged Lia ahead of me. We jogged three or four times a week together around the campus, but while we were both in reasonable shape, I didn’t think we could outrun a darkling.

      I’d sure as hell try though. Dodging the few obstacles between us and the road winding back to the university, I ducked beneath low-hanging branches and hurdled upraised tree roots. The wilderness provided less room for our pursuer and all the space we needed to maneuver to safety.

      “We’ll never escape it!”

      Despite agreeing with Lia, the least I could do was give it an awful case of heartburn while she escaped.

      Feet pounding against the ground and heart hammering, I kept pace beside her despite the unstoppable brute closing the distance to our rear. “Cloak and run! I’ll try to slow it down.”

      “I won’t leave you here!” she cried.

      “You have to. One of us needs to get away to let the school know.”

      The wendigo came in fast. He leapt over our heads and cleared the space like he was taking a freaking step instead of jumping thirty yards in one bound. Holy crap. Liadan tripped over a root, shrieking as she fell to her hands and knees.

      “Lia!”

      I cast a ward around us, throwing all my strength into the protective spell. My puny shield didn’t have a snowball’s chance in hell of keeping him out, but it was better than pleading “please don’t eat me!”

      Towering above us by at least ten feet, the wendigo stopped shy of my defensive bubble and snarled. Had he grown even bigger than before? As the beast paced a circle around my charm, it wagged its tail, moving from one side of us to the next.

      Darklings may have gone over to the side of evil, but their intelligence didn’t suffer for it.

      “Pretty, pretty fae…” It spoke in a dry, gritty voice. “How delicious you will taste once I’ve sank my teeth in you.”

      Chills ran down my spine. I moved with him, keeping my body between him and Lia and also waiting for the beast to test my defenses.

      Then it began laughing at us. Not snarling or growling, but outright laughing as it fell back onto its haunches. It tossed its head back, revealing the decaying expanse of its mangy throat.

      “I can’t believe this,” it said in its deep, rumbling voice.

      “Wh-what?”

      The wendigo immediately melted away, losing two yards of its height to become my sentinel friend.

      I stared at him in his dirty, navy blue jumpsuit. He wore a hockey mask pushed up to reveal his face.

      “Gabriel?”

      “Sup, ladies. Happy Halloween. Or Samhain. Whatever y’all wanna call it.”

      “That was you?”

      “Well, an illusion.”

      Like a bad dream, the memory of the darkling’s hot breath on my nape lingered in my mind. The rotten stench was still in my nostrils.

      “An illusion,” I repeated.

      “Yeah.”

      Lia trembled behind me without moving or acknowledging she’d realized it was a prank. I was reminded of the pet guinea pig Mindi had as a child. The poor thing had died of a heart attack at two years of age, frightened to death by the family dog. Before it died though, it had just laid there in shock, trembling for an hour while her parents debated what to do.

      “Asshole!”

      I launched myself at him, fists first. Expecting him to sidestep or even bat me aside, nothing startled me more than when my fist landed in his jaw. We tumbled down to the grass together, rolling and flailing.

      “You scared the hell out of both of us!”

      “Hey, hey, wait!”

      “You big jerk! What if I had hurt you with my magic!”

      We came to a stop several feet away, my back to the grass and Gabriel above me while he pinned my hands to the ground.

      “Sky, I—”

      I headbutted him, cracking my brow against his face.

      “Fuck!” Gabriel backed off me and jumped to his feet in a flash. Blood poured down from his nose.

      I was so mad at him I couldn’t think straight. When I launched myself at him again, Liadan caught me around the middle.

      “I think you made your point, Skylar.”

      Gabriel shrugged his coveralls off his shoulders and took off his wifebeater. He pressed the fabric to his face to catch the blood from his busted nose. His voice honked when he spoke. “I did tell you I’d be testing you soon. It’s not much of a test if you know it’s coming.”

      It pissed me off more that he had a point.

      “It’s one thing to test me and another to scare the fuck out of my friend with me.”

      “Look, I’m sorry about scaring Liadan too, but I figured you both would realize something was up. Darklings can’t cross into Tir na Nog.”

      “Darklings can’t…” I stared at him then mouthed to myself, “Fuck.”

      Liadan laughed first. “He’s right. I about died of terror thinking we were doomed, and now I feel so silly.”

      She was right, but it didn’t make me any less angry at him for making me feel like an absolute idiot. Or looking like one.

      He rubbed his jaw. “Guess you passed. Damn. You handled yourself awesomely just now, Sky. Like for real. I mean, a real wendigo is probably going to be a dumbass once you shoot Faerie Fire at him. So you remembered your lessons.”

      “I did?”

      “Yeah. Or your subconscious did.”

      “Right.” There were better things for a subconscious mind to examine instead, like his shirtless chest and all the muscles he’d been hiding beneath his everyday clothes. All shifters had bodies worthy of a superhero action flick, but I preferred toned werewolves and the leaner ravens with their whipcord biceps and defined backs.

      And rock-hard abdomens etched in definition. Gabriel had one worth admiring.

      Liadan nudged me with an elbow. “Sky?”

      “Huh?”

      She giggled. “We lost you for a second there. You zoned out.”

      Although he no longer held his white wifebeater to his face, Gabriel clutched the bloodstained shirt in one hand while gingerly touching his face with the other. He didn’t wince.

      “I’m sorry for breaking your nose,” I blurted.

      “Nah, don’t be. Rodrigo does it all the time. Besides, I had that one coming.”

      Liadan laughed. “Here, let me fix that for you now that I can move again.” A single wave of her wand erased the blood from his clothes and hands. She made it look so effortless.

      “Thanks.”

      “Not a problem. Want to come with us to the Autumn Woods?”

      “Sure, I was on my way there when I saw you on the same path.”

      And decided to terrorize us. Calmer by the second, I walked between my two friends. When we reached the edge of the woodlands in a perpetual state of fall, we found no other students lurking nearby and took our trophies. The sheets didn’t seem to believe we’d cheated by working together, because it gave all three of us credit for claiming golden leaves.

      “Sweet.” Gabriel grinned and tucked his clue page away in his pocket. “So, anyway. Wanna hit up the Haunted House with us later?”

      “Me or both of us?”

      He shrugged. “Both of y’all can come. There’s room.”

      Wary of crossing paths with Jada, I hesitated. “Who’s ‘us’?”

      “Rodrigo and Amalia. What? You think Jada’s got time for a haunted house?”

      I shrugged. “I dunno. I don’t sit around and think about what she would and would not do.”

      His grin broadened. “Neither do I. Anyway, she’s with her girlfriends in the quad trying to win votes for the costume contest.”

      “Oh yeah, what’s she dressed up as?” Sexy policewoman or something probably. Nothing about Jada screamed original or unique.

      “Sexy cop.”

      “Ha!”

      “I’ll pass on the haunted house,” Lia said, “but you should go, Sky. I’ll live vicariously through you.”

      “You sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You girls finish the hunt, and I’ll meet you there at midnight. Sound good?”

      “It’s a date,” I confirmed.

      We touched our knuckles together in a fist bump then split to go our separate ways back to the school. Once Gabriel traveled beyond earshot, Liadan elbowed my ribs.

      “A date, huh?”

      “Shut up,” I mumbled. “We have three more clues to find.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            10

          

          
            Haunted House or Heart Attack?

          

        

      

    

    
      Liadan and I turned in our completed scavenger sheet with time to spare before the winner announcement. The coordinators needed a couple hours to tally all the score sheets since each clue was magically graded by difficulty and time spent solving it.

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” I asked Liadan.

      “I’m sure. You go have fun, and I’ll find Pilar and Ben.”

      “Okay, I’ll come find you all afterward.”

      Following the screams and wild pulses of magic lighting the night sky, I found the haunted manor at the edge of the residential quarters. According to Ben, the senior class of 1976 had convinced the provost to give them a derelict building slated for redesign. Instead of demolishing it for updated housing, the students transformed it into the site for the annual event. They’d made it a true spectacle of magic, glamour, and peaceful collaboration between the four races.

      Fog curled over the transformed yard, and broken gravestones jutted up from the ground. The pathway lights flickered ominously as I made my way toward the entrance.

      “You gonna brave that place alone?” a voice behind me asked.

      I spun around and came face-to-face with an Imperial Stormtrooper. “Er... no? Who’re you?”

      The guy removed his helmet. Dedrik Blackwood offered a small, tight smile. “Sorry, didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “You didn’t. Besides, it’s Halloween. Scaring people is part of the fun.”

      “Oh yeah, you looked like you were having a total blast when you punched Fujimoto.”

      For a minute, I wanted to slap the smirk right off his face. “Were you spying on us?”

      “You weren’t exactly quiet. Half the Autumn Wood heard your scuffle.”

      “Oh.” Whoops. “So, um, did you need something?”

      “How’s your mentorship coming along?” he asked. “Are you actually learning anything from Monica or…? Sorry. You probably don’t wanna talk about it.”

      Something in his earnest, genuine expression tugged at my conscience. “Hey, look, I had no idea when I got here that you were at the school, and I’m sorry you got the shaft from Mrs. Hansford over who I was assigned to.”

      “It’s not your fault. Fujimoto’s a good sentinel, at least.”

      “He is,” I replied. Then I added in a softer voice, “So was your mom.”

      He colored around the ears. “Thanks. Um, anyway… I don’t want to hold you up if you have plans or someone to meet, but my current ward graduates this spring. I mean, I will too, but Riordan’s okay with me hanging around a couple more years for you.”

      “Oh, um…”

      He held up a hand. “No pressure.”

      “Thanks, Dedrik. Really. I’ll keep it in mind.”

      Once he jogged into the darkness, my path up the walkway continued. Rodrigo Gutierrez stood out among the other students assembled beside the steps to the dilapidated mansion. He’d dressed like a famous wrestler, down to the Polynesian tattoos on his shoulder. Beside him, Amalia wore the green and brown leather associated with a fantasy elf. Pointed ears angled out from beneath her braided hair.

      “Hey, you made it.” Gabriel jogged up to me and grinned. Rodrigo and Amalia followed a little behind him.

      “Miss the haunted house? Are you kidding? The real Jason Voorhees couldn’t keep me away.”

      “Sweet. You got here just in time. They’re about to allow the next batch of people inside.”

      “Sup,” Rodrigo said.

      “Hey.” Amalia smiled shyly. “Glad to see you.”

      “Thanks for inviting me.”

      Rodrigo’s huge muscles glistened beneath the muted lanterns hanging from wrought-iron hooks beside us. They cast a spooky, blue glow over his chest, and I wondered how the hell he wasn’t freezing while wearing only tiny shorts and a replica heavyweight wrestling belt.

      “He’s not cold,” Amalia said, like she’d read my mind.

      Heat surged to my cheeks. “I didn’t say anything.”

      “But you were wondering. It’s cool, I did too. I think he’s kind of crazy, but then again, we passed one of your freshman friends in booty shorts.”

      Rodrigo chuckled. “Shifter gift.”

      “I have the same gift, and looking at you makes me cold,” Amalia muttered as she led the way.

      A yawning senior vamp stood beside the double doors in bloodstained doctor’s scrubs. “Take the wings off if you’re going inside the Haunted Manor,” he said. “It’s part of the rules. You can leave them here and return for them after you escape.”

      Escape. Right. Crinkling my nose, I turned and put my back to the group of older students. “One of you mind unfastening me?”

      “Sure,” Amalia said. “Hey, these are pretty nice, but why are there leaves and dirt in the feathers?”

      “I had to give a certain raven an ass-whooping.”

      Both Amalia and Rodrigo stared at Gabriel and, much to my pleasure, he blushed.

      “Don’t piss her off,” Gabriel muttered. “She has a hell of a right hook when her temper is high.”

      “Shortstuff got the drop of you?” Rodrigo busted out laughing. “Man, I wish I’d seen it.”

      Once the weight of my wings lifted from my back, I straightened and stretched my spine before taking the wings from Amalia and setting them carefully aside on a table behind the guy passing out entrance tickets.

      “I swear, if one feather gets busted, I will hex you with the longest string of bad luck you’ve ever had,” I warned.

      “Don’t worry, freshie, it’ll be fine.”

      Gabriel put a hand on my waist and guided me away from the table. “Ready to be scared?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      Rodrigo cracked his knuckles and looked over. “Twenty bucks says me and Amalia get through before the two of you.”

      “Aren’t we all going in together?” I asked.

      “The path splits a few times. It’s like a choose your own adventure book, and there are different exits. If you can find your way out.” Rodrigo made a scary noise and waggled his hands at me. “OooOooOoo.”

      Amalia rolled her eyes. “Meaning he plans to make me shift and sniff the way out so he can keep his twenty bucks.”

      “Sure, I’ll take that bet. I mean, if Gabriel is game.”

      “Make it fifty and you’ve got a wager,” Gabriel countered.

      “Deal.”

      The dude running the queue let us in, and another senior directed us down a shadowed hallway designed to resemble a graveyard, continuing the theme from outside. An open elevator, one of those old-style gated ones, stood at the far end. Rodrigo took the lead, and Gabriel brought up the rear. We made it halfway down the path before the fun started. A hand popped up out of the dirt of a nearby grave, a headstone exploded on the other side, and a hair-raising howl echoed through the room.

      Gabriel stepped forward and bumped our shoulders together. “Scared yet?”

      “After the shit you pulled in Tir na Nog, no.”

      We made it into the elevator before the first “zombies” shambled to their feet. The cage rattled and shook as it lifted, taking us up one floor, then two. All the light vanished and the elevator lurched to the side, trembled, and went still.

      Rodrigo growled. “I can’t see anything. That you, Amalia?”

      “That’s my boob.”

      “Oh.” He laughed. “Whoops!”

      He didn’t apologize.

      Before I could feel my way toward Gabriel or the other two, something slammed into the top of the elevator from the outside of the box, shaking it. I gripped the wall for balance. Then something tickled my ankle in the dark.

      Flourishing my wand for a Sunlight glamour resulted in a shower of harmless sparks.

      “There are enchantments designed by Tristal and Riordan throughout the whole place to dampen magic,” Gabriel said. “Don’t bother trying.”

      “Shit.” While I’d become confident in most beginner glamours, there was no way I’d overcome a master-level charm.

      Another shudder shook the cage around us, like a wild animal battled with the emergency exit to come inside. It snarled and shrieked an eardrum-piercing wail.

      Not enough to scare me. Thanks to Gabriel, my figurative balls were cast iron. I waited it out until the doors opened to reveal a narrow hallway illuminated by ghost lights. At the far end, a slavering ghoul huddled with only its side profile visible.

      “Neat,” Rodrigo said.

      Amalia snickered. “Yeah, not really scary th—”

      The ghoul’s head snapped up and hungry eyes darted to us. Like the rest of the illusions I’d seen across the campus, its realistic appearance, coupled with its dead sprint, raised the hairs on the back of my neck, and I began to have my doubts.

      “It wouldn’t be a real ghoul, right?”

      No one spoke.

      “Right, guys?”

      It dove toward the open door, blood-smeared mouth yawning open to reveal every jagged tooth. Before it could hit us, the doors slammed shut.

      The lights flashed on, revealing the coils of snakes surrounding our ankles and feet. Amalia shrieked and stumbled back against the wall. Then the lights were out again. When they came back on, the bottom was empty.

      We shot up. Then the elevator plummeted a level. My stomach flipped and flopped with the rush of anxiety, someone screamed—I suspected it was Rodrigo—and then it was suddenly all over.

      The lights returned and the box dinged open. We stumbled out into a small room with two doors. The one on the left had a glowing exit sign over it and the words “you lose” painted across the wood. I wondered how many people took it after the elevator ride from hell.

      We all went for the door on the right.

      Something cold and wet wrapped around my ankle. My gaze darted down. Something had crawled out of an opening in the wall, and a pair of glowing red eyes glared up at me. The same ghoul, with its wrinkled humanoid face slid its tongue over the narrow half inch of space between my boots and the hem of my leggings.

      I tore away from it with enough force to lose balance and fall to the side. I slammed against the wall, and the brittle drywall crumbled away as momentum carried me into a nest of spiderwebs occupied by golf-ball-sized arachnids.

      Our six-foot-eight bear shifter shrieked.

      Amalia and Gabriel tripped over each other and stumbled against the opposite corridor wall. It also broke away, and dozens of glossy, hissing roaches flooded out of the holes.

      Rodrigo shouted a string of Spanish swears and high-tailed it down the corridor while Amalia spun in circles and brushed the bugs off her arms and chest, stomping her feet in a mad panic.

      Gabriel laughed until he doubled over, arms wrapped around his middle despite the insects skittering down his arms.

      By the time I’d crawled from the hole and danced enough to dislodge the spiders, Amalia had snatched off her shirt and shaken off her six-legged attackers. “Screw you, Gabriel,” she muttered.

      “I’m not the one who shrieked over roaches.”

      “At least I didn’t run like your cousin.” Amalia grimaced. “I should go catch up to him. He took the left fork, so I guess that means you two get the right. See you at the end, if you make it.”

      “You all right?” Gabriel asked once we were alone. He reached over and plucked a spider from my hair.

      “Yeah. I’m good.” I’d probably feel phantom creepy crawlies on myself for days, but I was fine. “So how are we going to get out of here?”

      “Go right and hope for the best.” He grinned and offered out a hand.

      We left the bug corridor behind and ventured into the next devious creation. The moment we entered the chamber, a door slammed shut behind us and cut off any escape back the way we came. Around the next bend, we entered a room filled with mirrors. The walls rumbled, then shifted, the reflective surfaces swinging around into a confusing array around us.

      “Wow, this is so much better than that escape room I did in Virginia,” I muttered.

      “What’s an escape room?”

      “Me and a friend paid admittance to this thing where you’re supposed to solve clues and find keys to escape whatever the storyline says. Like, the one we did required us to find a spell book to defeat a mummy and escape his tomb.”

      “You paid to fight a fake mummy?”

      “Yup. All in less than an hour. It’s fun. You should try it sometime.”

      Every corner we turned brought us face-to-face with ourselves, sometimes stretched or fattened in distorted images, sometimes with magically altered appearances. I saw myself as a werewolf and Gabriel as a half-fae, his hair bright blue and eyes silver.

      “Neat!” I cried, only to step in front of the next mirror, shriek, and stumble back into the one behind me. My body struck the glass with a thump. In front of me was the creepiest, grossest bird-like creature I’d ever seen.

      At first glance, it resembled the world’s largest raven, but closer inspection revealed it was something else. Where there ought to have been the keratin of a bird’s bill and fleshy nasal ceres, only pale white bone gleamed instead. Strings of meat and gore hung from its sharp edge, and hollow sockets glared from the reflection of the enormous, man-sized beast.

      Unusually quiet, Gabriel stared at it then took me by the elbow. I couldn’t see much of his reflection—the mirror had made him a hulking troll too large to fit into the frame. Trolls were only darkling fae.
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      Had the mirror given us our corrupted forms in reverse?

      “C’mon,” he said.

      “What is that thing?”

      “Just another monster.”

      “But what—”

      “You’re in luck. I don’t have a wolf’s sense of smell, but I can smell the fresh air. I think we’re almost through this thing. Be on your guard in case it throws another trick at us.”

      Elated by the discovery of a possible exit, I clapped and put the strange bird-demon out of my mind. “Lead the way, buddy. I’m in it to win it.”

      He cracked a weak smile. “Good.”

      Moving ahead of me, Gabriel guided our path into the next row of mirrors, leading me occasionally left or right to make a turn. At one point, we encountered a pair of mage students posing as our reflection with a Masquerade spell, and they scared the shit out of me.

      “I was wondering when you’d notice them,” Gabriel said.

      “You could have warned me.” The two had looked just like us.

      His smile widened. “That ruins the fun.”

      We met a dead end after another minute of navigating the scary maze. Our normal, harmless reflections stared back at us. I touched cold glass just to be sure.

      “Weird,” Gabriel muttered. “I felt the breeze. In fact, I know I smelled—”

      The floor dropped from beneath us.

      “Shit!”

      After plummeting a short distance, smooth and polished floor interrupted the fall. The downward momentum coasted us along on a high-speed slide through a dim tunnel.

      “Gabriel, what’s happening!”

      “It must be a new addition! I don’t remember this from last year!”

      We soared through the dark, the occasional light flashing before us, while chattering skulls and terrifying animatronics glowed in the pitch-black chute. It figured a magical school would have included the Halloween attraction from hell as part of its “fun” house.

      Legs entangled and fingers clutching his shoulder, we shot down the slide together at an impossible speed. I screamed as a ghoulish, nosferatu figure leaned forward from an opening above us with its arms outstretched.

      Even Gabriel swore.

      We hit another drop before the monstrous creature could reach us, and while it didn’t hurt, I had to wonder about the haunted house’s dimensions. It seemed impossibly large.

      The slide ended when we shot out of its exit and landed on thick cushions meant to soften our fall. We tumbled across the mats and hit the padded wall, coming to a stop. Gabriel had kept his arms around me the whole time.

      “Holy crap that was intense,” he said.

      He sprawled over me. One of his hands cupped the back of my head and the other gripped my left hip. All I could think of in that moment was the memory of his bare chest and how much I wanted to explore it with my fingers. Which led to an uncomfortable warmth inching up my neck into my face while a pure jolt of lust curled between my thighs.

      “You good?” he asked in a low voice.

      “Uh-huh.”

      He didn’t move away, and I didn’t mind at all. In the dim light, his dilated pupils made him resemble his raven side more than ever. Our locked gazes held, the breath caught in my chest, and the hammering pulse slamming through my veins became a dull roar.

      I told myself over and over again that kissing him would be wrong, no matter how delectable his lips would be. It didn’t matter that I’d fantasized doing it over a dozen times the past few weeks, and fate didn’t care about how unfair it was that Jada got to have him when I could treat him with the respect and dignity he deserved.

      Our noses touched, a light skim, and his warm breath whispered across my lips.

      Wrong. He didn’t belong to me.

      So wrong, echoed through my hazy thoughts, blurring my weakening self-control. Even as desire exploded within me and yearning blossomed in my stomach, my brain screamed that it was wrong. Right when I thought he’d kiss me, Gabriel pulled back and the moment ended, what little intimacy there had been between us over. He helped me sit up and brushed my hair back from my face.

      “We should probably get out of here before the next poor victim falls on us,” he said.

      “Yeah,” I whispered, hating the way my voice shook. Damn him for being a good guy and me too for being tempted by a dude in a relationship.

      A dark chute led us from the padded room and back out into the house. Our exit wasn’t far. I welcomed the breeze against my flaming cheeks.

      “Do you think we beat Rodrigo and Amalia out?” I asked. We’d both been silent since our almost kiss.

      “I don’t see them, so looks like. Guess you don’t have to pay up.”

      “Weren’t you offering to pay since you upped the stakes to fifty bucks.”

      “Nah. I was just adding some incentive for you to win, but since I’m a generous kinda guy, I’ll let you keep his money.”

      A second pair of bored seniors waved us to a giant plastic cauldron filled with candy. “Congrats on surviving. Help yourself.”

      “Ooh. Candy.” They didn’t have to tell me twice. I darted over and dug down through the sweet hoard, picking out every Kit Kat I came across when no one told my greedy ass to knock it off.

      Gabriel glanced at me. “Seriously?”

      “What? It probably tops itself off anyway.”

      “I guess I pictured you as a Skittles girl.”

      “They’re okay, but chocolate covered crispy wafers win every time.”

      “If you say so.”

      With his help, I donned my wings again, and we waited for the others to emerge. They showed up ten minutes after us looking like they’d fought a battle and lost the war. Amalia’s chest heaved, and sweat gleamed on Rodrigo’s skin, smearing his phony tattoos.

      “I’ll pay you tomorrow,” he grumbled to me. “No pockets.”

      “Sure thing. Thanks for letting me run through with you guys.”

      “Gabriel!” Jada called in the distance, voice like nails over a chalkboard. “They’re going to announce the winners of the costume contest soon.”

      Like she had a chance in hell of winning with her lame costume, I thought in the heat of a jealous, petty moment. Wincing, I stepped back from my new friends and searched for an excuse to leave.

      “See you tomorrow, Sky,” Gabriel murmured when she jogged over.

      If looks could kill, I’d be a greasy smear on the sidewalk, but at least Jada didn’t say anything to me before dragging Gabriel away by the arm.

      “Bye, Skylar,” Amalia called, louder than necessary, like she hoped Jada would turn to acknowledge me. She didn’t. Rodrigo gave me a sympathetic look and then trailed alongside Amalia.

      Since that was the end of my fun with the older students, I moved to the courtyard path and wiggled my phone out of my pocket to check in with Lia and Pilar. All our friends had gathered in the recreation center for the party preceding the announcement of the night’s contest winners.

      Jada didn’t take home the prize for best costume, but Pilar received an honorable mention for her detailed Cleopatra. The winner, a senior vampire mage, took home first place for his depiction of Hades and the magic he’d poured into making his Labrador Retriever look like a three-headed hellhound.

      Liadan and I snagged second place in the scavenger hunt. On top of bragging rights, we each received a small trophy and a $500 gift card to the campus store. First place received one for a grand.

      Next year, I promised myself, that would be us. We just had to survive until we were sophomores.
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      December arrived, dumping a ton of snow over the campus and covering every cement surface with ice. The groundskeepers cleared and salted the pathways for us, and some clever upperclassmen found a way to charm colorful pansies to bloom in the snow-laden branches of the trees instead of the frozen ground.

      Pilar called it a simple, unimpressive trick. I called it beyond my ability because hell if I knew how to make flowers grow in warm weather. There were days I felt like the worst faerie ever.

      Shivering inside the double layers provided by a fleece sweatshirt and a heavy wool coat, I hurried along toward the parking garage to meet with Monica. Today was our last check-in with Sharon for the semester.

      No Christmas gift would be as sweet as a freaking month-long holiday break away from her. As much as I would have loved to request a new mentor who actually did the job instead of slacking off while I earned her a grade, the chances of that happening were nil as long as she was in good with Mrs. Hansford.

      Monica arrived long after the meeting time she insisted on, as unapologetic and spoiled as ever after making me huddle outside in my coat for twenty minutes. The heated seats inside her car helped. Twenty minutes later, she navigated the public roads leading into Chicago at terrifying speeds.

      I clutched the armrest of the passenger seat every time she reached for her phone to text while driving.

      “Do you mind?” I finally snapped.

      “Mind what?” she asked, distracted by thumbing in words on the screen.

      “Not getting us both killed.”

      She rolled her eyes and tossed it into the beverage holder between our seats but managed to make the rest of our drive without checking her Facebook.

      “Where’s Gabriel?” I asked to fill the silence. He was usually in the car with us and never far from his ward.

      “Ugh. Birdbrain will meet us there. He was out in the city working his day job or something I guess.”

      My temple throbbed. “Do you have to call him that? It’s rude. He puts his life on the line to make sure you get to and from your meetings with Sharon. At least show him some respect by using his name.”

      A furrow creased the middle of her brow as she twisted around and stared at me. “God, freshie, you sound like a court sympathizer.”

      “A what?”

      She waved away my question and continued on. “Let me give you a word of advice—don’t get attached to the beasts and leeches. We’re on the top of the food chain for a reason.”

      The disgusting slurs abolished any chance I had of making nice with her. Giving up, I twisted around to stare out the window instead, too furious to speak again.

      Monica’s earlier text message had claimed the probability lines pointed to tonight being an ideal time for moving our charge to the next step, so I focused on that to pass the time. Sharon’s destiny pointed to a future of creating beauty with her music.

      Not every charge grew up to be a doctor with the potential to cure cancer or a scientist who would discover intelligent life on some other planet. Artists like Sharon gave just as much to the world, touching people’s souls and hearts through paint or song. Those people were needed for the comfort they provided through entertainment.

      Monica didn’t seem to understand that. She complained all the time about receiving a musician to look after. She’d have preferred someone who, in her eyes, was more important.

      She passed her car keys off to the restaurant valet. Above us, perched on top of a street lamp, I noticed a big raven. Gabriel, possibly. From afar I wasn’t confident.

      “Thanks to me, Sharon has this restaurant gig, but I think I can do better. So I’ve arranged for a music producer to drop by during her shift.”

      More like she had her daddy pull some strings. I didn’t say anything, but considering I was the one who had gotten Sharon this job on top of helping her to pass her final exams, I was pretty sure Monica hadn’t done any actual work since.

      “Music producer, check. Meaning we’re here to—”

      “I have to make sure she does her best. Capiche?”

      Capiche? Really? I snorted. Even the raven above us cocked his head and looked down. His brown eyes, lighter than the usual chocolate color I saw in birds, rolled as far as they would go in his head.

      “Can’t you move out of sight, Fujimoto? You’re crowding us, and I don’t want bird crap on my dress.”

      “Right,” the raven muttered before flying to a building instead, even though he’d been there first.

      Sharon arrived when her mother dropped her off in front of the restaurant, clothed in a navy cocktail dress and matching shoes with kitten heels. No one would call her pretty until she smiled, and she never smiled until she was behind a piano. The rest of the time, she moved at a quick shuffle, afraid of the world and uncomfortable in her own skin.

      Pitying Sharon for drawing the worst faerie godmother of the lot, I stepped forward to intercept her on the sidewalk. “That’s a really pretty dress.” She startled, stumbling, so I reached out and steadied her. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, um, it’s okay. Surprised me a little.”

      “Yeah, sorry, your dress caught my attention is all. Blue looks really good on you.”

      A shy, uncertain smile lit Sharon’s face aglow with warmth and happiness. One compliment had changed her entire mood. “Thank you. Anyway, I should go or I’ll be late for work. Thanks.”

      “Don’t let me keep you. Have a good night.”

      Monica waited until Sharon was through the door before she grabbed my wrist and jerked me aside. “Listen up, newbie, I’m trying to be nice to you, but you need to keep your mouth shut. This is my final exam. Don’t screw this up for me.”

      I glanced down at the hand on my arm while considering a “break bones first, ask questions later” approach to dealing with my mentor. Maybe there was an unspoken threat in my expression, because she released me in a hurry. “She looked nervous, so I complimented her dress.”

      “Who told you it’s okay to talk to the charges?”

      “Uh, no one told me it wasn’t okay to speak with the charges. It doesn’t say it in any of the guide books.”

      “Forget what the guides say. We’re following my rules, and I run the show. Christ.” Monica fluffed her hair then checked her watch. “Time to go inside.”

      Oblivious mortals walked up and down the sidewalk as Monica waved her hands to weave an advanced-level Rags-to-Riches glamour. Over the course of a few seconds, our clothing transformed from top to bottom, melting away my coat, hoodie, and then jeans in place of silky material. By the time the spell reached my feet, my winter socks had become black leggings, magic exchanging my snow boots for black heels. Contrasting my dull accessories and knee-length black dress, Monica resembled a model in Louboutin pumps. She held a Gucci purse in her hands and sparkled in a crimson blouse with a black pencil skirt.

      “Why don’t we just go in through the Twilight and watch?”

      “Because it’s dinner,” she replied. “Might as well enjoy a good meal while I work.” She adjusted her cleavage and strode inside as if she had a reservation.

      She didn’t, but one touch of the host’s wrist and a little magic changed that. He seated us at a window table where we could watch Sharon. She’d already slid in front of the piano, her expression joyous as her agile fingers flew up and down the ivory keys. Her voice swept a chill down my spine, the words and melody reminiscent of a lounge singer in a 1920’s club.

      Man, that girl could sing.

      “Keep your order under twenty bucks.”

      “Right. Soup for me then.” I ordered a fifteen-dollar bowl of lobster bisque and a water when the waiter came around. Limited savings and a modest allowance from my parents meant I would not order on my own dime.

      Twenty didn’t go very far in a place like this, and apparently that budget was only for me, because Monica ordered steak, lobster, and wine. When the waiter asked to see her I.D., she wiggled her fingers and he walked away.

      We couldn’t use magic to steal from mortals or hurt them, but we were totally allowed to use mischief to skip a line or pull off a little underage drinking.

      I glanced outside to see Gabriel observing through the window. He’d perched on a car hood. His feathers had all fluffed up, and he stood on one foot with the other claw drawn against his downy stomach to conserve heat. He looked so cold I could have carved Monica’s heart out with a spoon.

      Was I any better than her for letting it happen?

      The moment I rose from my seat, the big producer finally arrived. He entered wearing shades, looking like a wealthy poser in an all-black suit without a tie. I settled again and watched the restaurant staff rush to fulfill his needs. They placed him at a private table for two near the piano.

      Had he requested that? I wanted to ask Monica how much he knew about Sharon already, but she wasn’t likely to give me any information.

      While my mentor focused on her fine dining, I studied the room. Sharon was between songs and taking a water break. A waiter refilled her glass and leaned in closer to whisper.

      Change exploded through the girl’s aura like fireworks, sending a network of dark tendrils swirling through the burnished, golden-bronze we had coaxed out of her during the semester. When Sharon started a new song, her fingers faltered over the keys. None of the other diners seemed to notice, but her aura flared up again in a panic of ugly, muddy brown colors.

      Since Monica was oblivious to anything that didn’t directly benefit her, I cleared my throat and gave a nod toward her charge.

      “What? She’s doing fine,” Monica assured me. Her phone chirped twice, prompting her to pick it up.

      “No, she isn’t. She’s full of anxiety now, and the rhythm is off. She’s going to choke in front of this guy,” I hissed across the table. Butting heads with an older fae hadn’t been part of the plan, but the alternative—letting Sharon fail—was no longer acceptable.

      Monica’s irritable flick of the wrist created a calming breeze, like a fog of magical happy-juice and sedatives drifting in the air around Sharon. Then she returned to her text message. “What the hell does he mean he’s busy tonight?”

      “Monica—”

      “Can’t you see I’m doing something?” she snapped.

      “But—”

      “I am busy. They can wait.”

      Fine. Whatever. But I wasn’t going to let poor Sharon get screwed over because the cosmic lotto gave her a selfish bitch for a godmother.

      Monica didn’t react to my excuse about leaving the table to use the restroom. Once inside a stall, I let the shadows envelope and carry me to the metaphysical realm accessible to only fae and specific supernatural creatures. The Twilight.

      I parted the curtain between the two realms, and then a few steps took me across the busy restaurant floor. The world beyond the windows shone in shades of purple, pink, and orange, a perpetual state of dusk no matter the hour in the mortal realm.

      In the Twilight, Sharon’s spirit shone brighter than a jewel and her memories flickered across her form. I watched for a moment, picking up the information I needed to help her.

      Placing both hands on her shoulders, I infused all the warmth and support she deserved from her real godmother. “You can do this,” I whispered in Sharon’s ear. “Think of your peaceful place, the sunny room where your grandfather taught you to play. Let the warm sunlight glow against your skin, smell the scent of his vanilla tobacco, and just play the way you did for him.”

      Monica remained distracted by her phone, so I took advantage of the situation and whispered more kind words to her charge. I told Sharon she was witty and brave, so very smart, the joy of her family, and that she’d honored her deceased grandfather. I brushed aside a worry blemish staining her aura, like wiping rust from polished chrome.

      Sharon’s spine straightened, and determination washed through her, sweeping aside the unease until only tranquility remained. With her grandfather on her mind—he’d died recently, only a few months ago—she forgot about the producer. She poured her soul into the music instead, and when her lips parted, the depth of each note resonated through the room.

      The producer snapped his attention away from his date and stared.

      Grinning, I melted back into the shadows and crossed the Veil to return to the mortal realm, emerging in the bathroom stall.

      Despite the exhaustion of lingering in the Twilight for so long to encourage Sharon, an undeniable sense of accomplishment rushed through me, better than basking in warm sunlight on a spring afternoon. Pride too. Not in myself, but for the girl at the piano. She became a different woman then, radiating confidence.

      Job done, I hung out by the producer’s table to eavesdrop. He looked enthralled, and I overheard him muttering something to his companion about finding the next Alicia Keys or Lady Gaga.

      I returned to my seat as Monica stuffed her phone away. “See? Nothing to worry over. I told you she’d be fine.”

      Honestly, I deserved a medal for not punching her.

      The diners rewarded the song’s conclusion with a grand applause, clapping until Sharon rose from the bench and bowed. She excused herself afterward for a break, and the producer followed her.

      “All done eating? We can go now.”

      I wasn’t, but I didn’t want to stick around any longer. Monica “graciously” covered the bill.

      On our way out, behind Monica’s back, I nudged Mr. Gordon with my magic, whispering for him to keep an eye out for his employee. Not to let anyone bully her into signing anything without a lawyer.

      With that handled, I stepped outside and tapped Monica on the shoulder. “Can I have my clothes back please?”

      “Fine whatever. You don’t have the boobs for that dress anyway.” When she waggled her fingers my way, my jeans, hoodie, and heavy coat returned in place of the dress. At least I was warm again.

      “I do too have the boobs for it!” I finally snapped back at her. Just because I didn’t have a huge pair of tits like her didn’t mean I couldn’t fill out a dress. With a push-up bra, but that was beside the point.

      The flutter of feathers preceded Gabriel appearing at her right side. As the evening dwindled and a mindless crowd of passersby drifted down the salted sidewalks, no one noticed a bird landing and taking the shape of a man.

      His gaze lowered to my chest before flicking to Monica. “We need to go,” he said without preamble. “Something’s here.”

      Ugh. He’d heard the tail end of our conversation.

      Monica scoffed. “Are all you corvid folk so dramatic? Relax, it’s just how Chicago is. There’s all sorts of bad vibes around here and part of the history.”

      “I don’t know, Monica, it’s his job to filter out stuff like that. I think we should listen to him.”

      The older fae sighed and flagged down the valet who had taken her car. Except he was busy with another customer and we’d have to wait a couple minutes. I tried not to rub my arms or pace.

      “We need to go,” Gabriel repeated. His head tilted up and his eyes focused on the darkening sky. A small hint of golden sun shone over a horizon interrupted by Chicago skyscrapers. In a minute or two, that’d be gone.

      Without waiting, Gabriel grabbed Monica and me by our arms and forced us down the sidewalk like he was conducting a police escort.

      Monica swatted him, to no effect. His grip remained iron around her bicep. “What the hell? Let go of me.”

      “No,” Gabriel said with an edge to his voice. “There’s clouds rolling in, and the air smells like death. You know what the fuck that means, right?”

      My mentor paled. For the first time since we arrived, something other than snobbiness and conceit colored Monica’s emotions. Like rinsing the paint from a canvas, she turned so white I was petrified without knowing why. “Nosferatu,” she whispered.

      Fae were like a drug to the feral vampires, our blood liquid happiness and joy, cocaine made into a vital nutrient with the same addictive qualities. A nosferatu who had a sip of even a half-fae could become beautiful again for a short time.

      Gabriel continued to talk as he led us along. “Look, we don’t have time to wait on your car. We can get to mine. Stay close to me.” He’d changed from a sullen onlooker to authoritative bodyguard.

      “Okay. Um, let’s go then.” Monica pulled from his grasp and sped up, her BMW forgotten. Gabriel’s strong fingers squeezed my upper arm in reassurance along the way.

      The closest I’d ever come to a nosferatu was that starving vamp back home, and he hadn’t turned completely. I didn’t want to imagine what a fully dark vampire looked like.

      Monica hyperventilated, breaths coming in short gasps. “W-w-we won’t make it. They’re gonna kill us.”

      Gabriel’s body tensed, a coiled spring ready to snap. “They’re not going to kill you. Not while I’m here. Calm down, and do exactly what I tell you.”

      With tears streaming down her face, she whimpered and nodded like a meek kitten.

      A few clueless humans lingered, though some had enough perception to determine something was “wrong.” The mortals able to sense the shift in the air walked faster. They shuffled with their heads down, clutched their purses tighter, and found excuses to leave the street. Traffic thinned, rush hour long over and the one-way street silent.

      Heavy curls of white mist rolled in like something out of a horror movie. We weren’t far from Lake Michigan, but the unnatural weight of it chilled me. Goose bumps tingled across my arms and the back of my neck.

      Something hard and heavy rammed into my side like a freight train, knocking me right out of Gabriel’s grip and down to the ground. Rough asphalt scraped against my palms, and Monica took off like a bat outta hell.

      Yellowing teeth gnashed inches from my face. The stench of carrion washed over me, raw meat and rancid blood. Shrieking, I reached instinctively for my magic, and a burst of solar light flashed point-blank in my attacker’s pale face.

      The vamp’s agonized shriek nearly popped my eardrums before she split apart into a swarm of bats and retreated.

      Ignoring the pain, I jumped back up to my feet and turned to face my attacker, both arms up in the guard position Gabriel had taught me. The vampire reformed several feet away.

      Nosferatu were terrifying. Their once good looks had warped, like a horrifying veneer over what should have been something sexy. A few strands of scraggly blonde hair clung to her skull, and pale, bloodless lips pulled back from discolored teeth in a snarl.

      “Skylar, catch!” Gabriel called. They had him surrounded, three other vamps who probably knew he was the true threat.

      He fumbled something from his jacket and threw it toward me. Silver metal glinted in the yellow glow of the streetlamp as it flew through the air. I reached up, stretched my hands for it, and closed my fingers around warm metal.

      He had given me a crucifix.

      Dad had taken me to church a few times as a kid, but it was never a forced issue in my house. I had enough faith to believe something powerful was out there—something undefined and unclaimable. It seemed to be enough, at least, making my attacker shrink back with a hiss.

      Around us, the streets had thinned, but they weren’t empty. Cars waiting to cross the intersection stalled, and a few people stared at us blankly from the sidewalk, but no one lifted a hand to help.

      Bystander Syndrome was a natural consequence of magical use. When journalists and news stations reported horrible accidents where a grand number of people numbly stood by in observance, usually some form of arcane activity was involved.

      Step by step, I backed my way toward Gabriel, keeping the crucifix between me and the female nosferatu. One of the three surrounding my sentinel turned toward me and charged, forcing me to turn and drive him off. The female whipped past me, taking a chunk of my hair with her.

      “Pretty, pretty faerie. Give me some of your blood. Just a taste. Just one taste is enough. It won’t hurt.”

      When she charged the next time, I twisted and thrust the crucifix out against her arm. Her skin sizzled and popped where the metal touched.

      “I’m going to try something.” It was all the warning I gave Gabriel before summoning my magic in a sparkling corona of light around my fist.

      All the colors of the rainbow shimmered and swirled up from my palm, expanding in a glowing nimbus. Larger than my go-to solar stun, the magic exploded outward in a blinding flash. I pushed back at the unnatural shadows and the fog, pouring all my energy and focus into the spell.

      To the humans, I could have been doing anything from waving a flashlight around to playing with a blowtorch. The reality was a hellacious glamour, leagues above the sunlight orbs I’d created in the alley behind the pizzeria. I wasn’t on the same level as Simon, but one day maybe I’d be able to turn night into daylight too.

      Blinded by my spell, all four nosferatu recoiled and backed away while striking out in wild, uncoordinated attacks. Steam arose from their skin, and the female closest to me shrieked before abandoning the fight and taking off for the shadows.

      Breaking rank drew attention to her. Gabriel charged in, hurled her to the ground, and before she had the chance to fend him off with more than a few desperate punches, he thrust a stake into her chest. She spasmed on the ground. Quicker than my eyes could track his movements, he dropped a holy wafer in her mouth. As she erupted in flames, her comrades fled and left her ashes behind.

      Panic exploded around us from the remaining humans on the street corners moving through the city. “Call for an ambulance!” someone screamed from the sidewalk. Hopefully the innocent onlookers didn’t view us as the aggressors.

      “Where the hell is Monica?” Gabriel demanded. He made a low noise, an inhuman growl in his chest—not surprising since the history books said ravens, wolves, and bears had a common ancestor. “We need a top-level Serenity glamour now.”

      “I don’t know what to do!” I cried, voice shrill despite my attempt to stay cool. As a freshman, we hadn’t received those lessons yet, and while I knew the theory, I also knew my frazzled state would make it worse. Doing it once for Sharon in the relaxed setting of the restaurant wasn’t the same as consoling a traumatized crowd.

      “We don’t have time to cool the crowd. We have to find Monica,” I blurted. Why had she run? Keeping with your sentinel was the safest place to be during an event.

      Gabriel grabbed my hand and we ran, abandoning the battle scene before police could arrive and start asking questions. I trusted he had a way of tracking her down, and he didn’t disappoint. Soon as we found Monica huddled inside an AT&T store on the corner, Gabriel hustled us to his Dodge. Monica scrambled into the rear cab while I claimed the front passenger seat.

      The poor girl looked so lost I leaned into the back seat and fastened the belt for her before buckling mine.

      “What if more of them are coming?” she asked in a quiet voice, the hauteur and arrogance gone.

      Gabriel peeled out into the road and blew through the empty intersection. The bad vibes there echoed through the area, and a black, ashy silhouette remained where the nosferatu died. “Been taking classes in evasive car maneuvers since last year. If they want us, they’ll have to put some work into it.”

      Apparently he’d earned an A+, because he drifted around the corner like a stuntman training for a role in The Fast and the Furious.

      “What do you need us to do?” I asked.

      “Call the 7-line.”

      Monica huddled in the back seat of his truck and blubbered as if she’d been the one knocked down and drooled on. She babbled out what happened to whoever answered the call, and then she broke into sobs again. My palms stung, but I resisted the urge to wipe them against my jeans and drew in a few breaths meant to calm my racing heart.

      Gabriel stared straight ahead, brown gaze occasionally darting to his mirrors. He merged onto a highway. “Are both of you okay? Anyone hurt?”

      “Fine,” I murmured.

      My mentor whimpered something incoherent.

      “Good. I need an Inconspicuous glamour on my truck before a cop pulls us over for speeding.” The spell made mortals ignore everything within a specific radius of the caster. It was what Monica should have cast while he fought the vampires.

      “That was really amazing, what you did,” I mumbled in a low voice. Gabriel had been impressive, and he looked completely in control, even now. Stoic and cool, like he’d done this a dozen times already. Maybe he had.

      “It wasn’t that much,” Gabriel said.

      When Monica didn’t cast the spell, I found enough power in my reserves to do it for her and cloaked the vehicle in an inconspicuous bubble. At least I hoped the spell worked. Maintaining concentration took everything I had.

      Without traffic slowing us down, we reached the school in record time, and by then I realized Gabriel was putting on a show. He parked the car and got out, holding his side and leaning against the closed driver’s side door with his eyes closed.

      “Go check in,” he told Monica.

      Some of the color had returned to her cheeks. “Right, Provost Riordan should be waiting for us in her office,” she said, heading straight for the quad. I didn’t follow her. Instead, I rounded the car and moved over to Gabriel’s side.

      “C’mon, big guy, I’ll walk you to the infirmary.”

      “Ugh, no. I’ll get there. Catch up with Monica so you can tell Riordan what really happened. She’ll babble some nonsense about how she saved the day or something.”

      He hit the lock button on the key fob and moved slower than molasses for the walkway. His eyes squeezed tight, and his breaths became erratic. Pained.

      “Screw Monica. You’re hurt and pale as a piece of paper. I can give Riordan my accounting afterward, because it’s not like Monica will let me get a word in edgewise anyway, right?”

      What a stubborn man. The keys rattled in his quaking hand. He’d killed a monster, and that had to shake anyone.

      “Okay,” he agreed. He didn’t make it far on his own, and while shifters could regenerate, their healing wasn’t quick enough to walk it off. He leaned against me most of the way until Nurse Kristi saw us enter and rushed over to take him.

      “Thanks,” he muttered quietly before the bear spirited him away.

      With Gabriel in good hands, I stepped outside and sprinted across the campus.

      Provost Riordan’s personal assistant greeted me with a smile when I reached the top floor of the administrative office. Its plush carpet, a spotless stretch of wine color beneath flawless wooden furnishings in antique styles, reminded me of plum velvet. Portraits of former headmasters decorated the walls, and the scent of a woodland glade perfumed the air.

      “Go straight ahead. She’s waiting for you,” the secretary said.

      Afraid to charge in, I nudged the door open and slipped inside. The scent of a fair meadow in springtime greeted me.

      The provost’s office matched the exterior rooms, a melding of old-world antiquity and modern elegance with silk damask wallpaper in shades of blue supporting numerous Tir na Nog-inspired wall tapestries.

      And then there were the shelves and a spiraling staircase that ascended to the upper level. Walls and walls of shelves too numerous to count offset a breathtaking art collection.

      “—and then he made us walk to find his car and that’s when those things attacked,” Monica was relaying. “If we’d just waited for my car, we’d have been fine.”

      My body trembled with a rush of anger. That lying skank.

      At the conclusion of Monica’s banter, the provost smiled thinly and lowered her pen to the table. “Thank you for your accounting of the events this evening, Miss Cunningham. You may leave now. Miss Corazzi, have a seat.”

      Monica and I exchanged places. Then the leader of the school fixed me with a quiet look. She didn’t speak until the office door closed. “What happened this evening?”

      “For starters, Gabriel made us move to his truck because we arrived in different vehicles and Monica’s was with the valet. We would have been standing around waiting for them to retrieve her ride when the vamps attacked.”

      “I see. Start from the beginning for me.”

      Squirming beneath the provost’s inquisitive gaze wasn’t an option. I had to be tough and show I wasn’t a terrified freshman. After sucking in a calming breath, I came to a decision.

      Monica had been a brat, but snitching to the head witch in charge wasn’t exactly a reputation I wanted to gain.

      “Okay. Things went right for Sharon, but after we left, Gabriel said something didn’t feel right. And it didn’t. So he started to lead us to his truck. The valet was taking care of the diners ahead of us.”

      Provost Riordan focused on my face. It was disconcerting, as if she could see right into my head and tell if I was being truthful or not. Hell, maybe she could. Mages had all sorts of abilities.

      “And then?”

      “That’s when the nosferatu showed up.”

      “I see. And what happened afterward.”

      I gave her an accounting of the actual battle, leaving out no details regarding Gabriel’s courage.

      “And Miss Cunningham? Where was she during this altercation?”

      I sighed. “To be honest, I don’t know precisely. She… ran off. Afterward we found her in a nearby store.”

      “I see. I’ll pay a visit to Mr. Fujimoto in the infirmary later once I’m sure he’s had a moment to rest from your ordeal. As for you…” She clucked her tongue and looked me over again. “Have the nurse see to your injuries and get some rest.”

      Great. There’d be rumors flying around the school for sure, and since Jada had been happy to convince most upperclassmen I’d picked a fight with a stone guardian, I didn’t look forward to finding out what shit she would stir up this time.
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      My injuries had been so minor the nurse in the medical center rinsed my hands, smeared some cream on my palms, and dismissed me to the dorm with orders to rest.

      Exhaustion took the place of the adrenaline that had rushed through my veins, making every step to the elevator an effort. Before I reached the room, my frantic parents called.

      I spent an hour convincing Mom and Dad they shouldn’t burn their magical reserves to teleport to the closest Faerie Ring near the campus. Then Liadan coaxed me into the bath for a shower, and I passed the rest of the night huddled on the couch as she turned nosy busybodies away from our door. Word had already spread around the campus that Monica and I had been assaulted by vampires.

      Eventually, Pilar cast a Mute glamour over our threshold and charmed it to create absolute silence for anyone short of campus security or administration. I envied her ease with the spell as much as I appreciated it.

      Further attempts from our fellow students to contact me fell on deaf ears, although Ben texted and asked if I was okay. He promised to bring pizza if we let him hang out with us, and he brought over a movie his roommate had picked up from Redbox. Holly promised to join us but never showed, canceling later over a text message because she was too busy with some new boyfriend she met on Halloween night.

      When morning came, the aroma of breakfast awakened me from a hard, nightmare-filled slumber. I couldn’t remember much of the dream, only that there were toy puppets chasing me and flocks of foul ravens gathering like storm clouds in the skies.

      Stupid Jada. Stupid prankster raven friends. I blamed her bullshit and the attack for my poor night of sleep and ambled from the bedroom to peek into the cramped kitchen. Lia was cooking.

      “Morning!” she called, eyes bright and chipper. “Or should I say, good afternoon.”

      “Morning… Huh?” I glanced at the clock. It was half past noon.

      “You were tired, and it’s Saturday, so we let you sleep in. Pilar went to fetch donuts from the food court.”

      “She’s breaking her diet?”

      “Sure is. I’ll be done with this in a moment.”

      While Liadan made what looked like a full Irish breakfast, complete with sausages, beans, and soda bread, I woke myself up in the bathroom with a shower and slipped into fresh sweats. When I returned to my bedroom to stuff my dirty laundry into the hamper, a glint of red winked at me from the pillow.

      “The hell?”

      Someone had left a ruby necklace in my room. A delicate card of starlight parchment shimmered beside it. I picked up the faerie-made stationery and threw open the curtains for a look at it in the sunlight. Opalescent ink gleamed against the page in flowing script.

      Keep it safe and close to your heart until it is time.

      “Time? Time for what?” I scooped up the necklace and headed back to the living room. “Lia? Pilar? Which of you put this in my room?”

      “Put what?” Liadan asked.

      “This.” I held up the jewelry for them to see. The five ruby cabochons threw ember beams around the room, and every time I looked down at it, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it was real and not a five-dollar piece of costume jewelry.

      Pilar flew off the couch to see it, eyes growing wide. “These are flame rubies from Mount Cloudfire in Tir na Nog. Priceless rubies.”

      “Flame rubies?”

      “Yes! See how they shine without direct light on them?” She leaned closer, scrutinizing my necklace with the trained eye of a rich girl who probably had a dozen like it. “It is a beautiful replica of the necklace Queen Titania wears. Who sent it?”

      Suddenly lightheaded, I wobbled around the couch and sank onto it. “I’m not sure. I thought you guys did it because there’s no name on the card. It was just lying on my pillow.” But it hadn’t been there when I woke up. “You two seriously aren’t pulling one over on me?”

      They shook their heads.

      “Could another student have snuck it inside?” I asked.

      Pilar shook her head this time. “There are top level wards on all windows and walls to prevent students from shadowstriding or teleporting into places they don’t belong. If anyone less than a high wizard tried to open your window, the alarm would be heard around the campus.”

      “Then that means…” I looked down at it again, heart thumping harder in my chest.

      “It is a gift from the fae,” Liadan said. “Perhaps your grandmother sent it.”

      “Maybe…”

      “Here, let me help you.” Pilar took the necklace and fastened the heavy silver chain around my neck. It warmed me right away and countered the slight chill in our dormitory. She picked up one of the gemstones and studied it, squinting while smoothing her thumb over the polished surface. “It looks lovely on you.”

      “Thanks. I just wish…” I shook my head and traced my fingers across the center stone, wondering if I had a secret admirer.

      We ate lunch in front of a movie, stuffing our faces with Irish delicacies Liadan’s mother had shipped over until the drowsiness of a food coma threatened to tug me under. Even then, I nibbled lazily on a glazed, buttermilk donut as my mind drifted to Gabriel and whether he’d been released yet from the infirmary.

      Without having Gabe’s phone number on hand, I couldn’t text.

      Why didn’t I have his number? Oh yeah, I had never been brave enough to ask, and with Jada giving me hell, I didn’t want to give the wrong impression either and wind up on the receiving end of another raven prank. We’d limited our conversations to e-mail only.

      Screw her. I’d never try to convince a guy to cheat on his girl, and I’d have never respected him again if we had kissed in the haunted house basement.

      Liadan made a gentle humming sound beside me. “Do you think Gabriel is still in the medical center?” I stared at her. My expression must have been comical, because she laughed, voice musical and warm. “What? Did I do it again?”

      “Yes.”

      Even Pilar glanced away from the television and grinned. “A sign that you should take some of these donuts to him perhaps. We will not finish them all.”

      What would I do without my friends?

      Once Pilar tossed a few hair-taming glamours my way to manage my wild curls, I gathered the remaining pastries and crossed the campus to the university medical center. I’d tucked the necklace inside my sweatshirt, wary of anyone seeing it until I knew where it came from.

      A wolf shifter nurse with a shock of white hair waited at the nurse’s station. She eyed the white paper sack in my hand. “May I help you?”

      I put on a sunny smile. “I’m here to see Gabriel Fujimoto.”

      “He’s resting.”

      “Oh c’mon, just this once? He deserves a donut after what he did.”

      The older woman sighed. “Room 105.”

      One of the nurses had left the door to room 105 half ajar, and through the narrow opening, I saw Gabriel in the hospital bed texting on his phone.

      After rapping my knuckles against the doorframe, I called out, “Knock, knock. Up for company?”

      He glanced up from the phone on his lap and blinked at me. “Hey, Skylar. How’re you feeling?”

      “I should be asking you that. Hungry? I snuck you in some sweets.” When I shook the bag, his eyes lit up.

      “In that case, come on in.”

      While he demolished an eclair, I pulled a chair up to the bed and settled into it.

      “Provost Riordan came by about an hour ago for my accounting of what happened,” he said while licking chocolate off his thumb. “Told her Monica beat feet and left you alone with me. What’d you tell her?”

      “The truth. I didn’t mention much about what happened in the restaurant, because the rest is pretty damning on its own.”

      “What did happen in the restaurant? I didn’t have the best view of what was going on, but I didn’t want to argue with her about me coming inside to join you. Better that I didn’t, I think, otherwise I might have missed out on the vampire scent.”

      “I dunno, she was texting the entire time and muttering about why her boyfriend wasn’t going to be somewhere or something.”

      He snorted. “Probably because he was going out with his other girlfriend.”

      “Wait, he’s dating two girls?”

      Gabriel’s grin widened. “More like three, but I don’t think Monica’s caught on to the third yet. They had a big fight a couple weeks ago about him making out with some other mage.”

      “He’s a mage? Wait, I remember now. You said he’s Mrs. Hansford’s nephew.”

      “Yep. You remember that guy I mentioned a few weeks ago? Trevor Nichols?”

      “Yeah?”

      Gabriel bumped his brows up and grinned.

      “No way!”

      “Oh yes. Top-level sorcerer actually and graduating this spring. A couple of us have been, uh… holding his secrets hostage since he can’t keep his dick in his pants.”

      Not too long ago, Anji had warned me about Jada lurking in my windows and following me for the same reason. I shivered, divided between disapproval and satisfaction. “Blackmailing him.”

      “If you wanna call it that.”

      “I don’t have much respect for cheaters anyway, so I won’t judge you this time. I hope none of you know anything about me,” I murmured, fishing for possible gossip about myself.

      His eyes lit with sudden mischief. “You mean like when you’re dancing in your unicorn onesie?”

      Dammit! An immediate flush of heat raced up my neck into my face. “Have you been spying on me?”

      “Nah, not me, and no one in my circle is actively spying on you. Someone may or may not have flown past your window a few weeks back.” He plucked the last donut from the bag. “Pretty hard to miss stuff like that.”

      “Gimme back my donut.”

      He licked the glaze off it. “Nope, mine now.”

      I still wanted it back but kept that to myself. Wanting desperately to be that donut, I settled for crossing my arms instead and glowering. “Anyway, how long are they keeping you here?”

      “Aw, don’t be like that. If it makes you feel better, I own that little secret now and haven’t told anyone. I, uh, also told everyone else I’d beat their ass if any more coordinated flybys swooped past your dormitory windows.”

      And just like that, my respect for Gabriel soared to new heights. “How much is it going to cost me to keep it that way?”

      He winked. “A donut.”

      I smiled. “I suppose that works. Seriously though, how long are you stuck in here?”

      Gabriel wadded up the white paper bag and tossed it into the trash. He made the shot, but winced and relaxed into the pillows behind him again. “We shifters may heal fast, but even our bones can’t mend overnight. It’ll be a couple more days at the most, but they’ll heal back stronger. Good thing since finals begin Monday, and Ghastly’s makeup exams are a bitch. She never uses the same test. It’ll be a sheet of essay questions or some crap.”

      “It’s rude to call her that.”

      He grimaced. “Sorry. Habit. You and Amalia are right.”

      “Speaking of vampires though… I figured you’d want this back.” I pulled out the crucifix and offered it to him. After buffing a little of my blood from the holy relic, I’d tucked it into my pocket and brought it with me to return.

      He flashed me a grateful smile then fastened the chain around his neck again. “Thanks. Abuela gave it to me when she found out I was going to magic school. She’s human and really into the religion thing. Thinks I’m up north learning to be an exorcist or something I guess.”

      “I suppose you probably shouldn’t tell her it was used on a vampire. I think that would freak out even a non-human.”

      Gabriel chuckled. “Are you kidding? She’s Catholic. She’d probably hang it up on her wall and declare it blessed.”

      Although I wouldn’t trade a day of growing up in a culturally mixed home, it was nice to meet someone with a family heritage as rich and varied as mine.

      “My grandpa is kinda human, too, and he’d probably try to do the same thing. He has a little faerie blood. Not enough for school though, but he understands what we’re doing since he’s been with my grandmother on and off for so many years.” I tried to picture it and smiled, though my amusement was short lived, my mind drifting back to those pulse-pounding moments in the intersection. “Hey Gabriel?”

      “Hmm?”

      “How come there were so many? I mean, that’s not normal, right?”

      “Four nosferatu singling out a pair of fae in the city? Sky, that’s as abnormal as it gets for PNRU. Provost Riordan told me a student hasn’t had to kill a nos in almost a decade.” The smile no longer reached his eyes and eventually faded from his lips. His dark brows drew close together as his gaze dropped to his lap. “I’ve never killed anyone before.”

      Without thinking, I reached out and put my hand over his bruised knuckles. The color had faded to yellow already. He turned his hand palm up and squeezed my fingers.

      “You were amazing out there,” I told him. “You did what had to be done, which is why I’m still alive to tell you that.”

      “Yeah, but I failed Monica.”

      “No. She failed you. She failed me too. I read the syllabus backward and forward, and I know she wasn’t supposed to split off from us like that.”

      He released a pent-up breath and nodded. “Thanks. I guess I already knew it but needed someone else to agree.”

      “Anytime.”

      “Hey, at least you don’t have to deal with her next year.”

      “True, but I still have to survive next semester. I don’t know how you do it, Gabriel, I really don’t.”

      “I bet you’re wishing you’d been assigned to Blackwood’s ward.”

      “Not gonna lie, I did at first, once I realized how awful Monica was at being a godmother, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Sharon needs me. So I can deal with being in a shitty position for a little while. Maybe by next year her confidence will grow and she won’t need a godmother anymore. Besides, you’ve been a great sentinel. Um, there’s also something I kinda wanted to ask you, but I’m not sure if now is a good time.”

      “You can ask me anything.”

      “Two things, really.”

      “Okay.”

      The moment I pulled the necklace out of my sweatshirt, Gabriel’s eyes grew large as the donuts I’d given him. “This showed up in my room today. Has anyone mentioned anything to you about sending me a gift?”

      “No, not that I can recall.”

      “Pilar and Liadan think it could have come from my grandmother, but she’s never given me anything like this before, and I can’t exactly call her on the phone to ask.”

      Gabriel leaned closer. He slid his index finger beneath one of the rubies, his touch warm against my skin. I suppressed a shiver while he inspected it. “Holy shit, this thing is legit.”

      “How can you tell?”

      He gave me a look. “Trust me, I know real gemstones from fake. Are you sure someone didn’t slip it in?”

      “Lia and Pilar wouldn’t lie about that.”

      “I’m asking because this thing is worth thousands, Sky. Wait, no, more than thousands. Like, ‘needs a vault at Tiffany’s and a couple insurance plans’ level of value. Your admirer has good taste.”

      The gasp whooshed out of me before I could hold it in. “Yeah, Pilar said the same thing pretty much.” But hearing Gabriel confirm that only made it more real.

      “Someone insanely rich gave you a really priceless replica of Queen Titania’s bridal piece.”

      I sank back into the chair. “Is it… is it even allowed to replicate the queen’s stuff?”

      Gabriel shrugged. “Who knows. Our Magical History professor spent a week going on about Titania’s fashions and trendsetting. Mortals went out of their way to copy Lady Di, so the same is probably true of faerie royalty. Anyway, keep that shit on at all times. Bathe and shower in it if you have to.”

      I nodded.

      “Now, you said you had two things to ask me. What’s the other?”

      “Dedrik offered to be my sentinel next year when I’m on my own. I told him I’d think about it.”

      “I know. I told him it wouldn’t hurt to ask you. You’d think the dude was proposing to you, or something, the big deal he made out of it.”

      Since he was in his sickbed, I didn’t punch him. “So what do you think then?”

      Gabriel laughed at me. “Well, he isn’t the best sentinel in school since that title belongs to me, but he’ll treat you right. Actually… could the necklace be from him?” His grin faded, the humor sufficiently dampened as stoic-faced and quiet Gabe made his return.

      “Huh? Why the hell would you think it was from Dedrik?”

      “Sweetening you up maybe? He, uh, really wants to work with you.”

      A prickling unease started in my gut. “Does he have the money for that?”

      “The Conclave pays heavy survivors’ benefits when a sentinel dies in the line of duty. Take that pay times a dozen dead Blackwoods, years of interest and investments… Yeah. He can afford it.”

      “No, it couldn’t be. That’s ridiculous. Nobody gives a gift like this to someone they barely know. Besides, there’s no way he could have magicked it into my room and the girls couldn’t keep that hidden from me.”

      Gabriel glanced away and shrugged, wincing once. He smiled, but it was strained. “Maybe he has a crush and asked a teacher to do it. All I know is, that’s the kind of gift you give someone you want to marry. It’s a replica of the Heartflame, Oberon’s gift to Titania on the day they married. Surprised Pilar didn’t tell you that.”

      “Oh…” An uncomfortable silence hung between us. “Well, if it is, I’ll have to give it—”

      Someone behind me cleared their throat. I glanced over a shoulder to see Jada in the doorway, staring at us through half-slit brown eyes. I jumped up from the seat and shoved the necklace down my shirt again.

      “I’ll get out of your way so you can get some rest.”

      Gabriel blinked and studied both of us, weighing his options. A pleading look came to his face. “You don’t have to leave.”

      “I really should go and get some work done on my study guide.”

      Before he could protest or his girlfriend could make a flippant remark, I bolted from the recovery room and dashed back to my dormitory.

      He might have been the cutest shifter I ever saw, but no way was I going to get in between that train wreck.
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      Going from Chicago to Virginia meant exchanging one type of cold for another, but I definitely preferred the less windy conditions of my hometown. There wasn’t even any snow on the ground. Yet.

      I claimed my suitcase from the assigned carrousel and then stepped out the automatic doors into the curbside pick-up area. When I didn’t spy Dad’s Impala among the cars, I frowned and slipped out my phone.

      No missed calls and no missed texts.

      “Skylar!” Mom shouted.

      Jerking my gaze up from the phone screen, I spied my folks waving to me from an unfamiliar SUV. Dad pulled up to the curb, and Mom hopped out before he turned the engine off.

      “Look at you,” my mom gushed as she pulled me in for a hug. “You look so grown up now!”

      “Mom, it’s only been, like, three and a half months.”

      Dad stepped onto the sidewalk and took my suitcase. “Far too long. Welcome home, bambolina.”

      “Thanks, it’s good to be back. But, uh, what happened to your car?”

      Dad avoided my gaze for a brief moment. “A little… ah, incidente stradale, small accident on road. Nothing to worry about.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      When I asked my parents about the necklace, Mom said she’d never seen it before, and Dad swore Grandma hadn’t promised any gifts recently. I didn’t have the balls to write Dedrik’s student e-mail and decided to keep it a secret from everyone else.

      The first days of Christmas break passed in a blur, a haze of fun with Mindi, chilling with my folks, and catching up with old friends. The worst part about magic school was that I couldn’t share most of my advancements and progress with anyone from a non-magical family. They might have been aware of us, but we didn’t share secrets, because the mortal community would freak if they discovered our limits.

      But I could tell Mindi about the hot guy I’d befriended when she asked if I’d managed to attain a boyfriend yet. Like I’d been out there on the hunt for a man and made it one of my college goals: make the Dean’s list, graduate with honors, nab a boytoy.

      “Wow, a wereraven. That’s so… I dunno, boring?”

      I threw a pillow at her. “He’s not boring.”

      “Sorry, I’m just trying to imagine a wereraven compared to a werewolf. I mean, those guys are ripped.”

      “You know that actor you like so much in the comic movies? The one you are constantly drooling over?”

      “Are you saying he’s a—”

      “Yup. A raven.”

      “Wow, okay. So what’s your friend’s name again?”

      “Gabriel Fujimoto.”

      “You know, his name sounds really familiar. Like I’ve heard it somewhere before.”

      “Huh? Probably from one of those anime shows you love so much.”

      Detective Mindi slid behind my laptop, opened a few social media sites, and within minutes ferreted out the Facebook profile of Gabriel Luis Fujimoto of Huntsville, Texas. Before I could chastise her, she discovered his parents owned an enormous security firm.

      “I knew it! Fujimoto Security!”

      “Stop looking through his shit.”

      “Well you shouldn’t have told me his name. Whoa. He is hot. Oh. He has a girlfriend.” A recent, Christmas day photo revealed a selfie-style image of Jada and Gabriel, both of them as photogenic together as any fae pair. He wasn’t smiling. To top it off, he hadn’t even posted the picture. Jada did and tagged him.

      “Uh, yeah. And she’s got the total Mean Girls thing down too.”

      “She looks like a snob.”

      “She—”

      “Girl, look at this house. They have horses!”

      I sighed and felt like I was committing an awful invasion of his privacy, even if I wasn’t the one left clicking through his public photo gallery. Looking away wasn’t an option when every photograph revealed a fascinating peek into his personal life.

      “Wow, he can dance too. Look at this video.”

      Latin music spilled from my speakers, leading my willpower to crumble. Stealing a peek as the screen revealed Gabriel, Rodrigo, and others dancing in a video titled “Gutierrez Family Reunion.” Bewildered by her interest in him, I threw both hands in the air and screwed my face up at her.

      “Are you his agent now?” I demanded, exasperated.

      “No, but he’s definitely your type. And he works out with you. I have to pay a fitness guy at the gym three hundred dollars every couple months to get what your friendly Texan here is giving you for free. How did you meet him again?”

      I glanced at my calloused knuckles. Gabriel made me fight a lot without gloves lately, because as a fae, I’d need my hands free for making glamours. “He’s my mentor’s sentinel. That’s all.”

      “Lucky wench.” She closed Facebook and dropped the subject. “Anyway, since when did you wear a crucifix?”

      My gaze dropped to the new bracelet around my wrist. The charms were all sterling silver crosses. “Grandpa mailed it to me for Christmas. Dad told him I ran into some nosferatu during an assignment.”

      Her eyes widened. “Holy shit. Seriously?”

      “Yeah. It’s all good though. Gabriel fended them off.”

      “No wonder you’re crushing.” Ignoring my glare, she bounced to my bedroom door. “C’mon, smells like your mom is baking again. Mine burnt the last brownie batch she tried to make.”

      “Mom and Dad took some kind of gourmet baking class together while I was gone.”

      Since I hadn’t come home for Thanksgiving break during the semester, my parents delighted in making up for lost time and had created a bounty of delicious things for me to eat since my arrival. Dad’s double chocolate fudge cake made up for missing Turkey Day with them.

      “I thought the smell of cookies would bring you two down here,” Mom said as she removed a fresh pan of golden-brown snickerdoodles.

      Mindi and I each wolfed down about half a dozen of them without regrets or shame, and then we sprawled across the couch to watch a horror movie with Dad in the living room. His digital rental about a possessed kid freaked Mindi out so much she didn’t want to walk home alone.

      “I’ll walk you,” I offered.

      Dad jumped up like his recliner was on fire. “No need for that, Sky. I’ll drive Mindi home.”

      “Two blocks down the road, Dad?”

      “Well…” He shifted and glanced at Mom. They did that weird thing married folk and parents do when they communicate with a nonverbal language of emphatic stares and shoulder movements that mean something happened but they won’t speak about it around the kids.

      “It’s going to snow again,” Mom said.

      “It’s super clear out, Mrs. Corazzi,” Mindi said, appearing as weirded out as me.

      “Seriously, we’ll be fine. Besides, I need to walk off all this sugar and butter.”

      Dad’s shoulders remained tense, but after exchanging another look with my mother, he returned to his seat. “All right. Be careful, bambolina.”

      “Uh, okay. I’ll be careful in our perfectly safe suburban neighborhood.”

      After donning coats and stepping into our winter boots, we rushed into the unforgiving winter night and left my parents behind us. Snow and salt crunched beneath my soles as we followed the path to the driveway and out onto the sidewalk. We hadn’t gotten more than two inches of snow since my arrival, and Dad used discreet magic to keep our walkways frost free.

      “My parents are weird now that I’m home. Did you see that?”

      Mindi laughed and pulled her jacket up around her mouth. “I think they just missed you, is all. I mean, at least when I leave my folks have my little brother to fuss over. Not to mention Jason’s living back at home.”

      “Maybe. I guess I should be glad they’re not trying to have more babies now that I’m gone.” Though it would have been nice to have a little brother or sister to cuddle.

      “Nah, they’re just gonna fatten you up.”

      I groaned. “If I return to school slower than I was before, Gabriel is going to have words, lemme tell ya.”

      “Hot as he is, I’d let him grouch at me all day long. Does he have a sexy accent?” Mindi fanned herself.

      “Not really, if you mean a Latino accent or a Japanese one. He just sounds like any person from Texas to me.”

      “Damn.”

      Her disappointed expression sparked another surge of laughter from me. We made it to the end of the street and turned onto her lane. A soft crack drew my attention over my shoulder, but I didn’t see anything except pine trees and empty yards.

      “Sky?”

      “Sorry, thought I heard something.”

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if it was the Steward’s dog. He keeps busting outta their yard and running around the neighborhood.”

      “At least he’s friendly.”

      “Michael! Clark! Come inside, guys! It’s a little too late to play in the snow!” their mother called from the stoop. The twin boys in the yard groaned in disappointment.

      “But Mo-oo-oom, we’re almost done with our snowman.”

      “Fine. Five more minutes.”

      “Sweet!”

      As we passed the boys, I kept a distrustful eye on both to make sure our backs didn’t become appealing snowball targets until we reached Mindi’s house at the end of the cul-de-sac. Her cozy home resided on a double lot to fit the huge koi pond in the backyard.

      “See you tomorrow?”

      “I think they’re dragging me out to a movie. The next day?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      After Mindi locked the door, I meandered back down to the sidewalk and retraced my steps. An uncomfortable weight compressed my heart, accompanied by a hair-raising tingle spreading over both of my arms.

      When I glanced back at Mindi’s house, I expected to find her creepy older brother eyeballing me. Last I’d heard, he’d moved back in because his pregnant girlfriend kicked him to the curb for cheating on her.

      A child’s terrified shriek echoed across our peaceful suburb and sent my pulse into a frantic jackhammer. I darted back the way I’d come and found the two boys huddled together behind their trampled snowman. Their mom rushed out a split second later.

      “Mommy! There was a monster in the bushes!”

      “A monster? Are you sure you didn’t see Mr. Steward’s dog again? Did you see anything?” she asked, looking at me.

      “No, ma’am, I got here a second before you.”

      The harried woman shuffled her boys inside without another word to me, but she chastised them for raising a ruckus. The door closed, cutting off anything else, but not before both boys insisted it hadn’t been a dog, but a monster.

      A wolf’s distant howl raised the hairs on the back of my neck. I scanned the snow and found enormous prints, larger than the paws of any dog I had ever seen. The lingering odor in the air smelled musty and rotten, the choking stench of old gym socks and molding meat. Somehow, it surpassed the nauseating odor I’d smelled in the faerie realm when Gabriel chased us.

      Oh no.

      Panic flooded my veins with ice cubes colder than the winter chill. I raced home and practically burst down the door to get inside. “Mom, Dad, I think there was a wendigo down the street!”

      Dad rose first after trading a wary glance with Mom. “A wendigo in Suffolk? What makes you think that?”

      “The twins down the road saw a monster in the bushes, and it smells foul like something dead was there. It smelled just like a wendigo.”

      Dad’s forehead creased. “How would you know what one smells like?”

      “Uh. My mentor’s sentinel created one with an illusion, and trust me, it isn’t the kind of smell that anyone can ever forget. Ever. And the paw prints in the snow were as big as my face.”

      “I’ll call Sam and ask her to have a look,” Dad said. “Make sure it wasn’t a dog.”

      I liked Sam. Dad’s current vampire sentinel had a no-nonsense outlook toward most things and was friendlier than his old werewolf. Helga Blackwood used to accompany us everywhere, even when she wasn’t technically on duty. In hindsight, it was a good thing she did travel with us so much, since she died saving my dad from a sect of hags with a grudge when I was eleven. If she hadn’t been there, I’d have probably lost my daddy.

      It sucked that someone else lost his mom as a tradeoff though. Poor Dedrik.

      Eager for action, I jumped up. “I can go with her.”

      “Absolutely not,” my mom said in her most authoritative voice. She even smacked her hand on the table. “You’ve been out in the cold, so go upstairs and take a hot shower. We’ll take care of this. If anything happened at all.”

      I blinked. “Wow. Well, okay.”

      “Skylar, we’re not sentinels. It’s not our job,” my father said in a kinder voice.

      Deflating a little more, I nodded. “Okay. Guess I’ll go clean up then.”

      A hot shower didn’t ease my concern or convince me the kids saw a dog in the bushes. After shrugging into my unicorn onesie and zipping up, I moved out onto the stairs.

      Mom’s voice trailed up the steps. “What did Sam say?”

      “Skylar was right. It’s a verified wendigo sighting. They also found claw marks from a valravn on the nearby tree.”

      “The same one who ran us off the road?”

      “Possibly. They must have broken the sentinel perimeter made by Sam and the others assigned to protect us. Surveillance in Suffolk will be increased in the meantime…”

      It was wrong to eavesdrop on my parents, but what they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them, especially since they were keeping vital intel from me for reasons I couldn’t fathom.

      “We need to tell Skylar what’s happening. To hell with all of this cryptic bullshit,” Dad continued, making warmth and love for him flourish anew in my chest.

      “We can’t, Marco. You heard what the beansidhe said. We can’t interfere. If we tell her…”

      “Self-fulfilling prophecy isn’t always fulfilled,” Dad argued.

      “Do you want to take that risk with our baby’s life?”

      After a long pause, he replied in a ragged whisper I could barely hear, “No. I want her to be safe more than anything, and I want her to know if we could tell her more, we would.”

      Crouched on the top stair, I waited a few more minutes until one of them raised the television volume. My brows shot up.

      Had they turned down the television to guarantee I’d overhear?

      My bare feet thumped over the stairs during the bounding descent. Creating excess noise to alert them of my arrival, I jumped dramatically into the living room to find my parents had returned to smiles and doting warmth again. Mom had a fresh batch of cookies and cocoa topped with cream and cinnamon waiting for me.

      The wendigo had been discreetly swept beneath the rug, no further mention made of it that night or any day afterward. To be on the safe side, I didn’t go out after dark anymore either.

      At the end of the month-long break, Dad packaged a load of goodies for me to take back to school because I told him he’d have to glamour a few extra inches into every pair of pants I owned if they made me eat another cookie.

      Somehow, he knew I’d lost five pounds while training with Gabriel, because even the lunch packed for me to eat during the plane ride was crammed full of carbs.

      Dammit, I didn’t want those pounds back.

      A shuttle from the school picked me up from O’Hare, and an hour later, I was home again.

      Funny how PNRU had become my home away from home. Despite angry clay soldiers, vampires, and school bullies, I loved this place.
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      Pilar fetched and sorted the mail for us each morning, so I emerged from the bathroom after a shower to find her at the kitchen counter with a stack of envelopes.

      “Message for you, Sky. This came two days ago from the administrative office, but I forgot to give it to you last night when you got in.” She passed me a sealed envelope bearing the school crest.

      “I have to see the provost. Pronto.”

      A sinking feeling dragged my stomach downward. Crap, what had I done?

      Was this about that terracotta incident or the vampires? Was that finally coming back to bite me in the ass?

      I certainly hadn’t done anything else between now and getting off the plane from Virginia last night. In a rush to answer the provost’s call, I dragged a brush through my straight-ironed hair, threw on some clothes, then stuffed my feet into a pair of wool-lined boots.

      Snow crunched beneath my boots as I hurried across campus. By the time I crossed the grounds, I was breathing hard and almost winded from sucking frosty air into my lungs. I charged into the main office, sprinted up the stairs to the third floor, and rounded the corner. A line of comfy chairs occupied the vast space where Provost Riordan’s personal assistant worked each day.

      Gabriel stood in front of the desk wearing his usual leather jacket and black jeans.

      “Mr. Fujimoto, have a seat please,” Ms. Newton said to him.

      “Am I in trouble?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “You’ll see.”

      Looking about the same way I felt, Gabriel settled on the chair and pulled out his phone. His gaze flicked up to me, but he didn’t smile. His eyes were dark and brooding, his features screwed up into a grimace like he’d had a sip of sour milk. “Hey.”

      Ignoring the churning sensation in my own gut, I dropped into the seat to his left and touched his shoulder. “Hi, Gabriel. How was winter break in Texas?”

      “Great.”

      “You don’t look like it was great. What’s going on?” I couldn’t think of many reasons for him to be in the provost’s office looking like he was going to puke.

      He slouched down in his seat and tilted his head back against the wall behind him, his eyes closed. “I think I’m in trouble. Hell, maybe even expelled.” He swore under his breath and groaned. “I’m screwed. They’re going to Bind my gift. I’ll be a Talentless forever.”

      “What?”

      “I kinda—”

      Mrs. Newton returned to her desk and sat down. “The provost will see you now. Both of you.”

      “That can’t be too bad then, right?” I whispered. If they were going to expel him, I wouldn’t be here. Unless we were both being expelled.

      Crap. What if they were blaming me for the loss of that terracotta soldier? What if the museum wanted me to pay for it? I couldn’t afford to replace a priceless relic from umpteen thousand years ago. My pulse lurched into a wild rhythm, pounding against my ribcage.

      Mrs. Newton cleared her throat, so I sped into the provost’s office.

      Despite the winter gray skies outside, golden rays of sunlight spilled from the window beside the desk, casting the entire office in spring’s warmer tones.

      The provost steepled her fingers, gazing at us both with dispassionate blue eyes. She wore a suit as usual, the delicate pinstripes shifting from gold to violet depending on the angle. “Good morning to you both. Have a seat.”

      “Good morning,” I whispered back.

      Gabriel grunted, or maybe he almost vomited but swallowed it back in time. I couldn’t tell.

      “Do either of you know why you’re here?”

      Gabriel had settled stiffly in the chair, his spine rigid and brandy-colored eyes wide with anxiety.

      “I only did it because she hit me,” he blurted out. The provost raised her brows.

      My gaze snapped toward Gabriel. “I—what? No I didn’t. Well, there was that one time I got past your guard, but that happens all the time in training.”

      Gabriel closed both eyes like he was in pain. “Sky,” he said in a warning voice.

      Provost Riordan raised both brows. “I see none of us are on the same page. No, Mr. Fujimoto, this has nothing to do with your incident in Texas. That remains your business, contrary to what Ms. Harrington believes. And while some members of staff may disapprove of your midnight training sessions with Ms. Corazzi, neither of you have broken any rules.”

      “Huh?” Gabriel blinked. “You’re not expelling me?”

      “No, of course not. No one is in trouble today. As I said, those are personal matters between you and Miss Harrington. Today, you’ve been summoned to discuss the matter of Monica Cunningham.”

      Gabriel shifted in his seat, posture relaxing. “What about her? I haven’t checked in yet since returning this morning.”

      “Due to repeated infractions against this school’s honor code and the requirements of her academic probation, Monica Cunningham is no longer a student of this university. I’m afraid you are without a mentor, and you without a ward,” she said to me and then Gabriel in turn.

      My heart sped to a galloping rhythm. Without an older fae to lead me through the ropes, I couldn’t continue my education. I’d be campus bound. “Will I have another mentor for the semester?”

      “Do I get another ward?” Gabriel asked.

      “Of course. I’ve decided pairing you and Ms. Corazzi will be a beneficial experience for you both. I know you’ve expressed great interest in pursuing a degree with our master’s program, which means you and she will remain together for the remainder of your educations at PNRU.”

      “What? You mean I’m not getting a new mentor?”

      “Considering you handled most of Sharon’s needs, no.”

      “You know about that?”

      “My dear, I know everything that happens with my students.” She folded her hands on the desk and smiled. “You will take over duties as Sharon’s faerie godmother immediately. I know you and Dedrik Blackwood discussed becoming partners next year, but in light of this new development, I see no reason why Mr. Fujimoto should go without when you work together so well already.”

      She couldn’t be serious. No freshman ever received a charge of their own. Ever. I waited for the punchline of the joke, and when none came, I swallowed back the rising glee.

      It wasn’t that I was happy about Monica getting kicked out of school, even if she did deserve it, but that her failure had somehow amounted to my success. I pumped one fist in the air and whooped in the most unprofessional way before dragging my emotions back under control.

      “Um, that’s great news, Provost Riordan. Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome.”

      I peeked at my new sentinel. My new official sentinel. He’d turned to stare at me in return, eyes widened with surprise. My elation threatened to bubble over, I was so eager to text my parents and tell them the good news.

      “He’s a good sentinel,” I said, struck by the profound desire to defend and reassure him, “and I trust him. Thank you for the opportunity, Provost Riordan.”

      “Do enjoy your time back, and don’t make me regret fast-tracking your advancement. While your test scores were not top marks, Ms. Corazzi, your field experience has been… acceptable. I think you’ll be able to handle things.”

      “Thank you, Provost,” Gabriel said. He rose from his seat, bowed to her, and beelined out of the office like the devil was on his heels. I followed him, but the raven didn’t stop walking until we reached the main lobby outside of the provost’s wing.

      He sagged against the wall beside the glass doors and rubbed his unshaven jaw. The scruffy look made him appear five years older. And about a thousand times sexier. “Man, what a relief. I thought I was going to be living out of my truck or something.”

      With the worst behind us, I had only one final concern. “Did Jada really hit you?” The question tumbled out in a rush before I could stop myself. I leaned closer, searching his face for bruising.

      “It’s fine.” He shook his head and glanced away.

      “Oh come on, it’s me. I’m not going to laugh at you.”

      “Fine, but not here.”

      Gabriel led me outside into the frosty morning. Snow crunched beneath our boots once we descended the steps onto stable, heavily salted ground, and the frigid air stung my cheeks. Virginia got cold in the winter, downright frigid at times, but the Chicago wind was the worst. It seemed like no matter how many layers I wore, the cold snuck its way through.

      Gabriel led the way into a small alcove with a curved stone bench up against the side of the building. “We can chat over here without busybodies.”

      With tall, thorny hedges around us, the wind was cut off entirely, creating a surprisingly cozy nook. The bench chilled my bottom even after brushing the fine layer of snow off it, but beggars couldn’t be choosers, and no one ventured this way often.

      “Okay. I’m all ears.”

      “Right. So Jada usually flies first class to and from Texas whenever we head back, but I like the drive. She tagged along with me anyway and wanted to stop for a hotel along the way back to Chicago. I didn’t want to spend the money or waste the time on the road if we could be in our own beds on campus by midnight.” He shrugged. “So we argued.”

      “And then she hit you.”

      “Yeah. After I said some things. She has a helluva right jab.” He rubbed his jaw.

      Some things? I had to wonder what the hell kind of words motivated a girl to punch her boyfriend. “Not staying at a hotel is a crap reason to argue, especially if you were willing to do all the driving.”

      “Yeah well, we did more than argue. Anyway, I told her maybe we should reconsider giving it another try for our parents. She said I’d be breaking my promise to Mom. I told her what she could do with that promise. She punched me and got out of the car… and I kinda left her on the interstate.”

      I slapped both hands over my mouth. “You didn’t.”

      Gabriel raised his shoulders and hands in a helpless gesture. “I asked her to get back inside first. She refused.”

      “You…” For a moment all I could do was stare as my mind conjured up the image of Jada abandoned on the highway. Unrestrained laughter made me bend forward and hold my middle as tears stung the corners of my eyes. “Oh man, I wish I could have seen her face.”

      “Yeah.” He smiled. “It was a great moment. I was pretty proud of myself too for standing up to her. Five years of that crap, and I guess I can’t do it anymore, you know?”

      “Good for you. So then what happened?”

      “She waited for me to come back, and when I didn’t, she phoned my folks.” His amusement faded into a somber expression way too serious for his handsome face. “Dad’s threatening to cut me off this semester. Work’s kinda thin in the winter, but I’ll manage.”

      Poor guy. “Sorry your parents aren’t taking it so well. Anyway, it’s her fault for acting like a brat and leaping out the car.”

      His grin returned, fleeting but brilliant while it was there. “I may be broke until spring, but it was worth it. Mom says Jada cried though. It may have been crocodile tears, but my mother’s disappointment in me kinda hurts.” He slouched back and sighed.

      “What do you do for work anyway? You’ve never said.”

      “You never asked.”

      “Well, I’m asking now.”

      He looked over and smiled again. “Freelance photography. I run my own business, if you can call it a business anyway. It’s mostly me relying on Craigslist posts, Facebook ads, and hoping recommendations spread word of mouth from happy clients to their friends.”

      “So weddings and stuff?”

      “Among other things like puppies and little kids. And I may or may not have caught a few guys creeping around on their wives. And vice versa.”

      “You need to get yourself a website. I mean, if you don’t have one already.”

      Gabriel laughed as he set one arm behind my shoulders. His squeeze sent tingles dancing over my body and zipping over every nerve. “You’re cute when you try to give advice, Sky. I have a website, but again, I’m not the only photographer in Chicago, and I’m not exactly at the top of the Google search results.”

      “Still… I’m sure your parents wouldn’t really cut you off. Not over a girlfriend.”

      His arm dropped and he leaned back, hands on the bench while he gazed thoughtfully at the sky. “I may have to start charging you for your lessons, at least, I would if you weren’t mine now. My, uh, ward.” The final words came as a quick addition.

      His. His ward. My heart did a weird double beat. “Any changes I need to know about?”

      “Nah. Let’s continue as we did when Monica was around.”

      “Right. As we did with Monica. Except that she was sort of a snob and I don’t want you to hang around out of sight the way she insisted. So… there’s that.”

      “That will make things easier. Thanks.”

      “No problem. So, besides the highway incident, did the rest of your holiday go okay? Because as much fun as I had, things felt sorta off.”

      Gabriel canted his head, almost birdlike. “What do you mean?”

      I shrugged. “I heard wolves out where I live, which isn’t common. And sometimes I felt like I was being watched. There’s weird stuff going on.”

      He leaned forward with his elbows resting over his thighs and gazed into the narrow space between the two buildings. After a long pause he murmured, “That doesn’t mean much.”

      “Oh?”

      “Attribute the feeling of being watched to a higher perception of the world around you, including the non-shapeshifting variant of my kind. Your senses are going to register birds as people.”

      “It was more than that.” He raised a brow until I continued. “There was a wendigo in town.”

      Gabriel let out a long breath. “Shit, dude, are you sure?”

      “Positive. Dad’s sentinel confirmed it—not that I was supposed to overhear it, so please don’t mention this to anyone.”

      “Anything you tell me stays between us, Sky. Anything else?”

      “No, not really. Things were really quiet after that, except my dad wouldn’t let me borrow his car. Everywhere I wanted to go, he offered to chauffeur me around instead.”

      Gabriel grinned. “Considering your accident-prone history of the past couple months, I can’t blame him. I wouldn’t let you behind the wheel of my ride either.”

      My hand hit his chest in an ineffectual swat. He chuckled and bumped his shoulder into mine.

      “There’s a lot of shit going on. I wouldn’t worry too much. My dad once said there’s gotta be at least a couple darklings in every state, you know? Sooner or later, someone has to cross paths with them. I’m just glad this one didn’t try to take a bite out of you.”

      I bit my lower lip. “That’s the problem, the darklings in Virginia all seem to want to take a bite out of my family. I overheard my parents saying a valravn ran them off the road too.”

      Gabriel jerked back, staring at me, his spine rod straight and eyes wide. “A valravn?”

      “Yeah. I don’t know the full story.”

      A neutral mask slid into place over his startled features. “Maybe it’s for the best. They probably want you focusing on your studies instead of worrying about them.”

      “Yeah, maybe.”

      He bumped shoulders with me again, only this time he also squeezed my hand. “Anyway, I should probably get going. When Rodrigo gave me the provost’s note, I freaked and ran out to make sure Jada wasn’t telling tall tales about me beating her on the highway or something. I’m not even unpacked yet. Or showered.”

      How the hell did an unshowered guy smell so good? “Yeah, I should probably do the same. Hey, do you think Dedrik is going to flip out again?”

      Gabriel considered the question then shook his head. “No. He’s graduating and has a chance to move on into some real work. If he had stayed here he’d be missing out on opportunities.”

      “Then why did he offer?”

      He shrugged and glanced away. “Maybe he has a crush.”

      I punched him in the shoulder that time.

      “Or maybe it’s the tradition that means something to him. I mean… his mom did die protecting your dad, right?”

      We both sobered up. Sentinels didn’t die often in the line of duty, but every single member of the Blackwood line had died in the service of one of my relatives, all the way down to my great-great grandmother.

      “I guess I’ll talk to him and let him know.”

      “You disappointed?” he asked.

      “No.” I shook my head. “No, I’m not. I think Riordan is right about us making a good team and, well, I trust you.”

      “Hey. Gimme your phone real quick.” After I unlocked and passed it to him, he entered his information then returned it. “Give me a call after you register for classes and we’ll work out a schedule for the city.”

      “Okay. See ya.”

      After a wave, Gabriel headed toward his residential building.

      And I wondered why the hell he’d tried to brush my concerns aside like he knew something he didn’t want to share with me.
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      After the impromptu meeting in the provost’s office, I went to see Mrs. Hansford to have adjustments made to my schedule. Flying solo without Monica’s supervision meant I’d be earning the fieldwork credit for myself.

      My guidance counselor didn’t even try to disguise her aversion to me, as if I were to blame for Monica’s failure to pass her classes.

      “You’ll need to drop fencing to take Musical Theory.”

      “No.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I’m not taking music classes. It’s an elective, and I don’t want it.”

      “Young lady, I am the guidance counselor, and it is my job to—”

      “Guide me. And you’re doing an awful job of it. If you won’t take my needs seriously and behave like a professional, then I’ll just have to make a complaint to the provost.”

      The tip of her pencil snapped against the paper on the desk. Her face mottled red. “Your Spanish teacher has cleared you from any further requirements. That leaves a spot open in your schedule for Divine Intervention.”

      “Wait, that’s a sophomore class.”

      “Yes, but seeing as how you have your own charge now, you are required to take the applicable courses. A decision in which I assure you the provost will approve.” Her voice dripped hauteur, giving me a taste of what I suspected all the shifters and vampires experienced whenever they visited the high-and-mighty mages who disdained their species.

      It took a moment to reel my temper in, although it welled inside and threatened to overflow. I smiled thinly and nodded. “Then that’s fine.”

      Five minutes later, I strolled out of Student Services, still simmering. For a while, irritation pulsed in a mild tension headache surrounding my scalp. I breathed in and out, trying to find that sense of peace achieved through meditation, then focused on reading the crumpled printout clutched in my hand. A hectic schedule of classes awaited me. There was everything from English to Political Science and I still had to make room for faerie classes too.

      “Hey, girl, you look like you need something to punch. Are we hitting the gym today or what?”

      Anji’s voice snapped me from my funk. She’d snuck up beside me, and I hadn’t even noticed. “Huh? Oh, sorry. Just finished my course selections.”

      “How’s it looking?”

      “Tuesdays and Thursdays are going to be torture.”

      She laughed at my exaggerated groan. “You still taking fencing?”

      My mood lightened in an instant, and I grinned. “Oh yeah. I plan to get past your guard this semester.”

      “Looking forward to you trying. See you later at the gym?”

      “Yeah, I’ll be there in about an hour. That good?”

      “Works for me. See you then.” Anji grinned then jogged ahead of me.

      While Liadan and Pilar were gone to get their own schedules worked out, I had the place to myself. Too restless to sit around and wait for them, I changed and went straight to the gym.

      By the time Anji joined me, I had already clocked a few miles on the treadmill.

      I walked another five minutes to cool down while she stretched nearby.

      “All right. You ready to crush your squat record?” she asked.

      “Totally ready.”

      “Let’s start there then since your parents—” Anji stopped, eyes gone wide. I twisted to see what she was staring at and ended up gawking too.

      Dedrik Blackwood stood behind me, dressed in gym shorts and a sleeveless black muscle tee. His biceps were about as thick as my thighs, if not larger, and both were scrawled in ink. When he wasn’t wearing oversized sweats or dressed in a Star Wars costume, he resembled a sexy book cover model for a Viking romance.

      “You ladies need any help?”

      “Oh, hey.” Not one of my wittiest greetings.

      “Hey, Dedrik,” Anji said. “And nah, we’re good. Just gonna see if this chick can graduate to the next weight set.”

      “Yeah?” He flashed a good-natured smile. “What are you at now, Sky?”

      Sky? “Um,” came out instead of an intelligent answer, then I kicked myself for letting another set of hot muscles distract from the afternoon’s goal. “Ninety-five I think it was.”

      “Don’t often see the fae working out so hard. Good for you. Mind if I come along, or is this session girls only?”

      “I don’t mind. Sky?”

      “That’s fine with me. Maybe with you around the guys won’t hassle us as much.”

      “And stare like creeps,” Anji added, rolling her eyes.

      “Yeah, that’s not a problem I generally have.” He chuckled and gestured for us to lead the way.

      Due to the number of students with supernatural strength, a number of the weight machines had been augmented with spells affecting their gravity, making them heavier and more difficult to move.

      Last time I visited the gym, a senior bear shifter benched a weight set rated at almost two thousand pounds. I didn’t hope to reach that level of achievement, but I wanted to do more than just run and stretch. Especially now that I’d been involved in more than one dangerous encounter.

      Some asshole had left a thousand pounds on the bar. Before Anji could begin to unload it, Dedrik stepped forward and hauled off two of the hundred-pound plates. “So, Skylar, how was your holiday?” He removed the rest and set thirty-five pounds on each side of the bar, twenty more than my usual.

      “It was okay, I guess.” I hesitated to say anything before I remembered this was exactly the place I could talk about what I saw, with two people I trusted as much as I trusted Gabriel. After all, Anji was a good friend and Dedrik’s mother had died for my family. Leaning in close to them, I lowered my voice softer than a whisper. “A wendigo shot through my town.”

      Both wolves swiveled their heads to stare at me.

      “Seriously?” Anji asked.

      “Yeah. I’m probably not supposed to say anything though, so don’t spread it around. I know I probably shouldn’t speak about it, but it’s been bugging me.” And Gabriel had waved it off.

      Dedrik rubbed his chin. “Are you sure? I know Gabe fucked with you in the Autumn Woods, but that’s a huge accusation.”

      “I overheard my dad say his sentinel confirmed it. A valravn even tried to run them off the road while I was at school.”

      “Shit,” Anji breathed. “No wonder you’re all ready to get pumped up.”

      “I seem to attract trouble, so what better way to make sure I stay in one piece?”

      “I know anyone else would tell you ‘let your sentinel handle it,’ but I admire what you’re doing,” Dedrik said. “It’s good to be prepared. After all, there may be times a sentinel isn’t there to protect you.”

      “See! That’s what I’ve been telling everyone.” Finally, someone understood.

      After tugging on my lifting gloves, I scooted under the bar and into position.

      The additional twenty pounds kicked my ass. By the third set, my screaming thighs protested raising the bar for a full ten reps.

      “That’s only six,” Dedrik said.

      “Can’t do more.”

      “You can.”

      Did he not realize my legs were on fire?

      “He’s right, girl. Come on. It’s only four more.”

      “Easy for you to say. You can do this with two fingers.”

      Seven. But their encouragement fueled me, and I breathed through it until I reached nine. On the tenth squat, when I was seconds from collapsing on my ass, Dedrik raised the bar into the cradle again.

      “Bad ass. Knew you’d do it.”

      Two hours later, after Dedrik finished introducing us to his leg-day routine, we parted ways from him at the locker room to hit the steam room and shower. When I emerged to wait for Anji to finish dressing, he was outside in his jeans and sweatshirt. He tossed his keys from one hand to the other.

      “Oh, hey. You still around?”

      He fumbled his keys like I’d startled him. The little black wolf charm on them glittered in the light when he bent to sweep it from the ground. He had an amazing ass. “Was waiting for a chance to talk with you. You have a moment?”

      “Sure. Oh, yeah, by the way, I’m not sure if they told you, but they assigned me to Gabriel long-term. Riordan expelled my mentor.”

      “I know. Gabe told me about it. It’s cool. I was kind of mad at first, but it isn’t his fault.”

      A relieved breath whistled from me. “Good.”

      “Breaking tradition kind of sucks, but maybe it happened for a reason.” Dedrik dropped both hands into his pockets and glanced toward the weight room floor. “Like maybe I can take you out sometime into the city now.”

      “Huh? I have Gabriel to take me out into the city.”

      “I mean, like take you out to dinner. A date.”

      My brain crashed like an ancient Dell computer. “Uh.”

      “It’s fine if you say no.”

      Gabriel’s tease about Dedrik’s crush echoed through my thoughts. It had seemed ridiculous, but apparently he’d seen something I hadn’t. “No. Shit, I mean, that’s not what I meant. Sorry. But, um, is it even allowed?”

      “For shifters to date fae? Yeah. I mean, it’s not encouraged, I guess, and some people have a problem with it.” He quieted and said after a moment, “It’s cool if you don’t want to deal with the shit too. I get it.”

      “It’s not like that. I’m a little surprised I guess.”

      “Well, think it over. The offer stands, anytime you want to take me up on it.”

      “Can I ask you something first?”

      “Yeah, sure.” He tucked his hands in his pockets and gave me his full attention.

      “Did you deliver a gift to my room before Christmas?”

      “No, but now I’m wishing I had. Why?”

      “Nothing, just trying to solve a little mystery is all. But, um… I’d love to go out with you. In fact, I’m free this weekend.”

      His wide, earnest smile made his hazel eyes brighten and crinkle at the corners. “Great. Here, let’s swap numbers and I’ll text you some dinner options.”

      “Sure, but trust me, I’m easy when it comes to food.”

      “I’ll find something adventurous then.”

      Anji joined us as I finished putting his number in my contacts list. He excused himself and jogged off, leaving me with Anji’s knowing grin.

      “So, I see you’re into older men. Older shifter men.” Anji laughed and nudged her elbow into my ribs. “Not that I blame you.”

      “Shut up,” I mumbled. “He’s hot, okay? And he has a nice smile.”

      She laughed again and threw her arm around my shoulders. “There’s going to be some wolf chicks really sore that he’s off the market, but honestly, you have great taste. Most of the senior guys are kinda gross, but Dedrik is ridiculously sweet. Plus he has the sexy German accent thing going on.”

      I laughed. “He does, doesn’t he? My mom once told me Dad’s accent was the second thing she noticed about him after his eyes. Green is her favorite color, so it made her super happy that I got his eyes.”

      “See. Meant to be.”

      Maybe it was. And maybe, despite my initial reluctance to date, I finally had some boy-worthy news to text Mindi back home.
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        * * *

      

      Acquiring textbooks for the upcoming semester, training for my new job at the campus bookshop, and meeting at night with Gabriel consumed most of the week. Friday afternoon, I jogged with Dedrik in the Autumn Woods, since, as a senior, he had the privilege to enter Tir na Nog as my sentinel. Whether because of the location or the company, I logged my longest distance ever before I needed to stop for a break. After we both cleaned up, he drove me to a Russian teahouse out in the city where stuffing my face like a glutton impressed a guy instead of turning him off.

      And nothing tried to eat, chase, or kill us. I called that a successful first date.

      The remainder of the weekend I devoted to my girls. We slept in, lazed around in our pajamas, and generally took advantage of our last two days before school started back up.

      Sunday night, sleep remained elusive. I tossed and turned, sipped chamomile and lavender tea, even considered texting Dedrik since he was a night owl werewolf, then eventually tugged on some sweats to hit the training yard when drugging myself with herbal solutions failed.

      After cloaking myself in magic, I crept from the steps of the residential building to the outskirts of the complex. Gabriel and I may have dedicated our Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays to him whipping me into shape, but on Sunday night, my new sentinel would be hanging out with his pals.

      I dashed across the grounds with ease, avoiding the pockets of night school students scattered over the campus. Like Gabriel, I figured most of them were busy enjoying their final evening before the start of another school session.

      Gabriel had assured me the eastern training yard remained empty around the hour of midnight, and somehow, the place had become our spot. It was where we trained religiously while he ran me through laps and obstacles or sparred with me over the yard.

      Since the arrival of the snow, most of our work had transitioned indoors to the adjacent building, and since Gabriel held the keys to most of the university’s gymnasiums, we still had absolute privacy.

      I’d planned to slip between a gap and phase through with my gifts, but a gathering cut me off from the doors. Too curious for my own good, I crept up behind the bushes for a better look.

      A fair-skinned blond vampire stood in the center of the group. I didn’t recognize him, but at least two of the people staring at him with rapt attention were freshman like me. There were seven people in the audience, two more vamps, three wolves, and two bears.

      “The mages and faeries have it easy, and every day, they make sure the rest of us know it,” the blond said. He looked across the group and for a moment his gaze lingered on the bushes where I hid.

      Please don’t see me, please don’t see me. It became my mantra while I tightened the Prismatic Cloak shrouding me from view. Hopefully concealing me from their supernatural senses of smell too.

      He looked super familiar, but most of them did, all members of the night school with prominent roles around the campus. I recognized faces instead of names, and identified them by activities I witnessed them performing or folk they hung out with. Wolf guy who interned under Sebastian, vampire chick who worked the security box, bear girl who helped the PT trainer.

      One was a really huge black dude I’d seen at the gym with Rodrigo. His name might have been Isaac or Isaiah, I couldn’t remember for sure, but he’d been nice to me and took the big weights off the squat bar once.

      A trio of ravens landed in the small group, likely shifters, their black bodies difficult to see in the shadows.

      “You, Blaire.” He pointed to a lanky, white-haired junior I recognized from my Spanish class. “Your family has served as fodder for the Dupree clan for five generations. As soon as you graduate, you’ll be stuck playing guard dog for them. Is that what you want?”

      “Hell no. Dad could barely scrape together enough money from his paychecks to buy everyone Christmas gifts. Old man Dupree is a cheapskate.”

      “And a racist,” a dark-skinned girl in mage robes said. The moonlight cast a strange silver glow over a face that would be umber if she were human. I recognized her from my Magical Artifacts class. I wondered if we’d have Arcane Lore together this semester.

      “Tricia’s right,” Rodrigo’s massive friend muttered. “He says all kinds of shit ’cause nobody cares as long as it’s not breaking any law.”

      “But what the hell can we do about it, Isaac?” Gabriel asked, voice coming from the center of the crowd. Blinking, I leaned forward and squinted through the bare branches, view obscured by the number of bodies. I hadn’t seen him initially, but he must have been one of the ravens who landed among the group. He turned to the ringleader. “They’re only words. This is the way things have always been for centuries before us, Matt.”

      Matt Sinclair. The full name materialized in my head like a soap bubble. “We can fight. Surely you know something about that—since you’re killing nossies now.”

      Gabriel chuckled and shoved both hands in the pockets of his leather jacket. “Yeah, well, that’s different from this stuff. That was killing a nos in self-defense.” The two ravens with him laughed too.

      “But for what? You had to put your life on the line for a spoiled faerie. One who isn’t even worth a wand from what I hear. Did she lay there and take it while they tried to put the fangs in her?”

      Gabriel’s grin faded. “There were two faeries there. Even if one of them was worthless, those vampires would have been as happy to take a bite out of anyone. Human or fae. Your grandma went nos, right? So you especially know what happens when they go over to the dark. When any of us go to the dark.”

      My mouth fell open at the revelation. Having a darkling in the family—even if they’d been neutralized—hung over folk like a stigma, one of those secrets no one ever mentioned in polite company. Not that Gabriel seemed to care. He raised his chin and trained a defiant stare on Matt.

      With his back to me, Matt’s expression remained a mystery, but his back tensed and his spine straightened tall. “Taking pot shots won’t change shit, Fujimoto. According to the laws, you’re expected to lay your life on the line. How is that fair? Why do the fae get protection when we don’t? You tell me that. What makes our lives worth less than theirs?”

      Murmurs of agreement rose from the small gathering. Three or four heads nodded, including one of the guys with Gabriel.

      Singling Gabriel out of the crowd of ravens, Matt turned and pointed at him. “Tell me, what do you want to do with your life?”

      Gabriel laughed at him without even the pretense of civility in his mocking expression. “I’m doing what I want with my life. What about you? Did someone piss in your blood bag this evening, dude?” One of Gabriel’s pals clapped him on the shoulder.

      “Funny. A little bird tells me you want to advise businessmen and shit—a position reserved for the mages. Doesn’t matter if you’re smarter than half of them, which I know you are. With the laws like this, you’ll never get the chance.”

      Gabriel’s head snapped toward Matt again, eyes narrowed. “Who told you that?”

      “Does it matter? What matters is your dream is unreachable because our oppressors don’t want us having any real power. You’re just another caged bird for some fae to pet and stroke.”

      “Screw ’em!” Tricia cried out.

      “If we want power, we have to take it. No one’s going to give it to us,” Matt continued.

      A red-haired vampire stepped up to his side, her teeth flashing in the pale light. “Except for a rare few. Some of them have come over to our side. There are faeries and mages willing to join the Hidden Court. They know this is wrong. This doesn’t have to be a losing fight.”

      “Oh yeah? Fae willing to come down off their high horses to help us?” Gabriel asked, incredulous. He crossed his arms over his chest. “Denise, you know better.”

      Nausea rose in my throat, my mouth watering with the urge to vomit. Is that how he felt about us?

      I couldn’t watch any more and forced my heavy limbs to move. Step by careful step, I retreated from the bushes before I turned and ran. By the time I reached the dorm, my lungs burned and my legs shook.

      Quiet as a mouse, I let myself back inside and retreated to my bedroom. Then I made sure my blinds were shut.
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        * * *

      

      The gravity of what I had witnessed remained with me, and no matter how much I tried to enjoy class, the spirit of the day wasn’t with me. I spent lunch stirring my salad and barely touched the tea Liadan made for me while we sorted our introductory packets to each new class. It sat beside the pile of paperwork, untouched.

      When I did sip it, the cold herbal brew did nothing for the queasy waves rolling through my stomach.

      “Is everything okay?” Liadan asked. “You’ve been distracted.”

      “Yeah. Sorry. I guess I’m nervous about having my own charge all to myself.” It wasn’t a complete lie.

      Gabriel hadn’t disputed their claims, and I was beginning to doubt him, wondering if he’d painted us all with the same lazy brush.

      My phone chirped, filling the room with gentle bird song. I slid my finger over the screen and opened a text from the raven asking when I’d like to visit Sharon.

      I scrolled through Sharon’s schedule and chewed on my lip. She didn’t have any big events coming up soon, but I probably should check on her. Make sure she was feeling steady about her recent studio contract.

      Does tomorrow work for you? I asked.

      Sounds good to me. Mind if I drive?

      Considering I don’t have a car, please.

      I needed to fix that. Mom and Dad had promised to meet whatever I put toward a used car now that I had a job as a cashier at the campus bookstore.

      His reply came in a moment later. Meet you in the parking lot at 3.

      Okay.

      It took all my willpower to remain cordial, when what I really wanted was to ask if he was okay driving around one of his snooty faerie overlords since I apparently had a high horse to ride instead. Something in my face or aura must have changed because Liadan reached over and set her hand on my arm.

      “I’m okay,” I told her. “Thanks though.”

      “If you ever want to talk, my ear is open.”

      While I knew I could trust Liadan with what happened, I wondered if I should have run to one of the administrators and told them what I overheard.

      Would they have believed me? I doubted it. Even as a fae with the supposed edge the dark students believed we had, no one would believe me without proof, and unlike the Harry Potter series, we didn’t have a magical serum to prove our words were true.
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            Understanding a Misunderstanding

          

        

      

    

    
      Since I’d opted for cramming most of my Tuesday classes into the morning, my afternoon remained free to check in on Sharon after two. I had time to jog to the dorm, drop off my stuff, and grab a snack after my mundane history course. Gabriel awaited me in the parking lot as promised, his truck idling while he played a game on his phone.

      “Hey, Sky. Good day?”

      After climbing up and into the passenger seat, I strapped the belt across my chest. “Yup.”

      He pulled out onto the main road and cruised down the enchanted drive leading into non-magical civilization. I slouched down in my seat and focused on my phone while metal music spilled from the speakers.

      “Where’s Sharon today?”

      “School.”

      “Okay. That where we’re heading?”

      “Yup.”

      His gaze darted to me when we reached the stop sign. He lingered, studying my face, then pulled out into traffic. “I read about her contract in the paper,” he continued in a conversational voice. “You kicked ass when you got her that hookup. So what’s the next goal for her?”

      I shrugged. “The usual.”

      “That’s it? The usual?”

      Instead of answering, I shrugged again and made a noncommittal grunt.

      “You okay, Sky?”

      “Fine,” I murmured.

      Gabriel eyeballed me for a moment before his gaze drifted back to the road. “You’re not the same today, and it feels sorta personal. Call it a sixth sense or something, but I’m pretty fucking sure you’re pissed at me, and I don’t know what the hell I did.”

      “I’m not pissed.”

      “Yeah, says the girl who’s said like five words to me. Did I do something I don’t remember?”

      “Maybe I figured you didn’t wanna listen to me blather from my high horse,” I snapped.

      Gabriel stiffened. “You were there.”

      “Your night class powwow? Yeah. I thought I’d go punch some bags, work off all those cookies my folks foisted on me. Instead I found your little bashing session.”

      “Sky—”

      “Don’t worry, you don’t have to talk to me or sacrifice your life for me. I’m fine.”

      “You don’t really think I agree with them, do you? Seriously? I only went because two of my friends dragged me along to hear them out.”

      “Yeah, well, you didn’t sound too upset to be there.”

      One of his dark brows curved up. “What the hell did you expect me to do? Moonwalk out and tell them to kiss my ass? You don’t want to be on the wrong side of people like that, Skylar.”

      “You seemed to be doing a good job of it by bringing up his aunt and shit. And since I was born a faerie, I am on the wrong side of people like that.”

      “Look, I had to say something. For the love of God, are you really going to hold this against me?”

      “You could have said nothing.”

      After running his left hand through his hair, he huffed out a laugh. “Right. Whatever you say. Fine, you want to be like this? I’m cool with it then.” He drove in complete silence, staring at the road in front of us.

      We made it five miles before my curiosity got the better of me. “What’s the Hidden Court anyway? Everyone I ask either doesn’t know or they won’t tell me.”

      He said nothing, expression stony as he turned onto the next road.

      “Fine. Forget it.”

      I twisted in the seat and faced out the window, staring at the snowdrifts piled alongside the roads. Unlike back home, winter stuck around Chicago in the form of four-foot drifts and patches of black ice.

      A tense half hour passed before I broke. “You going to ignore me now?”

      “You’ve made it clear you aren’t in the mood to talk to me,” he fired back.

      Despite everything I wanted to say, he made a fair point. “Yeah, well, now you know why.”

      “I thought we were friends,” Gabriel admitted. He rolled his shoulder and glanced away from me. The hurt in his expression took the wind out of my sails.

      He hadn’t done anything at all, and he was right. Most of my people did stare down their noses at the shifters and vampires. I’d been pissed at my advisor and Monica for doing the same thing.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I was scared you really felt that way, and I acted like a bitch.”

      “I would never include you in that kind of thing. Honest.”

      “It hurt. I know that’s a stupid excuse, but there you have it.”

      Gabriel sighed. “I get it. You heard some crappy stuff.”

      “Crappy doesn’t sum it up. Now are you going to tell me about the Hidden Court, or do I have to bribe you with breadcrumbs.”

      His jaw clenched as he watched the road and navigated the snowy conditions. “I’m not a duck, and bread’s bad for them anyway.”

      “Smart-ass.”

      Gabriel pulled off the road into an empty church parking lot. “If I’m going to tell you about this, you promise you won’t tell anyone I said a word. I want a solemn vow.”

      “Cross my heart,” I replied, making the gesture with my finger.

      “How much do you know about shifters who go... bad?”

      “Not much really. I mean, I know any of us can. Fae go dark sometimes, and mages have turned to necromancy to become liches or done other… unsavory things. So it’s possible for all of us to become darklings.”

      “Right, and what I’m going to tell you isn’t something you learn until Magical Ethics if your folk don’t talk openly about shit at home. Most people know a nosferatu is a vampire who’s murdered in cold blood a few times, but the rest of us don’t speak about our temptations often. You know why?”

      I shook my head and studied his tight features. It was unusual for him to avoid my gaze, but he did exactly that, eyes focused on the steering wheel.

      “We eat people. We don’t drink their blood and drain them to death like a vampire. For werewolves and bears, they maul and consume their prey flesh, bones, and all. It’s an act of evil so great it blackens the soul.”

      For one heart-stopping moment, I thought I would puke in his car. Sour bile burned its way up my throat. Gabriel studied his hands while continuing in a quiet voice.

      “Human flesh is addictive. With every slaying, we’re disfigured physically as well as magically and spiritually until the corruption of the soul is worn on the outside. That’s why nos and all the other creatures of the dark are so hideous.”

      “Does it—” I swallowed, throat tight and stomach churning. “Is it like vamps? I mean, does it happen the first time?”

      He shook his head. “No one falls to the dark side by accident, Sky. I’ve heard of vamps in bloodlust and werewolves who go overboard during a fight, but becoming a nos or a wendigo is cold-blooded murder. Plucking a human like a lamb for slaughter.”

      “And the wereravens? What... I mean…”

      “Murder and eat the heart of a child,” he said in a quiet voice. “Doesn’t have to be a child, or so I’ve been told, but most ravens who go to the dark prefer it. Supposedly, there’s an extra kick of power for devouring innocence.” He dipped his head forward and closed his eyes, throat bobbing when he swallowed his own apparent revulsion for the act. “That thing you saw in the haunted house mirror was a valravn, a darkling wereraven. That’s what happens to my kind.”

      That was the thing that attacked my parents?

      “I… I had no idea. I mean… my folk taught me darklings are evil versions of all us, but they never gave it to me in detail.”

      “It’s gross, so I can’t blame them.”

      “Does it… does it happen often?”

      “For every nineteen or twenty vamps who go bad, only one of us commits to it. Bears go grendel almost as infrequently as we turn. They teach it in depth next year in Magical Ethics, but there’s a faerie Magical History instructor who likes to discuss it too.” He stared through the windshield without looking at me, still avoiding eye contact like he’d done something wrong. “And he’s gonna paint the rest of us like wild animals.”

      “You’re not a wild animal.” Anguish had contorted his features, prompting me to run my hand down his arm. The moment I did, he stiffened and his shoulders tensed. The next stroke relaxed him and loosened his tight muscles again.

      “Yeah, well, some of the shifters feel that if they’re going to be treated like animals, they may as well act like it and be free. That’s what the Hidden Court is about, but once you’ve gone over to that side, it’s a one-way road. No coming back from it. You spend the rest of your life hiding from creatures of the light, because once you undergo the change, you’re executable on sight. If a sentinel catches you out there somewhere in the dark, he doesn’t need approval to slay you.”

      “So who was the vamp leading that talk? He didn’t look like a nos. Wouldn’t Simon or Sebastian or one of the other shifter professors have sniffed him out by now if there were nosferatu students on the campus grounds?”

      Gabriel snorted. “Matt? He’s a senior and trying to convince some of us to join. People like him think the laws are to keep us down. Stop us from getting powerful enough to take on the Circle of Sages or the Summer Court.”

      “So why would fae and mages join if that’s the case? He mentioned my kind joining up as well, which seems contradictory, if the Hidden Court hates us so much.”

      Gabriel’s bitter chuckle twisted my stomach into knots. “Because once your kind joins up with them, they’re forsaking every privilege they’ve ever had, Sky. And misery loves company, so they want the fae down in the mud with them.”

      “Oh.”

      “You know how good it feels when you help Sharon?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Imagine if you were manufacturing temporary happiness for her then sucking it out.”

      “Manufactured happiness?”

      “Haven’t gotten to that in class yet, huh? I’m surprised.”

      I shook my head.

      “Let me give you an example. Aos sidhe are muses, right?”

      “Right. My parents are aos sidhe. I’ll probably be one too.”

      “All fae can inspire a mortal, but the aos sidhe are the best at it, right?”

      “Well, yeah, it’s what they do.”

      “Your parents probably already told you this much, but when aos sidhe fae go bad, they become leanansidhe. They inspire impulsive, really stupid decisions that give short-term happiness, and they drink it all away, causing—”

      My heart leapt into my throat. “Suicide.”

      He nodded. “When more fae and mages go bad, the balance of power shifts. There’s no hierarchy in the Hidden Court. It’s all pleasure all the time. Going bad may not happen as often in your circle, but it happens, and when it does, sentinels spend weeks hunting down a leanansidhe. Favorite actor died of an overdose? Leanansidhe. Vocalist dead from heroin? Leanansidhe. They attach to talented mortals like leeches. The Hidden Court condones that.”

      “That’s sick.” It sounded like chaos. “I overheard Riordan and Simon after the museum thing. They mentioned that the Hidden Court had claimed credit for that.”

      “Yeah. Sebastian told a couple of us, but I wasn’t allowed to say anything. They want to keep it hush-hush and prevent it from spreading through the campus.”

      “Has anyone joined yet?”

      “Officially? Not that I know of, and I really don’t think anyone means to do it. I’m not really concerned about darkling wannabes. And since I’m not a fan of offal, I won’t be joining them any time soon.” He flashed me a big grin on the tail end of his joke, revealing teeth that appeared sharper than I remembered. “This suit your curiosity?”

      Swallowing down my nausea, I managed to smile at him. “Are you sure? I heard hearts have all the protein you gym rats need.”

      Shaking his head, Gabriel laughed before throwing the truck into drive. He eased onto the freshly plowed street, the sides of the road bordered by waist-high piles of brown slush and snow. “I’ll stick with eggs and shakes. Thanks.”

      And just like that, the tension shattered, placing our friendship back to where it belonged.

      For the remainder of the drive, he watched the road and the passing time with a wrinkle in his brow. “Hey. Are you sure she’s still at the school?”

      “Ugh. Probably not.” Closing my eyes and tilting my head down toward my lap, I tuned out the radio and focused on the world beyond his truck. A world of frigid wind, wandering people, and children playing in ivory suburbs. I felt for Sharon and located her through the tenuous bond we’d formed each time I worked magic over her. “She’s at home. Do you remember the way?”

      “Yeah.”

      “That’ll work. I mean, this is only a checkup to make sure she’s doing all right.”

      “In a couple years, you’ll be porting us around the city.”

      I smiled at him. “Yeah. But for now you’re stuck with chauffeuring me, pal.”

      Sharon lived with her mother in a suburb at the edge of Chicago. After we reached our destination and parked, I cast an Inconspicuous charm over the truck, and we exited to approach the house. While Gabriel flew to the edge of the roof in his raven form, I stepped across the Veil to the Twilight. In three shadow steps, I reached her bedroom and found her sprawled across the comforter with a laptop.

      The screen displayed Oliver Gordon’s face in a video chat window. “Well?”

      “Sure. I’d love to go see a movie with you.”

      “Awesome. Your pick. I can swing by to get you in an hour if you want.”

      Because of me, Sharon lived a charmed life, and my only task for the semester required me to keep her grounded. Too many godparents lost their charges to arrogance, unraveling their years of hard work. Those actors and singers who became drug addicts or alcoholics were totally the creation of a lazy fae who didn’t stick around long enough. Dad always made sure they were cool with being on their own.

      Radiating confidence, Sharon glowed in shades of rosy gold, and I predicted good things for her and Oliver. Sometimes if I closed my eyes and focused, I could hear the distant call of a child calling her Mommy.

      “As long as you remember to come back and read those chapters in your textbook, you should have all the fun you deserve with Oliver,” I murmured.

      “I can’t stay out too late though. I have to read three chapters in Chemistry.”

      “I’ll bring you back before nine. Promise.”

      “Perfect. See you soon.” Sharon signed off. Before I could make it to the window, she flew from the bed to her closet. I didn’t have Pilar’s fashion sense, but I did guide her to leggings, fur-trimmed boots, and a thigh-length sweater dress.

      Certain she’d have a fantastic evening, I slipped out.

      Gabriel landed and fell into step with me on the way back to the truck. “How’d it go?”

      “She’s falling in love with Oliver.”

      “Nice. For someone who doesn’t want to be a faerie godmother, you’re probably ahead of everyone else.”

      “It was luck. I can’t take all of the credit when Monica did arrange some of it with her dad’s connections.”

      “She may have arranged it, but you made it work.”

      “Maybe. I’m happy for Sharon, and I’ll do my best by her, but I still don’t think it’s the role I’m meant to play.”

      “That’s the best any of us can do.”

      I climbed into the passenger side of his ridiculously huge truck and sank into the heated seat, relieved to escape the biting wind. Gabriel angled a vent toward me.

      “Hey, Sky?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Do me a favor. Next time you get mad at me without me knowing, talk to me about it, okay? I like it better when we’re talking, even if it does involve you calling me names and punching me.”

      “Didn’t you ditch Jada for the same thing?”

      “That’s different. She hit me because she’s a childish bitch. You decked me on Halloween because I deserved it. Besides, that’s not why I ditched Jada.”

      “Oh?”

      He fixed me with a faux-stern look. “Are you going to promise or not? Because it isn’t too late to boot you outta my truck too. And I don’t have to feel bad about leaving you stranded since Dedrik would run here on all fours to fetch you.” A hint of a smile crept onto his face.

      “I promise, geez.”

      “Good.”

      Unlike the drive in, we chatted the entire way back to the college. Gabriel had lined up a few jobs for the following weekend, photographing a kid’s birthday party and a small, independent book signing.

      “Ugh, I need a car. Then I can get a better job off campus.”

      Gabriel scoffed. “Get something with good mileage then, otherwise any extra money you make will go into the tank.” He grinned at me. “Ask me how I know.”

      “Smart-ass.”

      “Better a smart-ass than a dumb…” His voice trailed off. “What the hell?”

      My attention snapped to the windshield, and then I saw it too, flashing blue and white lights, as well as the campus distress beacons pointing at the sky. From what I remembered during the provost’s long orientation speech, those only lit during a campus-wide emergency. Gabriel veered to the side of the drive and slowed his truck to a crawl. Instead of the usual student sentinel at the security booth, a grim-faced older man took our names and urged us along without answering any questions.

      “What do you think happened?”

      “I dunno. Check my phone for me and see if there are any texts.”

      While he drove and stared out the window, I held the device up for his thumbprint to register. The only recent message had come from Rodrigo asking if Gabriel knew what the hell had happened for the school to go on lockdown.

      “Rodrigo wants to know what’s going on. Message is twelve minutes old.”

      “Then this just started. I’m surprised Sebastian and Simon haven’t sent anything.”

      “Do they always involve the student sentinels?”

      “Not always, but they like to keep us abreast of any situation. If we’re pushed out of it, something bad happened.”

      As he reached the end of the drive and entered the network of roads connecting the university buildings, a cluster of three dozen folk in sentinel-styled wardrobe came into view like an audition for the next Blade movie was going down on our courtyard’s lawn. I’d never seen so many dudes in body armor and leather in all my life.

      “Those are some of the top sentinels,” Gabriel said. “But why are they all here?”

      At the forefront of the group on the administration building steps, Simon and Sebastian faced another pair of guys armed with assault rifles. The bastard child of Van Helsing and Rambo exited the building with a bandolier of silver and ash stakes across his chest, and a heavy-duty firearm arsenal strapped all over his body.

      One of the campus sentinels flagged us down. Gabriel stopped the truck and rolled down his window.

      “Names?”

      “Gabriel Fujimoto and Skylar Corazzi. We’re returning from a check-in on her charge.”

      “Head on over to the parking garage and return to your dormitory assignments right away.”

      “What happened?” I asked.

      The sentinel hesitated. “A student has been killed. Please report to your dorms to await further instruction.”

      My heart lurched in my chest. A student killed on campus?

      Directed by another pair of sentinels farther down the road, Gabriel parked as ordered and killed the engine once inside the three-level garage.

      Long after I popped the seat belt, I lingered in his passenger seat, telling myself it was because it was cold outside, not because I was scared witless. “I guess we split here.” The dimly lit campus paths beyond the garage opening had never looked so ominous. Who had been killed? Why? Was the murderer still out there?

      “Fuck that. I’m walking you back to your dorm building.” Gabriel snapped his belt off and hopped out first.

      By the time we crossed from the parking garage, I was glad for Gabriel’s presence. My heart thumped harder with every step, and I wondered what the hell had happened to call every sentinel in North America to our school. He followed me into the elevator and wasn’t satisfied until I stepped inside my room and locked the doors behind me. I peeked through the peephole and watched him trudge away with his phone up to his ear.

      “Skylar! Thank goodness you’re okay!” Liadan rushed over and threw her arms around me in a suffocating hold I couldn’t escape if I wanted to. Instead, I sank against her in relief.

      “I’m fine, and I’m glad you’re okay. We were checking on Sharon.”

      “You weren’t answering your phone, and I’ve been here all alone waiting for Pilar.”

      “Where is she?”

      Liadan released me and wrung her hands together. “Provost Riordan called every active sentinel in the region to the school. They’re questioning her.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Pilar found him,” Liadan whispered.

      “Found who?”

      Liadan set her hand against my arm and drew me toward the couch.

      “Found who, Lia?” I asked again, settling beside her.

      “Dedrik Blackwood. Someone killed him inside of the administration building.”

      The floor seemed to go dull and gray. “No, that can’t be right. I… I just talked to him yesterday. We were gonna meet at the gym tomorrow.”

      And it wasn’t at all fair because every Blackwood had died in the service of my family, and Dedrik was not my sentinel. Dating him, instead of working alongside him, was supposed to break the curse that began with his great-great-whoever generations ago.

      The sensible side of me knew I wasn’t at fault, but I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d still be alive if he escorted me to visit Sharon instead.

      “What happened?”

      Liadan wrapped her trembling arms around her body. “I don’t know. After Pilar ran outside screaming, Riordan ushered her away, then the lockdown went into effect. I have no idea what’s going on outside, but everyone is tense. I haven’t been able to shut it out. And… there’s one more thing.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Remember at Samhain, when we all had the chance to look into the Oracle Mirror?”

      My brows crinkled. “What about it? I remember you didn’t want to talk about it, so I never pressed.”

      “I saw horrible things in the graveyard we checked out our first week here. Ravens were standing vigil around the grave as the coffin inside it opened. There was a woman inside, but then she morphed into a golden wolf. A dead one. I… I think it may have been Dedrik. Maybe if I had said something—”

      “No, Lia. Don’t do that to yourself. You had no idea, and that was months ago.” I pulled her into a hug and squeezed her tight.

      She cried herself out against my shoulder. Afterward, it didn’t take much effort to coax her into her room and tuck her into bed. Only then did I let my own tears fall. The pain of my new friend’s loss struck a raw chord.

      Helping myself to the special brew Lia had mixed for my sleepless nights, I spent a while alone on the couch while watching the hours tick by. Sleep didn’t come, and neither did Pilar, leading me to dial up Gabriel.

      He answered on the second ring. “You okay, Sky?”

      “I’m fine. Liadan told me what happened and who died.”

      “Yeah, Dedrik’s gone.” He said nothing for a moment, then, “What’s going on in that head of yours, Sky? You’re up to something, I can tell.”

      “You can tell from my silence?”

      “Call it intuition.”

      A deep inhale steadied my nerves before I told him. “I want to break into the admin building, and I want you to help me do it.”

      “Why?”

      “Because Lia said something that got me thinking. My parents too. There’s more going on here, and I want some answers. So are you in or not?”

      “Fuck it, I’m down. Just tell me what you heard first, and then I’ll tag along to keep you out of trouble.”

      “Remember how I said my parents were being extra overprotective at Christmas? Well, I overheard a conversation between them. They kept saying how they wish they could tell me something but couldn’t. It’s been bugging me ever since. Dad mentioned a self-fulfilling prophecy… Do you know anything about those?”

      “Well, it can be complicated to explain, but I’ll do my best. From what I understand, most major prophecies aren’t meant for the person they’re about. And they’re made rarely. Like only beansidhes  and high level aos sidhe make them accurately.”

      “Right. But why aren’t they meant for the person they’re about?”

      “Simple. Depending on the prophecy, if it’s a good one, it can lead to cockiness and arrogance. The person goes out hunting to make it happen, and inevitably negates it. If it’s a bad one, like one foretelling a death, then what usually happens is the new knowledge leads to their demise instead of helping them. Sharing a Death Omen is as good as sentencing that person to d—” His abrupt stop led to uncomfortable silence.

      The tension in my belly tightened further, unspoken words dancing on the tip of my tongue. “They were told a prophecy of my death,” I concluded.

      “You don’t know that. Forget I said anything.”

      “I can’t forget it now.”

      “Sky, you have to. Fuck. I feel stupid for saying anything at all.”

      “No. I’m glad someone told me something. It’s better that way. Now I can stop worrying about all the secrets and focus on the now.”

      “Skylar…”

      “I’ll meet you on the quad in an hour, okay? Should be plenty of time to get ready and slip past security.”

      “Tonight? Fuck no,” he said, voice firm. “Skylar, think for a minute. What did we see when we drove onto the grounds?”

      “Um, sentinels?”

      “Exactly. An assload of veteran men and women who have been doing this shit longer than both of us have been alive. Let’s not test our luck. There’s no way we can break into the building where they’re conducting an investigation mere hours after the crime without getting busted.”

      “Crap. You’re right.”

      “I know I am. Now listen, we’ll meet up tomorrow night the same way we always do, but instead of punching bags, I’ll teach you the other side of sentinel work.”
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      PNRU Administration canceled classes the next day in light of the extenuating circumstances. A campus-wide announcement, as well as an e-mail to every student, promised bereavement counseling would be available to those who needed it.

      Half an hour after the morning announcement, Ben, Holly, and Radha knocked on our door.

      “Hey. Is it cool if we hang over here with you guys? Everything’s creepy today,” Ben said.

      Holly sighed. “My roommate is on an anti-vampire kick now. She claims her father told them a student did it to become a nosferatu.”

      Since Ben made the best pancakes, we put him on the task while the rest of us collected on the couch to exchange the little gossip we had.

      “Someone told me similar. What I heard,” Radha said, “is that it was a nosferatu from the Most Wanted list who snuck onto the campus grounds and now every sentinel in North America is here seeking them.” She twisted a strand of hair around her finger and nervously chewed the inside of her cheek. “There’s never been a murder on PNRU grounds.”

      “My parents spoke of bringing me back home for the semester,” Liadan admitted. “I told them I want to stay.”

      I frowned. “After I talked with Gabriel about what we saw, mine called too. I thought they’d want me to come home, but they didn’t say anything about it. Just asked if I was all right.”

      “Why can’t my parents be cool like yours?” Holly muttered. “They threatened to drive over and pick me up, but I guess the provost talked them out of it.”

      Due to spending time in the campus medical center during the night, Pilar arrived after breakfast in the escort of an enormous bear shifter. Tendons stood out against his tree-trunk biceps like steel cables, and the shotgun he carried in his gloved hand seemed as small as a handgun by comparison.

      Holy crap.

      Once I tore my eyes away from him, I moved to Pilar’s side and slipped an arm around her shoulders.

      “Remember, you may call if you need me,” the bear said. His deep, Russian-accented voice rumbled.

      “Thank you, Ilya,” Pilar said.

      Liadan shut the door behind Sentinel Ilya then hurried back to us.

      Holly stared at the door after the shifter was gone. “I’m going to be the inappropriate one and say looking at him gives me all kinds of needs. Can we call him back yet?”

      Liadan shushed her.

      The blonde dropped her shoulders and sighed. “Sorry. Just wanted to lighten the mood. How are you, Pilar?”

      “Tired. They asked me a million questions about what I saw and then wouldn’t allow me to leave the student infirmary.”

      Liadan and I guided Pilar to the couch. Then my Irish friend hurried away to find Pilar’s favorite tea. “Are you okay now aside from being tired?” I asked. “What did you see?”

      Pilar sank down at one end of the couch and drew her legs up beneath her. Ben peeked over from the kitchen counter, eyes shining with curiosity.

      “I went to see Professor Gaspar about an assignment. I knocked, was called in, and the door opened. That’s when I saw her.”

      “Her?”

      “The vampire,” Pilar whispered. “Professor Gaspar was hunched over on the floor with… with blood on her face.”

      Holly gasped.

      “What? No, the professor wouldn’t hurt anyone,” I said in automatic defense.

      “I saw it!” Pilar shrieked, immediately dropping her head and voice. “I’m sorry. I know you and Dedrik were… were close.”

      Guilt flashed through me and I reached out, settling my hand over hers. “No, it’s my fault. I’m not calling you a liar, Pilar. I just… It’s so hard to believe one of our teachers could have done this. I’m so sorry you had to be the one to see it.”

      “I still can’t believe it. I ran out of there scared to death, certain I would be next. The sentinels think she escaped out the window. She even took most of her artifacts with her.”

      “What were the sentinels like?” Radha asked.

      “Terrifying at first. They asked me the same thing over and over but in different ways. What did the vampire look like? What was she doing? What was she wearing? They couldn’t believe it was Gaspar either, but then Simon and Sebastian left to track her down.”

      Liadan stepped over and pressed a mug into Pilar’s hands. “Drink, it’ll help calm you down. Do you want me to run you a bath?”

      “No. I think I’d like to lie down for now.”

      “All right. C’mon, I’ll tuck you in.”

      Lia helped Pilar to her room while the rest of us mulled over everything we’d learned. Ben’s crinkled brow and flabbergasted expression matched the way I felt.

      “Gaspar?” I mouthed once Pilar was gone.

      “I guess you never really know someone, no matter how nice they seem,” Holly whispered.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel met me on the edge of the quad near the recreation center, dressed like he planned to knock over a gas station. And because I only knew crime from what I watched on the television and in movies, I wasn’t much better. I’d worn dark sweats, tucking all my hair beneath a matching black beanie.

      “It was Professor Gaspar,” I whispered the moment I reached him. He looked down at me without surprise, his face solemn.

      “I know. I overheard Sebastian saying they’d sought her for arrest but she evaded capture.”

      I shivered. The wind cut right through my clothes. “So it really was her? I’d hoped Pilar was wrong.”

      “The investigation is still ongoing.”

      “Right. Investigations. Which is what we’re going to do.”

      Gabriel’s gaze swept over me from head to toe. A moment passed before he tugged off my cap and tossed it aside. “You look a little less like you’re up to mischief now. Remind me to teach you how to dress for an op.”

      “Oh, like you don’t look like a burglar too,” I snapped back while moving close enough to use his taller, broader body as a windbreak.

      A big grin spread over his face. “The difference is I wear black every day while you always dress like a unicorn puked on you.”

      “I do not.”

      “Only at bedtime, right?” He winked.

      Since I couldn’t punch him in his smug face if I wanted to learn some sentinel tricks, I scowled instead and shoved my hands in my pockets. “Will you just get on with this?”

      “Fine, fine. No need to be impatient.” The smile dimmed to the somber expression I’d grown accustomed to receiving from him. Apparently Gabriel only had two moods—serious and arrogant. “Curfew’s on, but if they find us, we’ll have to lie about why we’re together.”

      “I tricked you outside of the dorm to be your wicked seductress obviously.”

      “Get serious.”

      “I was being serious. For what other reason are a guy and a girl going to sneak out at night?”

      “We’ll say your charge needed you for an emergency and you forgot to call it in. No one’s going to believe your excuse.”

      The dire circumstances—a critical need for intel related to Gaspar and the school’s strange occurrences—tempered my desire to take offense. Thanks, dude. Really.

      Leading the way, he moved off the lantern-lit path, stepping into the shaded grass. “Come on. There shouldn’t be anyone there but a couple stragglers and the janitors. You sure you wanna do this?”

      “I’m positive. They’re hiding shit, and I wanna know what the hell was in that coffin. I want to know what the school isn’t telling all of us.”

      “All right. Then you need to cloak us both, and we gotta stay upwind of the sentinels near the door. You smell kinda good and you’ll get us caught.”

      I stared at him.

      “What?”

      “What do I smell like?”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “You shouldn’t wear perfumed lotions on a mission. You’re wearing more than usual tonight.”

      “I’m not.” I scowled. “It’s just the way I naturally smell.” The persistent aroma of open meadows surrounded me, although it varied from fae to fae and some of my fortunate brethren hadn’t inherited the gene to always smell like a greenhouse.

      “Well, learn to do something with that.”

      “I am,” I hissed back at him. Pilar was supposed to teach me to mask it.

      He brushed past me, but not before I saw the red flush in his cheeks. It had to be a trick of the light—the nonexistent light—because Gabriel Fujimoto never blushed.

      Keeping up with him, I crouched low and avoided the pools of silver-blue light cast by the campus lamps, keeping to the shadows while veiling us beneath my Prismatic Cloak. I’d never used it on two people before, and it hurt, creating a dull throb at the back of my mind.

      “Each type of sentinel has his own strengths and weaknesses,” he whispered in my ear when we stopped beneath an oversized tree. “Vampires can smell blood and hear your pulse. The closer you are to one, the more likely he’ll bust you. You want to give them a wide berth no matter what.”

      “The shifters can smell us.”

      “Right. Stay upwind of them always. And mages like Simon have Detection spells to reveal auras in a nearby vicinity. But they have to be activated. A good sentinel always has one turned on. It’s a drain on their powers, but a necessary one.”

      “How do I know who has one?”

      “They all have one. A good rule of thumb with a mage is to stay behind him at all times. They don’t have extraordinary senses and rely on their spells, but if he’s paired with a wolf…”

      I breathed in a few times in an effort to force my erratic pulse into a normal, sedate rhythm. It wanted to tap out the pace of a snare drum instead. “Right. So avoid all the sentries.”

      Using the hedges as cover, we took the long way around the building and hunkered down beneath my Prismatic Cloak any time a sentinel wandered in the vicinity. A mage scoured the lawn near the front steps, and according to Gabriel, a raven perched on the eastern edge of the roof. I didn’t need to see him to believe he was there. Eventually we rounded our way to a side door after the vampire lurking nearby ventured off to investigate one of Gabriel’s illusions.

      We found the door unlocked, a fortunate turn of luck since it was operated by a magnetic slider. Gabriel shut it behind us and we hid in the stairwell to devise our plan.

      “Now what?” I asked him.

      “If you want info, you wanna be in the provost’s wing. Her receptionist leaves at six each evening, and considering what just went down, I doubt Riordan is in her office either.”

      “What about Gaspar’s office? Is that anywhere near the provost?”

      “No, it’s one floor beneath her and a good thing. It’ll be under guard still since that’s where the murder took place.”

      No one patrolled the stairwell, and the third floor east wing looked as empty and silent as a morgue.

      “Jinx the lights,” Gabriel whispered.

      As I concentrated on the glamour, little balls of energy raised from my palms and zipped toward the sconces on the walls. They went black, and the fluorescent fixtures above us flickered out. Under the cover of darkness, we crept down the hall and crouched outside the provost’s department.

      “Crap, it’s locked.” I crouched down and peered at the hole, wondering what spell I had in my arsenal capable of unlocking it.

      Gabriel snorted. “Didn’t expect us to encounter some locked doors?”

      “Well, I did, but I just figured I’d cross that bridge when I got to it.”

      “Move out of the way, kid.”

      When I moved aside, Gabriel crouched down and popped the lock in under five seconds. He nudged the door open while I stared at him, but he provided no answers about his unusual skill. Or why he even had a pickset. Either it was magical or he had a shit-ton of practice, and even if it was the former, I doubted the school knew he had it in his possession on grounds.

      He stepped into the room first, his body tensed and prepared to move. He inhaled a deep, testing sniff of the air like an animal scenting for danger. Then he glanced back at me.

      “It’s safe, c’mon.”

      Once we’d both hurried inside, Gabriel tugged the door shut behind us and we fanned out over the office. “You check the cabinets. I’ll look over here on the desk.”

      The filing cabinet, like almost everything else in the office, radiated magic. I opened the drawer and it kept sliding out, further and further, a good five feet longer than was possible based on its size. Crap. I’d figured I’d have to look through maybe a hundred files, but this was closer to a thousand.

      “We need to narrow our search,” Gabriel muttered. He abandoned the desk to help me.

      “Okay, you focus on the cemetery, and I’ll look for the report on Dedrik’s death.”

      With so many files, finding what we needed became an impossible feat. The folders had been sorted without rhyme or reason instead of alphabetical order. “Are you sure it’ll be in here?” I asked.

      “You better hope so. There’s no way we’re getting into Riordan’s private office. In fact, stay away from her door because if you get knocked out of your shoes, I’m leaving you here and claiming I don’t know how the fuck you got in.”

      I glowered at him and shut the drawer, prepared to test another.

      Footsteps thudded in the hallway beyond the door. We both froze. Gabriel rushed away from the desk as I drew a Prismatic Cloak around myself and crawled beneath it. The knob jiggled then the lock turned.

      Provost Riordan would find and suspend both of us. We’d be berated and kicked out of the school, doomed to a life as Talentless.

      My pulse pounded, mouth went dry and palms clammy.

      The janitor hurried through the room and into the secretary’s personal bathroom without a glance at his surroundings. Frozen with terror, I cowered in my hiding spot while listening to the streaming sound of a man pissing. He hadn’t even shut the door behind him.

      “Ahhhhh.”

      I didn’t realize I’d held my breath until I went lightheaded and the world around me blurred. The janitor washed his hands and left as quickly as he’d come in.

      Once the door locked behind him, I eased out of hiding into an empty office space.

      “Gabriel?” I whispered. Where the hell had he gone?

      As I searched the room, sweeping my gaze from corner to corner, I saw no sign of him. There was nothing to see but the window, a row of chairs by the entrance, a bookshelf, the bathroom door, and a tall palm with a slender trunk and mass of bushy green leaves.

      He’d bounced on me.

      “Figures,” I muttered.

      “What figures?” Gabriel asked from my direct left, melting out of whatever disguise he’d used to look like a damned tree.

      I stumbled back from him with a hand to my heart.

      “Pretty good, yeah?”

      “You asshole,” I hissed between my teeth.

      “What?”

      “You scared the hell outta me.”

      Instead of apologizing, he laughed at me and moved away. “We’ll have to work on your illusion detection.”

      After sticking my tongue out at his back, I moved toward the desk and slid it open, only to notice a glimmer from the corner of my eye. During our initial search, a sheet of starlight parchment had gone unnoticed, partially concealed beneath a pile of stacked papers.

      “Here. I think I found something.”

      Gabriel edged up to my side and peered over my shoulder, so close I could smell his cologne. No, not his cologne. It was just that unusual shifter smell. It wasn’t offensive, but it was different, wild and wondrously masculine, like the deep forests after a glorious rainfall blended with musk and warm skin.

      “I can’t read a word of that,” he muttered.

      “Huh? Are your eyes bad?”

      “No, it’s just a bunch of elegant lines and swirls. Which means it was definitely written by a fae from Tir na Nog. Only faeborn and high wizards can read it.”

      I looked down at the report again. My friend saw gibberish, but I read perfectly legible script in beautiful penmanship. “Lucky for us I’m a fae.”

      Since creating a light would no doubt summon a dozen sentinels to our location, I edged closer to the window and tilted the paper toward the moonlight. The ink glimmered gold and pink like the note I’d received with the necklace.

      “Looks like Bachelor’s Grove is more than a local graveyard. The elders used it to hold a prisoner under the watch of a fae named Torcuil.”

      “That’s the cu sith who used to stand guard over the cemetery.”

      “Did you ever meet him?”

      Gabriel nodded. “He was a big dude, like even taller than me despite being fae. Had only one eye. He’d tell us all these war stories about the good old days and never treated us differently for being shifters, you know? He even went on the Wild Hunts with us a couple times last year.”

      “Did he ever mention who he guarded?”

      “Never. Maybe it’s in there. Keep reading, and just give me the highlights.”

      Fae never did anything straightforward or simple. The formal language made my head hurt while I tried to filter out the fluff and get the actual pertinent information.

      “Okay, here it is. Torcuil guarded the remains of Countess Mircalla Karnstein… Mircalla Karnstein.” Reading the words aloud sent a bone-deep chill coursing through my body, and all I could imagine was this hellacious ancient vampire rising from the grave.

      Gabriel shivered. “Better known as Carmilla, niece of King Konstantin. She used to change her name a lot back in the day when preying on humans.”

      “I know the name. I was always told she killed one of my grandmother Madalena’s charges a couple centuries ago. At least, that’s what I remember hearing once. I think Grandma and Queen Titania had her punished by the Sanguine Court.”

      Gabriel whistled. “Bitch is holding a long-ass grudge then if she put those two statues on you for whatever happened back then.”

      “Well, yeah. I only know a little. Like, supposedly Laura was a really talented mage. Like, one of those mages that gets their own faerie godmother.”

      Despite his inability to read Ancient Fae, the raven lurked over my shoulder close enough for his shirt to brush against me. The warmth of him seeped through to my skin, a comfort I didn’t shy away from after the grim revelation. “What else does it say?”

      “They believe Gaspar is working alongside her and leading this chapter of the Hidden Court. They think she set the attack up at the museum.”

      “Gaspar is the one who assigned it as extra credit,” Gabriel murmured.

      “Right. And you testified that you sensed a vampire there, remember? They don’t mention you by name in here, but have the statement you made to Ms. French.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Yeah, there’s a second page here.” I smoothed out the parchment square and frowned at the swirling fae script.

      “Well? What’s it say?”

      “It reads like a poem. ‘Born from the sculptor of cinder’s fame, the Light Bringer will ignite the Eternal Flame.’ There’s another line but it’s smudged too badly for me to make it out.”

      Gabriel’s brows drew together. “No idea, but it doesn’t sound useful. Put that report back and let’s get outta here. We don’t wanna push our luck any further than we have.”
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      Classes resumed two days later, but the sentinel presence on campus remained high. It didn’t take long for rumors to spread, and by the end of the week everyone knew Professor Gaspar had been accused of committing Dedrik’s murder and fled capture. There were a hundred sentinels searching the Chicago area, and even more spreading out across the region.

      She’d be staked on sight.

      Since the first day of class, Professor Gaspar had been a source of stern but friendly encouragement. When I asked Gabriel during our afternoon training session, he shrugged and said, “Sometimes people change, Sky.”

      We walked alongside each other toward the quad, the sun bright and golden against a serene blue sky. Since we’d officially been paired together, he claimed no one would think twice about him working with me at the gym during daylight too. I’d bundled up in a woolen scarf, gloves, and a royal purple knitted cap over my multi-hued hair. The piles of snow and biting wind called for boots and a heavy coat. He ambled down the path beside me in his usual leather jacket over black jeans decorated with a crimson dragon stitched into the side of each leg. Most shifters underdressed for the weather, more tolerant than the rest of us.

      “I dunno, dude. That’s a big change.”

      “Look, I don’t want to believe it any more than you do, but…”

      “But what?”

      “Maybe she got tired of blood bags. Maybe so many years of being feared by the students and treated poorly finally took a toll.”

      “Being called Ghastly, you mean.”

      He looked away, as guilty as the others who used the atrocious name. “Yeah. It’s like I told you before, a lot of people figure if they’re going to be viewed as monsters and beasts, they may as well act like them. Now, are we going to keep talking about this or did you want to train?”

      “What’s the lesson?”

      “After your performance the other night, I thought we’d try some illusion work. You need to learn how to tell what’s real from what’s not.”

      “I thought the whole point of your spells was to fool people into seeing things that aren’t there.”

      “Sentinels are trained to break illusions. It wouldn’t have worked on Sebastian or Simon, but that kind of shit is good for a janitor. You ever wondered what happened to people who do well enough not to become Talentless, but weren’t badass enough to get a job?”

      “You mean the janitor is…”

      “A vampire, yeah. They won’t strip your powers for sucking or being a weakling. They reserve that for the dropouts and quitters. Technically, you can’t even flunk out at PNRU unless you’re really lazy or stupid, and if you’re too dumb to maintain a passing but crappy D average, your gifts need to be sealed away.”

      “So the school is one big screening test for talent.”

      “Pretty much. And if you aren’t talented, if you don’t excel, you’re stuck out there flipping burgers or taking up a trade if you can get into one. Well, we are. Not you fae and mages.” He paused, a thoughtful look on his face. “Back before I dumped Jada, Dad would have just hired me to stand around looking tough with a gun for his clients. I’m not so sure about that now.”

      I stared at him, trying to decide if he was joking or serious, but he didn’t crack so much as a hint of a smile. “What about the fae and mages who barely pass?”

      He shrugged. “Office work, I hear. Or they go back home to their rich mommies and daddies.”

      “Says the guy who has a horse stable out behind his huge house.”

      He blinked at me. “How’d you know that?”

      “Uh… Pictures,” I mumbled.

      “Were you Facebook stalking me?”

      “It isn’t stalking if your human friend does it to be nosy.”

      Crossing his arms and adjusting his stance, he stared me down as amusement tugged one corner of his mouth into a smirk. “Uh-huh. Did you see the pool too?”

      “Anyway, what’s today’s lesson?”

      “Hide-and-seek. I hide, you find me.”

      “And how am I supposed to do that?”

      “You look for what’s wrong. Each time I hide, I’ll leave one clue behind that’ll set me apart from what you’re looking at. If you find me three times, I’ll throw in a special surprise afterward.”

      “Special surprise?”

      “Yeah.” He glanced at me, tilting his head in a way reminiscent to his avian self. “Something I think you’ll enjoy.”

      “Fine, challenge accepted. What’s the playing field?”

      His grin widened. “The entire campus, but to be fair, I’ll stick to the quad for this one. Wait three minutes then come find me.”

      Before I had a chance to protest, he shifted and flew off.

      Pristine snow crunched beneath my boots as I stepped from the path. I couldn’t wait for spring to arrive and blanket the entire grounds with flowers and green grass instead.

      “Gabriel?” Wandering the quad, I searched beneath benches and felt up tree trunks, wondering what the hell kind of disguise he’d donned this time. A passing pair of mages gave me funny looks, and heat surged to my face. “Hide-and-seek,” I explained as if they’d asked me.

      Groping bushes and even statues during my search, I started to think this was a useless exercise. There were to many places he could be.

      Okay, think, Skylar. What’s out of place? What’s different?

      I didn’t remember a commemorative plaque at the fountain. I frowned and touched the granite pillar, but instead of hard stone, my palm brushed leather and abs. It shimmered away and revealed Gabriel.

      “Hey. Not bad. How’d you know it was me?”

      “There wasn’t a podium here before. I’ve sat at this fountain a hundred times with Lia.”

      “Good memory. That’s part of what screws up a lot of illusionists. They count on your memory being crap, and sometimes they throw shit up in a hurry without realizing they’re remembering it wrong.” He glanced down at my hand. I hadn’t lifted it away yet.

      “Oh!” I jerked my fingers back and cleared my throat. “So I found you once. Next?”

      The second time he posed as a trash can outside the cafeteria with the wrong university name, and the third, he masqueraded as an extra tractor tire at the obstacle course.

      “C’mon, that last one was easy. In fact, I’m kinda insulted at the cop-out you took there. I’ve run that course so many times I know exactly how many tires there are.”

      He barked out a quiet laugh and pulled me along toward his residential building. “You’re right. I did take the easy way out that time. I was a light pole for five minutes while you wandered by me over and over. It’s cold and I want to get inside, but technically you won.”

      “So what’s my special prize?”

      “Come with me and find out.”

      Gabriel rented an apartment on the other side of the campus in the Wyvern Quarters, a section of paid residential housing for students who could afford to throw cash at the university for privacy. He and Rodrigo shared a unit, and it was huge. They probably didn’t even have to share a bathroom like our free unit, and every balcony outside had a personal grill.

      The living room had a spacious L-shaped leather sectional before a television that rivaled a theater screen. Piles of video games had been stacked beside it, and DVDs filled the cabinets from wall to wall.

      Along with guns. Lots of guns. I hadn’t seen so many since stepping into a Cabela’s with my maternal grandfather in Georgia.

      Before I could ask about it, something shrieked from the far wall. I jerked around and realized I’d overlooked a cage beside the window. Inside, there was a colorful, gold, orange, and red parrot clinging to the bars.

      Gabriel wandered up to the cage and stroked the bird’s tangerine tummy. “Hey, buddy. How you doing today?”

      “You have a bird?”

      “Yeah. This is Amaterasu—Ama for short. She’ll be fourteen on her next hatch day this summer.”

      “Wow, that’s a long time.” Curious about his pretty, feathered friend, I wandered closer. “Does she talk?”

      He popped open the cage and let her onto his hand. “Sometimes. Not as clear as me, but I can make out most of what she says. Her species isn’t the best for talking.” Ama leaned out from his finger, mantling her wings, and snapped her beak at me. “Ama, no biting.” He sounded like a stern father reprimanding a naughty child.

      “Um. Guess she only loves her daddy, huh?”

      “Actually, she’s normally not like this. She loves meeting new people and hangs out with Rodrigo as much as me.”

      I didn’t dare ask how she treated Jada. She probably loved her.

      He kissed Ama on her dark beak and set her on the cage’s play stand before moving to the closet. He dragged a duffel bag out. “Ever shoot a gun before?”

      I looked away from the staring bird. Ama didn’t take her beady gaze off me. “My dad owns one but never bothers with it. I think it was a gift from a human relative on my mom’s side.”

      “So that’s a no.”

      He pulled down two handguns from a cabinet near the door then crossed the room and grabbed a shotgun from a shelf over the couch. He hesitated in front of a display bearing an assault rifle, picking it up then setting it down again, reminding me of my mom when she tried to decide which carton of eggs was freshest.

      “Are we going to war?” I asked.

      “No, we’re going to the range. I trust you not to shoot yourself in the foot or make me look bad. Please don’t let me down.”

      A tingling thrill zipped down my spine. Even though it wasn’t off-limits, the shooting range was one of those buildings the administration discouraged us fae from visiting. While Gabriel packed up the guns, I waited and tried not to bounce on my toes like an eager child. I swear it was like he knew, because he took his sweet time.

      He kissed Ama again on her feathered head before he returned her to the cage, and for the first time in my life, I envied a bird.

      We didn’t have far to walk. He scanned in with a keycard and led me down a long gray corridor. We passed through two heavy steel doors before we reached the actual range. It looked pretty much like I’d seen in any number of cops shows, a long room with multiple lanes separated at our end by transparent dividers. Gabriel steered me to the last aisle.

      “Okay, forget all that shit you see in movies. I’m not going to treat you like a five-year-old and give you the obvious spiel about guns being dangerous, but here’s the basics. Treat it like it’s always loaded, even if you’re positive you saw me take out every round. Even if you think you emptied it. Never aim it at a target or a person unless you’re ready to pull the trigger.”

      “Got it.”

      He rattled out more rules, made me repeat them, then finally placed a pair of safety glasses on my face, tucking the black frames over my ears with careful hands. The personal gesture and his tender touch set off more butterflies in my stomach than the promise of firing a gun. “Don’t close one eye. That limits your field of vision, and if you’re in a firefight, you want to see everything around you. Learn to sight down the barrel with both open.”

      “How do I do that?”

      He sighed, exasperated. “I’m going to teach you, impatient ass.”

      And he did after he sized me for a couple holsters. Despite having magical ability, I’d never felt as powerful as I did with a shotgun strapped to my back and a handgun on my hip. I’d grown up around magic—this was new, a piece of the forbidden world of being a sentinel in training.

      “You’re aiming for center mass. It’s the big circle in the center of the silhouette.”

      Once he placed enormous earmuffs on my head and showed me how to find my dominant eye, I peered down the sight and squeezed the trigger. The gun barked, bucked in my hands, and a round hole appeared in the silhouette’s left shoulder.

      “You’re not awful,” Gabriel said in a thoughtful tone, his voice dampened by my ear protection. “Here, brace yourself like this and don’t squeeze so hard. You want a firm grip, but not a death hold.”

      Handling a gun psyched me up too much to care about his confident hands guiding my arms. With his help, the next shot hit the big center mass circle.

      “Are you sure you should be letting her play with those? She might chip a nail.” Jada’s voice popped my joyous mood in an instant.

      Gabriel took the gun from my hand and set it on the counter. Then he glanced over toward his ex-girlfriend. “It’s poor etiquette to come in here running your mouth, Jada. You know that.”

      Her steps paused near the entrance when he chastised her. The female raven sniffed and claimed a lane two up from ours.

      I raised the left muff from my ear and whispered, “Should we just go?”

      “Ignore her. C’mon, try a few more rounds. Then we’ll switch to the shotgun.”

      “Only a few?”

      Jada’s first shot blew a hole in the center of the silhouette’s head. If she aimed, it was done in the span of a blink. My shoulders sank, genuine elation dimmed.

      “Or a lot,” Gabriel said. His gaze darted left to Jada. Her next shot fell in the second ring just outside of center mass. “Shoot as much as you want. I have bullets to spare.”

      “Are you going to shoot with me?”

      “If you want.”

      He moved into the lane between Jada and me. Instead of seeing her smug face and fancy gun, I was gifted with Gabriel’s profile. His aiming stance showed off the lean musculature in his arms.

      This is supposed to be a treat. A reward for me. I’m not gonna let her spoil it.

      “There’s accuracy and there’s precision. You want to learn to have both,” Gabriel explained when he fired the first round. He squeezed off six more afterward, three landing within millimeters of the first shot in center mass. Two overlapped. The rest went into the head. “Accuracy is your aim. Precision is being able to peg the same area more than once.”

      “Like you did.”

      “Right. Doesn’t matter if you can hit a target once,” he said, though I began to wonder if he was talking to me or Jada, “if you can’t reproduce it over and over.”

      “I’ll never be able to do that.”

      “You could one day. What you see are precise, accurate holes. What you don’t see are years of training and practice, Sky. I’ve been shooting since I learned to stand.”

      Right. While my parents took me to play dates and taught me to color with crayons, his dad was probably teaching him martial arts.

      After I emptied the pistol, he taught me to reload on my own by demonstrating on the handgun he’d brought for himself. The larger spread of bullets didn’t resemble his concise cluster of holes, but the success satisfied me.

      “If you ever do end up in a gunfight, don’t try to get fancy. In a real fight, your opponent isn’t going to just stand there and wait for you to hit them. Aim for the center because it’s the biggest target and easiest to hit. Only sharpshooters try to blow out kneecaps or strike between the eyes.”

      Jada made another sound in the back of her throat and put three rounds in her target’s head. Then she looked over at me and flipped her hair.

      And bimbos, I thought.

      “Let’s try the shotgun now.” Gabriel unloaded the pistols, set them aside, and showed me how to draw the larger weapon from the back holster. The unwieldy shotgun was heavy in my hands, awkward to hold with one arm, and more intimidating once I was holding it. Gabriel chuckled and placed my hands where they needed to be.

      “It’s not a baseball bat, Sky. Support it here with your nondominant hand. Keep it pointed toward the floor until you’re ready to fire.”

      “Simon’s gun wasn’t this long,” I grumbled.

      “He carries a short-barreled version for backup, but it’s better to learn with a standard model.”

      Once he taught me to operate the unloaded shotgun, the shells came into play. Gabriel wasn’t satisfied until I removed them all manually instead of ejecting them.

      “Sweet. You haven’t even broken a nail yet,” he said.

      “Fancy that.”

      When Gabriel hit a button, a track on the ceiling slid a new silhouette into place and brought it closer. Holding the shotgun pulsed a new wave of adrenaline through my bloodstream.

      “You ready for this?”

      “I’m totally ready for this.”

      “You wanna tuck this against this pocket here in your shoulder, see? Lean into it and hold it firm, or you’ll be on your ass.”

      While his warning helped, the shotgun’s stock still punched me in the shoulder. I leaned into the blow and stood my ground, but it was a close call. Gabriel’s fingers had settled on my hips.

      “Again?”

      “Go for it. I’m not catching you this time though.”

      His ex faded from my mind completely as I took another shot. There was something exhilarating about learning to use a gun. Not that I ever wanted to be put in a position where I had to use one, but if the time ever came, at least I’d know what to do.

      At some point, Jada had left, and I hadn’t even noticed.

      “Not bad for your first time at the range. I’d give you a solid… C.”

      “What?” My voice pitched upward.

      His grin widened. “Fine, a B-minus.”

      “So is this all you have to do to pass the weapons part of your training? Shoot at the range, I mean.”

      “To graduate next year and get my sentinel license, I’ll have to run a special test and pass with three different weapons and moving, enchanted targets,” he explained. “If you thought the obstacle course outside was rough…” He whistled. “Anyway, I’m still working on it, if that gives you any clue about how difficult it is. I’m always about thirty, forty seconds too slow.”

      “Gonna let me see you do it?”

      “Maybe. Not today though. I’m gonna take a nap before class.”

      “Oh.” I frowned. “I’m sorry for getting you up early.”

      “Nah, it’s cool. See you tomorrow?”

      “Yeah.” Without thinking, I popped up to my toes and kissed his cheek. “Thanks for today. It was really great.”

      He blinked, and for one second, he lost his usual cocksure attitude and looked as startled as I felt by my unexpected gesture. He tucked my hair behind my ears.

      “After everything that’s happened, you deserved a fun day.” He dropped his hand away. “You put on a strong face, but I know you have to be hurting about Dedrik.”

      “Is it wrong that I’m more pissed than anything? He and I barely had the chance to get to know one another beyond a single dinner out and some shared workouts. What happened to him isn’t fair.”

      “Death never is. He was a good guy.” He paused a moment, then added, “Sebastian is attending the funeral tomorrow and bringing a few of us. We’ll be traveling to Germany by faerie circle, and I’m willing to bet he’d let you come too.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and held it, wondering if it was even my place to attend. Dedrik wasn’t my sentinel. He hadn’t even been my boyfriend. But he was a friend, and that was enough to be there.

      “Yeah,” I said finally. “I’d like that.”

      “All right.” He checked his bag and pulled out another box of ammo. “Want to squeeze off a few more before we call it a night?”

      “Well, if you insist.”

      This time he didn’t give me any help while I started the tedious process of loading the clip.

      “Here!” a woman’s shrill voice cried, echoing down the narrow chamber. “They’re both in here!”

      Mrs. Hansford swept into the room with Simon and Sebastian on her heels. I fumbled the clip and bullets bounced everywhere.

      “You see? Blatant disregard for school rules. I knew these two were up to something.” Mrs. Hansford put her hands on her hips and stared down her nose at me. Sebastian folded his arms and took his usual stance, while Simon gave an exasperated sigh.

      “You again, Miss Corazzi?”

      My heart leapt into my throat and started a spastic sort of rhythm against my ribs. Ducking down, I scrambled to retrieve the runaway bullets rolling across the floor. “He was just showing me how to shoot a gun, that’s all. We weren’t trying to break the rules.”

      Gabriel crouched beside me to help. “Actually, there’s no rule against it. The range is open to any student so long as a qualified shooter is present.”

      “You are not an instructor, Mr. Fujimoto. Wizard Bostwick, I demand disciplinary measures to be taken against your night school student for this infraction.”

      Sebastian coughed. “Fujimoto may not be an instructor, but he is at the top of our class and qualified to use the range at any time he pleases to tutor other students.”

      Mrs. Hansford whirled on him. “I didn’t ask you. I’m speaking to your handler.”

      Gabriel’s eyes bugged out of his head, and Sebastian stiffened.

      Oh, shit.

      Simon placed himself in front of Mrs. Hansford in a step. She looked like a toy doll beside him, and she must have realized the gravity of her mistake, because she turned sheet white and shrank back a step.

      “I’m sorry,” Simon said, voice smooth and controlled, although there was a kind of fury broiling off him in palpable waves I’d never detected before in a member of the faculty. “I must have misheard you. I know you didn’t just slight a colleague and insult my partner?”

      “I… well…”

      “Because if you did, I’m sure the provost would appreciate knowing about the discriminatory, bigoted attitude cultivated by her senior staff. I’d certainly be happy to tell her.”

      Her face mottled, and I worried for a moment that she might explode. Or pass out. Simon had a way of sounding terrifying without raising his voice.

      “I misspoke, and I am sorry,” she bit out. “But we still need to deal with these two.”

      “I don’t see any problems here.”

      “But it is inappropriate!” Mrs. Hansford spluttered. “These two have been sneaking around after hours, and I have it on good authority it’s been occurring for several months.”

      Simon shrugged. “The provost is well aware of their activities, as are we.” He cut his gaze toward me and winked. “You still clench your fists when you run. Watch that.”

      “Good hustle on the tire course though,” Sebastian added, as if we were having a pleasant conversation rather than a teacher standoff.

      “Um, thanks.”

      “We’ll see about this.” Wearing a scowl sour enough to curdle milk, Mrs. Hansford stalked from the range and didn’t look back. Even Sebastian released a quiet sigh of relief once she was gone.

      “You two return to what you were doing. You won’t have any more trouble from her,” Simon said. Then he glanced at my silhouette and murmured. “Damned decent,” before he and Sebastian filed out the room too.

      I didn’t know whether to laugh or cry after everyone left, so I settled for picking up the remaining scattered bullets. Gabriel crouched down to help, and he was the first to break the silence, falling back while laughing.

      “Did you see her face? I thought she was going to have a stroke.”

      “I thought she was going to run in terror when Simon faced her down like that. He was really pissed.”

      Shared laughter felt good after everything that had happened. Once we cleaned up, Gabriel encouraged me to shoot at one last target. This time I managed to keep all my shots in the torso, even if they weren’t all clustered together in a tight circle.

      Afterward, we settled in at his place, rented an action movie to watch with Ama, and ordered pizzas on my dime because Gabriel was more than a bag of meat assigned to my protection. He was a friend, and I hoped one day I’d have the courage to stand up to someone for him the way Simon had for Sebastian.
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      A little Google searching taught me about Japanese Valentine’s Day culture and resulted in Liadan helping me in the kitchen Wednesday afternoon. By the time we finished, I had a dozen presentable candies and three times as many that resembled smooshed cow patties. We ate those, because it was a crime to waste chocolate, even if they were ugly as hell.

      She tapped a few sheets of printer paper with her wand and transmuted them into a dozen glossy sheets of pink and white candy wrappers. We arranged them into a heart-shaped box and tied a red ribbon around it into a bow.

      Half an hour later, my gift to the best sentinel on campus was tucked away in my purse in Gabriel’s back seat while he drove me to check in on Sharon.

      Her boyfriend had a whole night planned. A whole night. And while, technically, he wasn’t my charge, the little line of fate between them guaranteed I had the wiggle room to make their evening problem free.

      The night’s work began in her bedroom where I reminded her to take condoms just in case Oliver forgot.

      “Take three, girl. Don’t leave it up to chance.” After a moment, as she eyed the box she’d stashed in her underwear drawer, I whispered, “Actually, put the entire box in your purse.”

      She tucked the package into her clutch and flushed with excitement.

      “Don’t forget the gift you got him,” I said when she turned toward the door without the gift bag. Sharon doubled back for it then hurried downstairs as Oliver pulled up outside.

      “Bye, Mom!”

      “Bye, sweetie. Have fun!”

      “Everything good?” Gabriel asked once I was back in the car.

      “Hope so. She’s not gonna be without protection at least. Girl bought a whole box.”

      Gabriel laughed. “Are we gonna follow them?”

      “Well, I figured we may as well enjoy dinner out too, right? I’m not saying we should pull a Monica, but…”

      The raven raised both of his heavy brows. “We?”

      “Yeah. Did you think I was going to make you stand outside in the cold?”

      “Well, no, I just thought—Thanks.”

      Gabriel’s open appreciation pissed me off, not because I didn’t value his gratitude, but that it was even a big deal at all.

      We tailed them to a fancy, high-class Japanese grill and parked at a nearby garage after the valet took Oliver’s little red coupe away. I grabbed my purse from the rear seat and tucked it away into Neverspace just in case I needed it. Then Gabriel and I walked on foot, made wiser by Monica’s goof last time.

      There was a big crowd in front of us clustered into the lobby, and each time someone reached the front of the line, the delicate hostess sent them away.

      No tables left.

      As we neared the front, I leaned close to Gabriel and lowered my voice. “Crap, we’ll never get in without a reservation, and I’m not that great with Persuasion glamours, but I guess I’ll have to try.” Otherwise we’d be waiting outside. Without food.

      He caught my hand before I could lift it toward the hostess. “Allow me.”

      “Um… okay?”

      Gabriel stepped up to the podium and struck up a conversation in Japanese. The hostess’s eyes lit up and her polite smile widened. He gestured to me once as their conversation carried on. The woman touched his arm, they laughed, and then she plucked two menus from a shelf in the podium and waved us to follow her into the restaurant.

      We passed Sharon’s table. She and Oliver were deep in quiet conversation while looking over the menu.

      The hostess took us to a quaint table for two on the upper level, positioned near the rail overlooking the ground floor. I had the perfect view of my charge.

      “Please enjoy,” the hostess said. She set down the menus then walked away.

      I opened one and skimmed the appetizers. “So, how did you manage this?”

      He grinned. “The Watanabe family are raven clan. My dad and Minako’s father were roommates back during their PNRU days.”

      “Oh. That explains it.”

      “Why? What did you think I did?”

      “I dunno. You can be charming when you want to be, and she was smiling a lot.”

      “Is that a compliment?”

      “Maybe. Now, tell me what’s good since I’m assuming you’ve been here before.”

      With Gabriel as a culinary guide, I stepped out of my comfort zone and had more than the usual teriyaki chicken and spicy tuna roll I always ate at these kinds of places. We ordered a pot of jasmine tea, Kobe steak, squid, and the most amazing ahi tuna tower to ever be constructed in a sushi restaurant. Down below, my charge glowed golden with happiness and the thin red line between her and Oliver glittered like a fluorescent ribbon.

      She was so going to get boned hard tonight.

      Gabriel finished his tea and glanced over the rail. “Oliver is calling for the check, so I guess we should too.”

      The waitress’s timely arrival with the check made me wonder if everyone who worked here was a shifter.

      “Did you enjoy your meal?” she asked.

      “Oh, yeah. It was wonderful—” The $179.31 bill choked the remaining praise from my mouth. Thank goodness for all the Christmas money I’d received.

      Gabriel pulled the book out of my hand. “That’s with the friends and family discount. I’ll cover it. My last client tipped generously, and all this extra cash has me feelin’ like a baller.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He waved me off and tucked his card beside the check. The waitress took it away and returned for his signature.

      “Thank you, Gabriel. You didn’t have to.”

      “I know, but I wanted to. Shall we?” He rose and offered me a hand, and when his warm fingers curled around mine, I told myself Gabriel only wanted to blend in with the rest of the moon-eyed diners.

      Outside, lights from adjacent businesses and restaurants lit the busy intersecting streets congested with evening traffic. Couples walked hand in hand down the sidewalks. We loitered a few feet down the way and waited until Sharon and Oliver came out and passed the valet their ticket. I took advantage of the lull to give Sharon some last-minute encouragement and good sense.

      “She’ll be fine,” Gabriel said as we watched them drive off. “She’s got a good godmother watching over her.”

      “Thanks. Now what? You’re probably itching to get back to campus.”

      “Actually, I was thinking we could have a little fun. The zoo is only a few blocks down.”

      “Yeah, but it’s closed,” I said.

      “So? As long as we don’t vandalize anything, no one will care. Places like zoos love when fae drop by. Your presence makes the animals happy.”

      “But I’m only half fae.”

      “Eh, close enough. C’mon, it’ll be fun.” He took my hand again and tugged me a few steps. “Consider it stealth training if it makes you feel better.”

      So long as he held my hand, I’d be up for anything.

      We crossed over to Stockton Drive and made our way south, ambling along at an easy, leisurely pace. It was almost romantic, making me wonder if I should present the chocolates now before I lost the nerve.

      “Hold up a second,” Gabriel said. He’d come to a stop, his body tense and his face turned into the breeze.

      “What is it?”

      “We should head back to the truck. There’s—”

      Two snarling growls echoed through the air. I’d heard the sound before, once when I snuck out and watched the night classes practicing combat in their shifted forms. A bright flash of chromatic green, blue, and purple exploded between the trees ahead, illuminating playground equipment and two enormous four-legged silhouettes before fading back into darkness.

      “That’s fae magic!”

      This time I was the one who tugged on our joined hands, pulling Gabriel toward the altercation instead of away from it. He swore in Spanish but didn’t argue or jerk me back. I hit the 7-line on speed dial, and we ran together toward the fight.

      Moving closer to the battle introduced me to whatever Gabriel smelled, and because of his impromptu lesson, I recognized the stink of wendigo before I saw the source.

      A female werebear had been cornered by the wendigo, though they were almost evenly sized. Large and bony knobs protruded from the larger wolf’s shoulders and spine, splitting wet seams in the skin. Its pelt was going mangy in some places, the bare flesh raw and flaky, and its huge yellowing teeth glistened pink.

      Behind the bear, a young man with green-streaked hair huddled with his back against a slide. Red patches stood out against the pristine snow beneath him.

      “Grab Jordan and get out of here,” Gabriel ordered. I didn’t even question how he knew the fae’s name. He tossed me his keys and pulled out his gun from a holster beneath his left arm.

      “But—”

      “Just do it, Sky.”

      Gabriel moved forward at an angle, strafing the wendigo while firing. Steam arose from the bullet holes and thick, black blood welled from the wounds, though each shot seemed to affect it as much as a mosquito biting an elephant.

      The rounds had to be silver bullets. Only silver could kill a darkling shapeshifter, whether it was a wolf, bear, or raven originally.

      As the two sentinels took on their quarry, I dashed to Jordan’s side and crouched beside him.

      “Jordan, right? I’m Skylar. C’mon, let’s get you out of here.”

      “But Felicity—”

      “Would want you safe. Gabriel is helping her.”

      “Okay.” When he accepted my help up from the ground, I slipped beneath his arm and let him lean on me. He limped because his thigh had been shredded.

      Every step killed me a little inside. I hated leaving Gabriel to fight, even if he wasn’t alone. Even if it was his job. He herded the wendigo away from Jordan and me with clever shots while Felicity kept between us, snarling and grappling the beast each time it tried to break through her defense. It was so damned fast most of the shots missed.

      “I’m going to try to shadowstride us out of the park, okay? Think you can keep up?”

      “Yeah, I think—”

      A cloaked shape stepped out from the trees ahead of us. “And where do you think you two are going?”

      Jordan stumbled back, nearly pulling me down to the ground.

      “Two tasty fae for mistress. She’ll be pleased with me.” The nosferatu had completed the change, bald head and angular, feral face as white as the snow beneath us. He licked his uneven fangs and advanced. I darted my gaze left and right, searching for a possible escape.

      “Just leave me,” Jordan pleaded.

      “No.”

      Concentrating on our destination at the edge of the park, I dragged Jordan across the Veil into the Twilight realm. A murky, thick mire greeted us instead of the usual shades of vermillion, turquoise, and violet, resistant to my attempt to shadowstride with a passenger. I may as well have been pulling him and me through wet metaphysical concrete. It stank of musk and burning incense, rotting grass and foulness, like essential oils gone rancid in the bottle.

      “I’m dead weight, dude. Just leave me.”

      I pushed again, swimming through air with oatmeal viscosity. “No!”

      Hard fingers grabbed me from behind and yanked me back from the Twilight. The vampire tossed us through the air as if we weighed nothing. Jordan hit the ground first, striking the metal leg of a swing set, and some part of his body made an audible crack. He cried out, writhing on the snow.

      Tucking into a roll brought me back on my feet again by some stroke of luck and maybe a few years of childhood gymnastics and tumbling lessons too. I yanked my coat sleeve from my wrist to expose the crucifix charm bracelet, keeping myself between the creature and Jordan.

      The nos hissed at me. As we circled around one another, I caught a glimpse of the fight between the shifters. Both Gabriel and the bear were still on their feet, but they both looked worn and streams of blood poured down Felicity’s broad shoulders, staining her honey-brown fur. She heaved heavy, ragged breaths, and sweat ran in rivulets down Gabriel’s face. The wendigo turned on him, swinging its powerful claws.

      Gabriel fired a bullet point-blank, somersaulted, and flew above the beast as a raven. As a man, he descended again in a vertical drop, shooting the whole way down in a spectacular display I couldn’t appreciate with a hungry nossie trying to get past my defenses.

      Hissing, the nosferatu lunged again. I summoned sparks of light with my free hand, repelling it.

      Where were the sentinels assigned to the city? There were supposed to be dozens of them around the university and Chicago area.

      “How much longer can they survive, pretty fae?” He swayed left and right, practically salivating over us.

      Gabriel cried out from behind us. My gaze darted left in time to see him striking the ground. Felicity snarled and stood over his limp body.

      “Gabe!”

      The nosferatu struck me. We rolled to the ground, but the snow cushioned my fall. I thrust my wrist up and channeled glamour into the silver.

      Grandpa’s gift exploded with light, projecting from the silver in a tight white beam. It repelled him long enough to save my neck. The stink of him filled the air, burning vampire skin and snow and rotten breath in my face, the many holy symbols combined with my Sunlight spell searing through him.

      His shriek stressed my hearing and cleaved into my skull. Gritting my teeth, I scrambled over Jordan to protect him again.

      A blazing line of fire shot across the park, then more flames engulfed the deranged vampire from behind. He shrieked in agony, hit the ground and rolled, but when he leapt up to his feet and took off for the edge of the playground, a mage spell lit him up like a torch. I recognized Simon’s hulking form and had never been so glad to see the stern-faced man.

      Sentinels surged over the area and surrounded the bleeding wendigo. Shotguns roared and silver spray sizzled across its mangy ribs. As it slumped to the ground, fire engulfed the beast and it went up in a blaze of magic.
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      It was close to midnight before Sebastian and Simon put us in the back of Gabriel’s truck and started the drive back. Until then everything had been a blur of scene clean-up, medical attention, and no answers. But with a half-hour drive ahead of us, I was determined to get something.

      “That nos said something about bringing fae to his mistress. He meant Carmilla, didn’t he?”

      Sebastian twisted around in the passenger seat to stare at me. Simon looked back through the rearview mirror.

      “Do I even want to ask how you know that name, Miss Corazzi?” Simon asked.

      “Probably not, but you didn’t answer my question.”

      Sebastian chuckled. “Might as well tell them, or we’ll have another office break-in.”

      I managed not to cringe. Beside me, Gabriel maintained an Oscar-worthy poker face.

      “Fae have disappeared in disturbing numbers,” Simon said after a moment. “Mostly half-fae, graduates from the university, but there was one full fae reported missing by King Oberon recently. Our investigations have led us to the Hidden Court. I’m assuming Fujimoto has talked to you about that.”

      “I know a little, yeah. Is that who attacked Jordan and Felicity?”

      “Yeah,” Sebastian said.

      Gabriel finally spoke up. “What about the Veil? Why couldn’t Skylar pass through?”

      “Yeah, it was like trying to walk through sludge. Everything looked weird too. Dull and dark.”

      “The Seal of Khonsu. It’s an Egyptian artifact designed to negate traveling through the Twilight in a given area. If you had managed to get another few yards away you would have had an easier time.”

      “Is that one of the items that was taken from Gaspar’s office?”

      “It was,” Simon replied. “Thankfully, we have it back in our possession again.”

      “She didn’t do it, did she?”

      Neither sentinel answered.

      “Did she?” I insisted. “You two can’t really believe Professor Gaspar would hurt one of us.”

      Simon sighed. “It doesn’t matter what we believe. We have to go by the evidence.”

      “There’s also a witness,” Sebastian said.

      “It wasn’t her,” I insisted in a quiet grumble. “Someone framed her and took a bunch of her belongings.”

      Gabriel touched my knee, but the weight of my guilt had become too much of an oppressive force, leading me to wonder if I should have reported my sighting weeks ago.

      “What would happen if a student was found recruiting for the Hidden Court?”

      Indecision tore me apart, because hell if I knew whether or not I should report what I had seen to the administration. As a vampire, that meant Matt Sinclair would be killed, whether he’d harmed anyone or not. I didn’t want his death on my conscience, and for all I knew, he’d seen the light and come to his senses.

      It just wasn’t fair that the rest of us got to go on with our magickless lives while vampires were laid to rest, a pile of ashes who never got to regret their poor choices.

      Simon studied me through the rearview mirror, heavy brows drawn tight together. “Recruiting?”

      “Have you seen something, Skylar?” Sebastian asked.

      “I’m just asking, what would happen if there were students talking about it together.”

      “I suppose it would depend on their level of involvement. Do you have something to tell us?”

      I’d sat on the information so long it made my palms sweat. Gabriel made a quiet sound in his throat that reminded me of a grouchy parrot, but I ignored him.

      “I saw a meeting a few weeks ago. There were some night students outside the gym discussing the Hidden Court, but I didn’t know what it was then or what they were about. I just knew they hated my kind.”

      Simon dipped his head. “We thought they might try something on campus, but we were looking for attacks, not meetings.”

      Silence fell over the two sentinels for a while, quiet looks exchanged between them that seemed to convey a thousand words.

      Could mages communicate with telepathy? I’d have to ask Ben or Holly.

      A few tense moments passed until Sebastian sighed and raked his fingers through his dark hair. “We can’t promise any students involved won’t suffer a few consequences, but anything you tell us will remain confidential. How’s that?”

      “No one will die, right? Or get Bound?”

      “I doubt death will be on the table over a meeting, but ultimately, it wouldn’t be our decision, sweetheart.”

      “I don’t want innocent students tangled up with the Hidden Court.”

      “We’ll do our best to get anyone some clemency.”

      “I’ll give you names,” Gabriel spoke up. “A couple of guys and I happened by their meeting.”

      “Jesus,” Sebastian growled, the word rumbling in his chest. “You too?”

      “Some friends dragged me out, man. You know I don’t believe that shit.”

      Sebastian and Gabriel glowered at each other for a while, the werewolf in the front seat appearing more feral by the moment, like if they weren’t in a moving vehicle he’d probably thrash Gabe on general principle for even being within a hundred yards of the meeting. “If I could strangle you from here, kid.”

      It only took a minute for Gabriel to rattle out a list of names, though he grimaced a few times. Becoming their informant must have cut him to the quick, but I couldn’t tell if it was because he’d ratted on his friends or parted with so much information for free.

      I touched his hand and took up for him. “He really told them it was all bull and stupid. Honest. The whole meeting was just a bunch of vampires and shifters mad about how they’re treated.”

      “Bloody mess if you ask me.” Simon released a pent-up breath. “This will stay between us. For now. But I’ll be monitoring everyone mentioned.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “Isaac, Justin, and Stark knew better. So do you. Fuck, all of you knew better.”

      “Look, I’m sorry, man. We just wanted to check it out.”

      Sebastian bitched at Gabriel the entire drive, turning more paternal than I expected any of the professors to behave.

      A while later, we pulled onto campus grounds. Simon drove around to the garage and parked in Gabriel’s assigned spot. Once he killed the engine, both men turned to look at us.

      “I’d like to ask that you keep everything we’ve discussed to yourselves. Until this whole mess is sorted out, no one can be trusted,” Simon said.

      “And no more strolls through the city, even if you’re together. I’ll be recommending to the provost that everyone go out in groups to check on their charges until this shit is under control,” Sebastian added.

      “Absolutely,” Gabriel agreed.

      “Of course,” I added.

      “Excellent. Get some rest, and try not to worry too much about the Hidden Court.” Simon passed over the keys then left the truck. Long after the two sentinels hurried away, Gabriel and I remained within the warm cab, though a heavy silence hung between us and anxiety shredded my stomach to ribbons.

      “Are you mad at me?”

      “What? Shit, I’m mad at myself for letting Edmund and Stark talk me into checking it out. And for not speaking up about it earlier. You shouldn’t have had to do it.”

      “You were protecting your friends. Your people.”

      “If any of my people want to seriously consider going darkling, they’re not my friends anymore, Sky. It’s not just gross. It’s wrong.”

      The tight knot that had been squeezing around my heart loosened. “I don’t want you to be in trouble.”

      “You heard them. For now they’re gonna take a wait-and-see approach. Monitor everyone. Sebastian will probably run my ass hard in class, but he knows me. He knows I wouldn’t let him down like that, so I’ll take whatever punishment he doles out.” He paused a beat then nudged me in the side with his elbow. “Which means I’ll run you extra hard in our lessons.”

      “Damn. The price of honesty.”

      “Yep.”

      With the air cleared between us, we climbed out of his truck. Gabriel grunted and held his side.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m good. Felicity took all the aggro.”

      “I saw him hit you though. Are you sure you don’t have broken ribs again?”

      Gabriel tugged up his shirt. It had come untucked during the fight, and hauling it up exposed the green-tinged color stretched over his ribs. The bruise looked a day or two old already. “Nothing’s broken. He mostly knocked the wind out of me.”

      I placed my palm against his flat stomach and frowned. He sucked in a breath but didn’t shy away. His bare flesh was so warm beneath my hand, the muscles chiseled and defined. “This doesn’t look okay.”

      “It will be after a few hours of sleep. C’mon, I’ll walk you back to your dorm.”

      “No. I think, just this once, I’ll walk you back to yours. No arguing.”

      “Sky—”

      “No arguments.”

      Surrendering, Gabriel walked alongside me from the parking garage and out onto the campus path. A few night students glanced at us in passing, whispered, and texted rapidly on their phones.

      There were fewer of them in the lobby to his apartment building, a few juniors and seniors able to afford living in the upgraded digs. All of them looked like shifters. The building must have been a favorite for their kind.

      A werebear stepped forward to intercept us. “Sup, Gabe. What happened to you?”

      “Wendigo out in Lincoln Park.”

      “No shit?”

      “Yeah. You’ll hear all about it tomorrow.”

      Before they could interrogate him further, the elevator arrived. We rode it to his floor.

      “Need me to tuck you in?” I teased at his door while he fumbled out the keys.

      “I think I can make it to my bed, thanks.”

      “All right. Get some rest and I’ll see you tomorrow I guess.”

      “Hey, Sky?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You’re a great ward. The sentinel who gets you after PNRU is going to be lucky.”

      Warmth and pleasure flushed my cheeks. I dipped my chin to hide it. “Thanks. It doesn’t cost anything to be kind, you know?”

      “Still. Thank you for being you, I guess. G’night.”

      “Hey, um, I have something I want to give you first.”

      He raised both brows. “Yeah?”

      I reached into my purse and removed the Valentine’s Day chocolate. “Honmei-choco is the right term for close friends, right?”

      He blinked at me. “How’d you know that?”

      “There’s this thing called the Internet.” I offered out the box. “Anyway, I hope you enjoy them. Get some sleep.”

      And just like that, I hurried back down the hall to the elevator, too afraid to stay and see what he might say.
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      A campus-wide announcement went out the Monday following our Valentine’s night escapade, proclaiming that anyone caught recruiting for the Hidden Court henceforth would receive swift and merciless disciplinary action. The wording led me to think Binding—or in the case of vampires, staking—was in the cards for whoever they caught.

      The news quickly replaced the buzz about our fight in the city, which was both a blessing and a curse. Each day as I went from class to class, more people gathered in their own little cliques. People eyed each other with suspicion and the word on everyone’s lips was “Who’s with who?”

      Then the arrival of March melted the quad into springtime, replacing slush and snow with fragrant blossoms in every tree, bush, and vine. Pilar even invited all of us girls to go home with her to Barcelona, and I looked forward to practicing my Spanish during the upcoming break.

      Students who had celebrated Professor Gaspar’s replacement by Mrs. Hansford regretted it by the time midterms arrived. The woman plied us with Arcane Lore homework and assigned essays every week. As little as she allowed us to use practical applications, I almost expected her to show up wearing all pink and plaster the classroom with cat posters.

      “You know that saying ‘better the devil you know?’ I think I understand it now,” Liadan said when she dropped into the seat beside me in the study room. I’d reserved one in the library, because they lacked Wi-Fi signals and we’d quickly learned studying anywhere else provided too many distractions.

      Pilar scowled. “Even the devil would find Mrs. Hansford intolerable.”

      Liadan raked her fingers through her red curls then fell back against the couch. “I feel so feckin’ overwhelmed. How in the hell are we to memorize all of these glamours?”

      I sighed. “This isn’t even the final exam, Lia. If this is difficult, imagine how much we’ll be drowning when May is here.”

      “Two more months,” Pilar said, appearing grim. She hadn’t applied more than foundation, for once too stressed to undergo her complete beauty regime. “We have less than two months to prepare for our final exams.”

      “Yeah, it’s getting tough. Gabriel and I scaled back our training sessions to once a week.”

      Ben yanked open the door and poked his head in. “There you guys are.” He plopped into the chair beside me, eyes bright with mischief and unspoken secrets. Mages loved secrets, and Ben had become a professional at collecting them. Unlike raven shifters however, he couldn’t keep them.

      “What’s going on? You look like you have gossip,” Pilar said.

      “I don’t gossip,” he denied vehemently. “I spread the news.”

      While Pilar rolled her eyes, I imagined Ben at the helm of his own student paper. Apparently, the university didn’t have an active one since the last editor-in-chief graduated.

      “Well, out with it then.”

      “Tricia O’Keefe disappeared from school today,” Ben said.

      “Who?” Liadan asked.

      “She’s one of the vampire mages enrolled at PNRU,” he replied. “Dude, she was in our Magical Artifacts class last semester.”

      The hairs on my arms raised. “I remember her. Really quiet and usually a few seats behind me.”

      “She’s some kind of super prodigy who tested into advanced courses the rest of us freshmen aren’t privileged to take. She was supposed to give a demonstration on telepathy in class today but never showed, so Mr. Bedivere sent me to go get her. Well, her room was empty. I mean, she’d packed up everything.”

      “That’s the third night school student this semester,” Lia said.

      I shivered. “Running away just isn’t worth it if they’re going to send sentinels to drag us back.”

      Pilar crinkled her nose. “Or Bind your powers.”

      “Yeah,” Ben agreed. “Holly and I were looking forward to that demo too. I wonder why Tricia left.”

      “Maybe she grew tired of being picked on,” Pilar said. “Those idiots never gave it up after Halloween, remember? Maybe she felt threatened and has gone home for a while until the vampire hate dies down a little. People have been really mean lately after what happened to Dedrik and the attack in Lincoln Park.”

      Pilar made a good point.

      But Tricia had also been an enthusiastic member of the crowd at the Hidden Court recruitment meeting. Of course, I kept all theories to myself and changed the subject, reluctant to drag my friends into that hot mess.

      Twisting in my seat, I glanced behind us through the enormous window dividing the study room from the rest of the library. “Speaking of Halloween, where is Holly? We haven’t seen her around much lately. It’s like she dropped off the planet after the big party.”

      Ben shrugged. “She’s been hanging out with her boyfriend, I guess.”

      I frowned. “Think she’ll ever tell us who her mystery man is?”

      “Probably not,” Ben replied. “If you ask me, I think she made him up.”

      “That’s a horrible thing to say,” Pilar chided him.

      “She’s not lying,” Liadan said. “I’ve seen her with him.”

      Ben leaned forward. “Well, c’mon then, woman. Don’t leave us all in suspense.”

      Lia pressed her lips together. “No. I gave her my word. When she’s ready to introduce him to all of you, she will.”

      “Okay, okay…” I rubbed my temples and tried to focus on the study sheet in front of me detailing the different titles, ranks, and positions in the magical world. “Midterm tomorrow, guys. We can gossip about boyfriends later.”

      Pilar opened her textbook again, cleared her throat, then continued reading from where she’d left off. “I’m going to paraphrase because this is dry, boring, and wordy. ‘The title of Great Fenrir was initially awarded to the first werewolf to unite the three shifter clans together under a common cause in 1312.’ Write that down, Skylar, Professor Kirshman uses dates a lot in the exams. ‘In the years since, the title has been held by werebears and wereravens. It was the Great Fenrir Etienne Desrosiers who first proposed the Emergence in 1941, arguing that it was more dangerous to remain in the shadows than to make our world known to the humans. King Oberon’s support led the rest of the Conclave to take the proposal to vote.’”

      “What’s his name again?” Ben asked, revealing his know-it-allness only applied to non-shapeshifter facts.

      “She literally just said it.” Sometimes I wanted to strangle him.

      “It was a French mumble and butchered by her accent, okay? I need you to spell that. Anyway, I know it was World War II that provoked the Emergence.”

      “It was not butchered by my accent. I am fluent in French.”

      “Anyway,” I cut in, “can we read legal policy now? I need a refresher on the mage stuff.”

      Ben grunted. “The Circle of Sages is a body of thirteen wizards, led by the reigning Archmage. You can consider him the president, while the other twelve are like members of Congress nominated from each of the remaining great families.”

      He droned on for a while as I took notes about policies and lawmaking among the mages, which were almost identical across the world regardless of the country. Members of each great family lived on every continent and insinuated themselves into their national governments, influencing world leaders and manipulating them as needed.

      I finished scribbling that down. “Got it. Thanks, Ben.”

      “Your turn now. You guys tell me everything about fae, even if you think I already know it.”

      My notes regarding the fae were extensive, spanning for several pages. I’d learned more since attending school than I had from my own parents, because they’d wanted me to relate more to my human side than our ancestors of Tir na Nog. “As for the fae, I’ll start with the basics. ‘Queen Titania and King Oberon have ruled over the Summer Court since the beginning of time. Literally. Although he is currently ruling alone until the time of Queen Titania’s rebirth, King Oberon is regarded as the unofficial head of the Conclave.’”

      Pilar sighed. “And he’s hot.”

      Ben frowned. “Pretty sure that’s not gonna be tested.”

      “You never know,” she said.

      “Whatever,” Ben grumbled. “Anyway, what’s up with the rebirth thing? There isn’t a lot of detail in the books.”

      “After so many centuries Titania and Oberon fizzle out and die, their energy reborn anew in a fresh body,” Pilar said. “They are phoenixes. Two of the only three in all the world and Tir na Nog. Their middle son, Prince Umbriel, is first in line to rule should they ever fade away for good.”

      Ben’s mouth dropped open. “That isn’t in the book. I’m calling foul if it’s on the test.”

      “It will probably be a bonus question,” Pilar replied.

      Turning to the next page, I continued despite knowing most of it by heart. “Let’s see… ‘In the interim periods that only one ruler sits the throne in Tir na Nog, the remaining faerie monarch refrains from making permanent decrees if possible and consults the high sidhe of the court as needed for additional input.’ I put a great big if there and underlined it because they’re able to do it, they just don’t like to do stuff without each other.”

      “That’s rather sweet,” Pilar murmured. “It must be lonely to be without his queen for so long.”

      “And vice versa.” I added. “All right. Here’s more important stuff. ‘There were five faerie princes and princesses born from Titania and Oberon, each one ruling a different area of the realm.’ You guys have the names, right?”

      Ben nodded. “That I do know. The moons of Uranus are named after them. Umbriel, Mab, Miranda, Puck, and Ariel.”

      I read more from my notes, completing my portion of our study session by describing the various roles of the other fae members in Oberon’s court.

      Liadan took over from there. We had our studying down to a fine science. “The Conclave consists of leaders from the Summer Court, Sanguine Court, Circle of Sages, and the Shifter Collective. They meet every season to discuss policy, pronounce judgments, perform Bindings, and review grievances.”

      “On the equinoxes and solstices. Don’t forget that,” Pilar said. We all scribbled onto our cheat cards.

      Ben wiped a smudge off his glasses. “How often do you think they really meet? Especially lately.”

      I laughed. “As fascinating as it would be to make guesses, we need to concentrate on what will actually be on our tests. Save the speculations for after the midterm, or I’m gonna end up writing conspiracy theories for the essay portion.” I had too much to remember as it was.

      Three more days. I only had to survive three more days and a handful of midterm exams, then I’d be free for the next week to forget about school and enjoy my first trip to Barcelona.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel didn’t make daylight appearances often unless we had plans to check on Sharon, but when I headed over to put my fencing gear away Friday morning after my midterm practical, I found him leaning up against the locker.

      “You’ve got pretty good form,” he said. “I’d bet you get a B at least.”

      “Please don’t tell me you’re a fencing expert too.”

      “Nah, not fencing.” His grin widened when I stared him down, so he added, “I practice kendo back home.”

      “Of course you do. So, what’s up?”

      “Couldn’t sleep. Which means time to make you run the obstacle course.”

      “What? You can’t sleep so I have to do work?”

      “Yup. Consider it my midterm exam for you. Get your stuff put up and meet me there. I’m starting the clock in five minutes so ticktock.”

      He took off before I could stutter a word, shifting and flying through an open window. An entire minute passed before I realized he was serious and shoved my things into the locker.

      Thankfully, because I liked to meet Anji at the gym, I had a bag with clean workout clothes close at hand. I changed in the nearest bathroom then raced for our training ground.

      “Made it!” Air whistled in and out of my heaving lungs.

      “Good. Now… go!”

      Insomniac ravens were grumpy and sadistic. That was the only explanation for the torture he subjected me to. Without a moment to catch my breath, I raced for the first obstacle and swung my way across the monkey bars. For the first time, my shoulders didn’t scream in protest and I made it all the way without pausing. After that, everything—even the dreaded tire course—seemed easy.

      “Not bad.” Gabriel looked down at his watch when I crossed the finish line. The end of the obstacle course let out into a grassy area circled by a line of rocks like a makeshift ring. At some point, Rodrigo had joined him inside it. “Four minutes and three seconds. You cut more than a full minute from the first time you ran this.”

      “But it’s not passing,” I wheezed. Three minutes or better sounded impossible.

      “You gotta learn to pace yourself,” Rodrigo said. “You haul ass at the beginning, and by the time you reach the end, you’re out of steam.”

      Out of steam, out of breath, and out of everything.

      A few moments passed before I had the wind to reply. “You know, I did sprint here to meet your deadline. Maybe I’d have done better if I wasn’t already beat.”

      Gabriel laughed, lacking a drop of sympathy. He flashed me a handsome grin that could have turned my knees to jelly if I wasn’t already close to collapsing. “Maybe, but life-and-death emergencies or a hungry nosferatu aren’t going to wait for you to stroll over.”

      I glowered at him, loathing he was right, until I noticed he and his cousin wore matching grins. If both of them were grinning, it couldn’t mean anything good for me.

      “Which is why I’m here,” Rodrigo said. “I’m your midterm exam.”

      “Huh? What the hell did I just do then?”

      The big bear shifter stepped forward. “The warm-up. C’mon, shrimp.”

      “What? Right now? But I haven’t even caught my—” Gabriel’s stare cut me off.  “A hungry nosferatu wouldn’t care,” I finished, receiving an approving smile from him afterward.

      Rodrigo took his place on one side of the ring and faced me, bending his knees until he was closer to my level, hands out. “Got that right, chica. Now show me your best moves.”

      “Can I use glamours?”

      Gabe nodded. “Yeah. This is to see where you’re at, so improvise and take whatever advantage you’d need to survive an incident out in the world.”

      “I’ll pull my punches on you,” Rodrigo assured me. “Don’t bother doing the same. I can regenerate anything you do to me in minutes.”

      “Okay.”

      We circled each other, though Rodrigo’s appraising gaze gave the distinct feeling he was waiting for me to make the first move.

      Prepared for a counter, I darted in with a left jab to test his defenses. He met it with a calloused palm, the skin rougher than sandpaper and hard as asphalt. He batted my strike aside as if I were no more irritating than a bug.

      “C’mon, you can do better than that,” he goaded. Off on the sidelines, my silent raven trainer watched with his arms crossed.

      When I twisted into a roundhouse kick, Rodrigo caught my ankle and slung me to the ground. The grass cushioned my fall. After rolling beyond his reach, I sprang to my feet in time to deflect the the punch aimed at my chest. I blocked one strike and then another, dancing out of Rodrigo’s considerable reach.

      He may have been pulling his punches, but wherever I blocked him, it hurt and my bones sang out in protest. He taunted me with more feints until I went in for another jab. It was like hitting a wall. My hit to his gut didn’t even rock him.

      Gabriel had taught me about a dozen places to aim, showing me where to strike weak spots and even pressure points, but none of that knowledge bubbled to the surface in the heat of the moment.

      Rodrigo wasn’t quite as fast as Gabriel, but what he lacked in speed he made up for with brute strength. The first punch to slip past my guard knocked the breath from my body. As pain exploded through my chest and my opponent led in with the other fist, I stepped into the Twilight and came out behind him. Before he had the chance to twist around, I planted the sole of my sneaker against the back of his knee.

      Rodrigo stumbled forward with a barked, “Fuck,” lost his footing, and fell to the other knee, granting me the advantage.

      Can’t hesitate. Can’t hesitate. I phased through him again, in and out of the Twilight, spinning the moment my foot touched down on solid grass for a solid roundhouse to his face. His head snapped to the side. He toppled over onto the grass and I fell on him.

      His nose cracked beneath my fist. That was two sentinels now whose faces I’d bloodied.

      We rolled back and forth, moving from grass to gravel and back again. We weren’t in the ring anymore and it didn’t matter because somehow, I was still conscious. Small rocks dug into my back and arms but I pushed past the discomfort and scrambled to my feet, basing my entire defense on being too wiggly and slippery for him to hold.

      From somewhere nearby, I heard Gabriel suck in a breath then exhale in relief. “Good, good.” But I couldn’t see him, unable to spare a second’s glance away from my opponent.

      Around and around we went again.

      Gabriel had taught me all the moves, now I had to apply them in an actual combat situation. The blood pounded in my head, my chest still aching despite excitement turning my pulse to a frenetic battle rhythm.

      I stepped through the Twilight again, but the moment I appeared on the opposite side of him, my head rocked back from a fierce backhand. Agony flared on the left side of my face. I started to phase across the Veil again, but Rodrigo’s fist hit my stomach and thrust me out of the Twilight.

      Holy shit. Only the strongest shifters and vampires could do that.

      His punch took all the air came out of my lungs at once. I couldn’t scream. There was only pain and blinding tears in my eyes turning my vision into a shimmering field of green and Rodrigo’s hulking form. I dove to the side, pulling off an aerial flip I hadn’t done since middle school, just in time to miss him lunging after me.

      Rodrigo stumbled. “The fuck.”

      Gabriel laughed. “Damn. She was holding out on me.”

      Confidence fueled me. Pivoting around, I moved right into a charge, determined to slide under his attack this time. Rodrigo caught me by the arm instead, twisted, and brought my feet up off the ground. The world flipped upside down in a dizzying circle and a heartbeat later my body hit the grass.

      When my senses returned, I was flat on my back staring up at two concerned faces, both guys bending over me and debating whether or not they should move me.

      Rodrigo glanced back and forth between my face and my feet. “Pretty sure I didn’t hurt her back. She moved her toe a second ago.”

      “I didn’t tell you to smash her,” Gabriel snapped.

      “What? She was doing good. I thought she’d slip outta that one.”

      My only response was a groan.

      “You okay, baby girl?” Rodrigo offered a hand to help me up. Gabe lifted me by the other arm.

      “Y-you hit like a truck,” I wheezed.

      “Yeah, well you hit like a scrappy cat. Gabriel has taught you well.”

      “But I lost.”

      Rodrigo gave me a cocky grin. “Of course you did. I’m awesome, didn’t you know? Anyway, you got a badass shadowstride. With some practice, you can be a real beast. You gotta switch it up though. Every time you did it, you went from back to front or front to back. Using a gift like that, you need to be unpredictable.”

      “Oh.”

      “Rodrigo’s also has more than two hundred pounds and a foot on you, Sky. There was no winning that fight. What matters is that you fought him off for about three minutes. That’s all any sentinel can ask for. If I go down, I want you to last long enough for backup to arrive on scene.”

      The pain in my chest intensified, worsened by the idea of something taking Gabriel down and my raven not getting up again to fight alongside me.

      “Anyway, you two have fun. Enjoy spring break, Skylar.” Rodrigo clapped me on the back and trundled away., whistling as he went.

      “Here, drink up.” Gabriel passed over a water bottle.

      “Thanks.” I dropped to the grass and guzzled the water, not speaking until the last drop was on my tongue. “So? If this was an actual grade, what would I get?”

      “I think between that time and your brawl, Sebastian’s grading scale would put you right on the edge of a C.”

      “High edge or low edge?”

      “What do you think?”

      My confidence evaporated, sinking my shoulders a few inches lower. “Ugh, I suck.”

      A deep line creased Gabriel’s brow. “Don’t say that,” he said with a fierceness to his voice I didn’t recognize. “You’ve improved a lot, Sky. I mean that. Do you think there are any other fae that can accomplish everything you’ve pulled off this semester?”

      “Almost getting killed on multiple occasions?”

      “That’s a sentinel’s life.”

      “Which I’ll never be.”

      “Maybe not, but the fact that you stand up to try and help is badass. Like I said before, whoever is assigned to you when you leave PNRU is going to be lucky. In fact, I envy them.”

      If I couldn’t be a sentinel, I wished Gabriel could be mine. “I hope they feel the same.”

      “They’d be a fool not to. Anyway…” He cleared his throat and went back to his bag. “Keep up the good work during the break.”

      “Don’t worry, I have no plans to gorge on cookies like I did at Christmas. You won’t have to beat the pounds off me again.”

      “Nah, you look fantastic. Seriously. And well, I hope you don’t plan to swear off sweets completely, otherwise you won’t be able to enjoy these.” He opened his bag and pulled out a slim box wrapped in pale blue and white fabric, tied in a fancy little knot at the top.

      “What’s this?”

      “An early White Day gift, since you’re leaving for spring break and won’t be on campus.” He stood, the box still in his grip.

      “Thank you.” I rose and accepted the present, torn between opening it now or later.

      “Be careful in Spain. And don’t forget to send me a few selfies, yeah? I’ve never been there.”

      “Worried about me?”

      He tucked a loose curl back behind my ear. “Always.”

      I kissed his cheek and hugged my gift to my chest, too excited to open it in front of him, and too anxious to delay any longer. “I’m going back to shower. I’ll text.”

      “You’d better.”

      Liadan, Pilar, and Holly were sitting on the couch when I stepped inside the dorm, the latter sitting between my roomies while they wept over a tearjerker romance we’d already watched together in the theater.

      “This again? Seriously?”

      Pilar wiped her raccoon eyes with the back of her wrist. “It’s a good movie.”

      “We started it when you didn’t show up after your fencing class,” Holly said.

      “Yeah, sorry about that. Gabriel had me run a last training course before break. Then he had me grapple and fight with Rodrigo.”

      “Training,” Holly said in a suggestive voice, followed by a giggle. “Grappling. Rodrigo is totally hot so I wouldn’t blame you for being the meat in their sweaty man sandwich.”

      It was easy enough to ignore her friendly jibing. I rolled my eyes and crossed to our kitchen, dropping my gym bag on the floor while setting my gift on the counter. Cold lemonade with my name on it awaited me in the fridge.

      “What’s that?” Lia asked.

      “Oh, um, a gift from Gabriel.”

      “A little early for a birthday present, isn’t it?”

      “It’s not for her birthday,” Pilar said. “A White Day gift, right? I saw how much trouble you went through making his Valentine’s chocolates.”

      Holly’s brows shot up. Her smile widened as she leaned forward and rubbed her hands together, all of her interest on my chocolate box. “Wait, she made him chocolates. Well now I have to see what he got you.”

      “It’s tradition,” I said defensively. “And fine, make room.” I scooted onto the couch, sitting on Liadan and Holly both until they spread apart to make room for me.

      Once I removed the pretty fabric wrapping, I set it aside with every intention of saving it for a hair scarf or something. It was too pretty to tuck away in a drawer.

      Raising the lid revealed a variety of sweets. My eyes were drawn to three beautifully decorated white chocolate fans with pink and gold flowers painted on them. Two matcha-dusted truffles were nestled in beside them with a variety of other candies in different shapes and sizes, each one colored different from the last. They were all so beautiful I couldn’t bring myself to eat them, and I wondered if it would be an insult to save them on my shelf forever.

      The second half of the box held an assortment of snack-size Kit Kat bars in flavors I had never seen before—sweet sake, matcha, purple yam, red bean, and roasted green tea. Silence fell over the small group, everyone staring down at my gift with as much bewilderment as I felt.

      Pilar spoke up first. “That is real edible gold.”

      “What?”

      “The gold leaves on the fans and the stripes around the truffles are edible gold dust and gold leaf.”

      “You can tell by just looking?”

      “It’s gold,” Pilar repeated, as if that should answer my question.

      “You’re going to share those, right?” Holly asked.

      “Nope. All mine.”

      Holly pouted her lips. “Not even one?”

      Pilar laughed shamelessly at her. “See what homemade chocolates earn?”

      “Gold-foil chocolates were definitely worth that really annoying morning of making chocolates that looked like turds. Liadan gets one for putting up with fixing my mistakes.”

      “Thanks!”

      Holly mock scowled. “Yeah, well, you’ll have to tell me what bedroom moves you put on him after that because nobody buys a gift like this for a friend.”

      “Wait a second. You really don’t think—”

      “It’s okay, you don’t have to be shy about it. Trust me, I’m the last person to judge.” Holly leaned over. “Sentinel stamina is amazing, right? I swear, they can go all night.”

      “I’m not sleeping with Gabriel.”

      “If you are, the secret is safe with us,” Pilar said. “We’re not Ben.”

      “I’m not. Honest, if I was, I’d have told you guys by now or said something. Seriously.”

      Liadan came to my defense. “She’s telling the truth.”

      “I mean, aside from him being my sentinel and it being against the rules for sentinels and wards to date, I’d be down for it. He’s an amazing guy.”

      Holly rolled her eyes. “He bought you gold-covered chocolates. If that’s not asking to get into your pants, I don’t know what is.”

      Before I could come back with a snappish retort, Liadan jumped up. “Drinks anyone?”

      “I will take another Coke,” Pilar said, seeming to catch on.

      I had the best friends.

      When Liadan returned, she placed a frosty Coke in Pilar’s hands, set a frothy root beer float in front of me, and squeezed into her spot again. “So, Holly, what are your plans for the break?”

      “Staying on campus.”

      “It’s not too late to come to Spain with us,” Pilar offered. “Papá says we can have the entire west wing to ourselves. There will be no one to trouble us.”

      “It’s all good. I have plans for the week.”

      “With your boyfriend?” I asked.

      Holly grinned. “Yeah. We’re gonna pretend to be tourists and hit up all of Chicago’s hotspots.”

      “Well, be careful,” I said. “If you’re gonna bone away the week, make sure he rubbers up.”

      “I will, Mom.”

      We grinned at each other, and any lingering irritation evaporated like dandelion seeds floating on the breeze.

      For the rest of the evening we binged anime on Netflix and forgot about boys.
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      At least a dozen students never returned to the campus after spring break. None of them reported home, and since they weren’t in the care of their parents either, sentinel forces placed them on the missing list of juvenile supernaturals. Tricia O’Keefe was among their number.

      The only good news was that I had passed all my midterm exams.

      In the weeks that followed, the classwork increased exponentially as our professors prepared us for finals. Gabriel and I managed to squeeze in two training sessions a week, and days passed where I didn’t sleep more than an hour or two at night because it wasn’t fair to inconvenience him to train during my daylight schedule. In the days before finals week, we didn’t work out together at all.

      “This is it. Last weekend before final exams. I’m not sure whether we should toss the books and party or read until our eyes bleed.” I dropped down on the couch and stared at the pile of textbooks on the coffee table. Common sense said I should pick one up and read over things again, but I was sick of studying, and it was almost eight. We’d had our noses in our books all day.

      “I say we read a little until Pilar comes back up, and then I’ll break out that mead I’ve been holding onto. We can watch movies and relax. Sleep in tomorrow,” Lia suggested.

      “Sounds good to me.”

      The moment I picked up a book on advanced glamours, my phone chirped in the annoying screech of an incoming campus alert. A text in all caps followed seconds later.

      
        
        CAMPUS LOCKDOWN. ALL STUDENTS RETURN TO PNRU PROPERTY.

      

      

      Liadan fumbled out her phone and dialed up Pilar on speaker. “Did you see the alert?”

      “Of course I did. I’m stuck in the library and they won’t allow us to leave,” Pilar answered. “What am I supposed to do here?”

      “Study,” I offered helpfully. “Hey, did they say what’s going on?”

      “No. Tristal and Bedivere came in and locked the doors. That is all I know.”

      I frowned. “Okay, well text us if you hear anything, and we’ll do the same.”

      Before Liadan ended the call, I turned the television to the news. A solemn-faced reporter sat behind a desk with live footage from Chicago playing behind him. I easily recognized Navy Pier by the Ferris wheel.

      “—everyone is advised to lock their doors and remain in their homes,” the newscaster said. “Authorities are clearing the streets while the Sentinel Bureau responds to the attacks. Remember, a nosferatu is unable to cross the threshold into your home without a proper invitation. Remain indoors.”

      Liadan lifted one hand to her mouth and gasped. “Oh no!”

      “Holy crap, nosferatu loose in the city. Nothing like that has happened since—”

      “Since the Great Chicago Fire.”

      We’d read the horrifying story in history, the bleak accounting known as one of the few times mundane and magical history converged to become one. One vampire had allegedly overindulged and caused the death of a mage who loved him. It was later determined her own father had strangled her for threatening to leave home and concealed the crime by puncturing her throat.

      By then, the damage had been done. Dozens of mages had taken to the streets, burning vampire havens and slaughtering anyone with pale skin, while desperate blood drinkers turned to the dark to save their lives. So many innocent lives had been lost and concealed by the humans for decades under a flimsy story about a cow.

      Now it was happening again, only this time the threat was real.

      An uneasiness seeped into my mind, like a vision trying to manifest but failing. All I knew, deep inside, was that something was wrong with one of my friends. I texted Anji, Radha, Ben, and Holly. My werewolf friend and faerie pal replied promptly, craving information, but nothing came from the others.

      I leapt up and hurried to the door, where I pulled on my sneakers.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To check on Holly and Ben.”

      I crossed the hall and knocked on Holly’s door. I had to beat on the door for a while before a drowsy brunette mage with platinum highlights opened it and peered out at me through messy strands. “Hey, Sky. What’s up?”

      “Hey, Jess. Just checking on you guys and Holly. Everyone in safe?”

      “Holly’s out on a date. We tried to call her, but she isn’t answering her phone.”

      “A date?”

      “You know, with that mystery boyfriend of hers she won’t name.” Jess shrugged. “I guess he’s from one of the big fams and she’s afraid of jinxing it.”

      “I’ll try to contact her too.”

      Three doors down, I knocked on Ben’s door. He rubbed his eyes and swayed sleepily in the doorframe. His rumpled hair stood on end, and he looked like he had rolled out of bed to answer.

      “What’s up, Skylar?”

      “Have you checked your phone yet?”

      “That’s what woke me up. Any idea about it?”

      I shook my head and dragged him into the hallway. “Nope, and I can’t find Holly, so can you come sit with Lia while I run down to the guard shack?”

      He perked up in an instant. “Yeah, sure, of course. Let me just grab—”

      “No time.” I tugged him again.

      Driven by the unsettled feeling twisting in my stomach, I left Ben at the door and hurried down the hall. Rather than waiting for the elevator, I took the stairs down to the first floor. A quick peek around the corner confirmed my suspicion about staff supervising the building. My Supernatural Politics teacher lurked at the door.

      Mrs. Kirshman was never without her phone, even now while an unknown emergency threatened the school. Her fingers flew over the screen, and then she made a disgruntled noise. “Of course, blame me for remaining after hours, as if I volunteered to be here. Ungrateful man.”

      Drawing a Prismatic Cloak around myself, I tiptoed by her, certain she’d pick up on my aura. She continued to mutter about her husband until the moment I slipped into the main lounge and out the window. Neither of the two students inside draining the coffee machine glanced up at me.

      I didn’t make it more than a few steps from the building when the lantern-lit walking path dissolved, a new image pushing to the surface and overpowering the real world around me.

      Stumbling, I fell to my knees and cold dread spiked through my ribs.  Holly lay in a coffin with her arms crossed over her chest, bloodless features serene as if asleep. Or dead.

      No. Please not Holly. Once the glimpse passed, I pushed back to my feet and hurried forward.

      While cloaked in my glamour and using the Twilight, I evaded a junior sentinel in his werewolf form and a vampire perched above me in a tree. Vampires could see in the dark, and wolves had noses sensitive to magical disturbances.

      Somehow, I breezed past both of them and crossed the space between the dormitory building and gatehouse in a quarter of the time, though it drained me and mental fatigue pressed against my consciousness by then.

      Amalia’s voice reached me before I made it to the window. “For real, girl, if Gabriel wants to patch things up over the summer, wait until he comes to you first. Don’t go chasing after him again unless…” Her voice trailed and her dark eyes narrowed at me. “I better go. Call you back later.”

      Just my luck.

      “Hey there,” I said. “Sorry to interrupt.”

      “You shouldn’t be here.” Amalia frowned at me and crossed her arms. “We’re in lockdown, and it’s not safe for you guys to be out. They have us on the lookout just in case the little nossie rebellion makes its way here.”

      “How bad is it?”

      She shook her head. “Not sure yet. It’s at Serious Incident level, but they’re containing it. At last count, they estimated something like three dozen nosferatu and assorted ghoulies. Now what do you need? You didn’t come here to ask about that, did you?”

      “I didn’t. I just need to check something in the logbook. That’s it.”

      Amalia frowned. “That’s against the rules, dude. I mean, I could get in trouble just because you’re out here in front of me and I didn’t call it in.”

      “Please. I’m trying to get ahold of Holly Burke. She signed out a few hours ago, and she hasn’t returned to the campus. She won’t answer her phone, and I’m worried something happened to her. Can you at least check to see if she’s come back to the university?”

      The werewolf grumbled under her breath, but she pulled up the logs on the computer. Everyone who passed through the gates scanned in and out.

      “Here. Looks like Denise signed her out at four twenty-three with Matt Sinclair. And no, before you ask, I didn’t see them. That was thirty minutes before my watch started. There’s no sign-in for either of them, but they’ll have received the alert to return, so I wouldn’t worry about it so much.”

      But I did worry, despite Amalia’s reassurance. Matt Sinclair was the de facto leader of the Hidden Court recruitment on campus.

      The vision flickered through my mind again, and I couldn’t shake the horrible dread weighing down on my heart. So I decided to go straight to the top and talk to the provost.

      Since the provost sometimes kept odd hours, I hurried into the administrative building and crossed the lobby only to come face-to-face with my archnemesis. Mrs. Hansford, the worst academic advisor known to man, stood less than three yards away from me.

      “Miss Corazzi!”

      Shit. I froze, treating her like a Tyrannosaurus rex by standing perfectly still. It didn’t work. She stalked down the hallway, waved a hand, and my glamour dropped away.

      “The school is on lockdown. Explain yourself.”

      “I need to see Provost Riordan.”

      “Regarding?”

      “I had a vision about Holly Burke. She’s in trouble and she’s off campus.”

      “Foresight is hardly your area of expertise. I am certain your friend is fine.”

      “But she isn’t fine! I saw her dead! She and Matt are off campus and Holly isn’t answering her phone. She always answers it.”

      Mrs. Hansford didn’t look impressed or moved by my disclosure.

      “Darklings are abound in the city, and the provost certainly has no time to handle your childish speculations. Any students currently away from campus will be rounded up and returned to safety once the situation is handled.”

      “But—”

      “That is enough,” she snapped. “Report back to your dormitory, or I will have you escorted back. Is that clear?”

      Clenching both hands at my sides, I stared at the mage in front of me and wished I could throttle her without risking an expulsion. “Fine.” I whirled and stalked out.

      Pressure built in my chest and tears blurred my vision. Instead of heading back to the student residence hall, I sprinted down the path that would lead me to the one person who might actually give a damn and listen to me.

      My lungs burned by the time I reached Gabriel’s floor in the apartment building.

      “Gabriel!” I banged my fist against the door.

      “What the hell?” Rodrigo jerked open the door. “Skylar? What are you doing outside of your dorm?” He wore a ballistic vest with a heavy, spiked throat collar and was strapped to the nines with shotgun shells and silver-edged iron blades. I stared at the walking arsenal in front of me.

      “Where are you going?”

      “We got called out by Sebastian ten minutes ago,” Gabriel said. He stepped into view, dressed in a similar fashion, as if he were on the set of a vampire action flick. “Shit’s going down in Chicago and they need every junior and senior sentinel to help. There’s nosferatu everywhere from Navy Pier to Ridgeland.”

      “And spectral activity,” Rodrigo added, stepping away to guzzle an energy drink. “We gotta hit the road in a minute.”

      Gabriel frowned at me. “Never mind that though. Why are you crying? What’s wrong?”

      “Holly’s in Chicago and she won’t answer the phone, but she always answers her phone, and I keep having these weird, fucked-up visions and nothing will make them stop,” I babbled out in a tearful rush. Despite my effort to remain calm, it exploded out of me.

      Rodrigo jerked around to face me. “Holly? Same Holly following my ward?”

      “Yes!”

      A deep frown creased his face, heavy brows knit together in consternation. “Have you reported this to Riordan?”

      “I tried, but Mrs. Hansford intercepted me and said it was nothing to worry about. But it is because I had a vision, and I saw Holly pale as death, lying in a casket.”

      Rodrigo growled, the sound a terrifying rumble in his chest that reverberated through the living room. “Where did she go, Skylar?”

      “On a date.” I swiped at my eyes. “She has this boyfriend and wouldn’t tell us anything about him. So I ran down to the gate and Amalia was there. We looked together and the log says she went out with Matt Sinclair. That’s when I tried to find the provost.”

      Gabriel straightened, spine stiff and jaw clenched, a mask of unconcealed disdain falling over his features. “Matt, eh? What did you tell her exactly?”

      “I told her my friend Holly and her date hadn’t returned to the grounds before the lockdown. She told me not to worry about it and said security will recover any missing students after the situation is under control. But she could be dead by then!”

      Gabriel placed both of his hands on my shoulders. “Breathe, Sky.”

      Air whistled in and out of my lungs. The crying stopped, in time for me to realize Gabriel had dried my face. “I’m okay. I’m sorry for dumping this on all of you. It’s just… I know what I saw. We can’t wait until the emergency is over.”

      She would be dead by then. I couldn’t shake the feeling, and because I didn’t specialize in visions, no one would take me seriously.

      Gabriel squeezed my shoulders again. “Go back to your room. We’ll keep an eye out for her and let Sebastian know about your vision.”

      “The hell I will!”

      “This isn’t a game, Skylar. You see all this?” He gestured to Rodrigo’s enormous .357 and the holy water grenades strapped to his own chest in a bandolier of righteous badassery. “We’re not going out there to party. Things are so bad the school is willing to send junior and senior sentinels into the streets with the combat mages.”

      “I can’t abandon Holly. If you won’t help me, I’ll go alone.”

      Gabriel and I locked gazes, both of us standing straight and stiff.

      Just when I thought he’d kick me out—or worse, call and tattle—he grabbed the shotgun mounted to the wall then shoved it into my hands. “I guess you get to have a crash course in being a sentinel.”

      Rodrigo stared at him. “Gabriel, she can’t—”

      “You don’t gotta come with us, man. Take your car.”

      “If they find out you disobeyed—Ah, fuck it.” Rodrigo sighed and gestured to the door. “You know I got your back, so let’s go do this thing. That girl may as well be my ward too.”

      No one stopped us on our way down to the garage. In fact, the whole campus felt like a graveyard, eerily quiet and empty. I crawled into the back and huddled down behind the driver’s seat.

      “Any idea where she could be with him on this date? Favorite places she likes to go?” Gabriel asked.

      “One second. I have that app that lets you find your friends. I almost forgot about it.”

      Rodrigo glanced into the back at me. “Stalker app?”

      “Shush.” I ran my finger over the screen and opened Holly’s contact card. A map of Chicago generated, listing streets and landmarks with a green icon displaying her location. “It says Castle Chicago.”

      “Club Excalibur?” Rodrigo’s voice raised in surprise. “That place has been shut down forever.”

      “Castle Chicago now,” Gabriel said.

      Rodrigo grunted. “Whatever. They renamed that place like five times, and it’s always shuffling between owners because of the hauntings.”

      Gabriel glanced at his cousin once as he turned onto the highway. “You don’t really believe that load of bullshit, do you? The building wasn’t really haunted.”

      “Of course it isn’t. More like mages fighting over property to control the ley line in the area.”

      “I don’t care what it’s named or why it’s closed down. All I know is that one of my friends is missing and that our time to find her is limited. Castle Chicago or whatever the hell seems as good a place as any to find her.”

      The guys quieted for a time, exchanging meaningful glances in the front seat. Clear of the campus grounds at last, I slid up onto the back seat and buckled the belt across my chest in time to see Gabriel’s lips moving, whispering words only another shifter could hear.

      Rodrigo shook his head and swiped his finger across his phone screen. “Sebastian says to exit early and take 290 if we’re going to Castle Chicago. Otherwise we’ll hit traffic. They’re at Navy Pier and loaded down with frenzied baby vamps. Surprised he even answered.”

      “You told Sebastian?” My voice squeaked.

      “About you? No. About your friend, yeah.” Rodrigo looked over his shoulder at me. “I’m not that dumb. I told him we received a lead about a missing student and are gonna check it out.”

      “Thank you.”

      Gabriel snorted. “Don’t thank us yet. Since you’re here, think you can cast Inconspicuous on us? The faster we get there the better.”

      “Yeah.” Thanks to all our drives out to check on Sharon and Gabriel’s lead foot, I’d mastered the spell.

      Without traffic slowing us down or a need to obey the speed limit, we crossed the usual hour-long journey in record time. Every so often, the truck headlights cast the ominous shadow of a darkling over the road or some structure in passing. Nosferatu could climb like spiders, and the shadows of them scurrying over walls and scaling bricks freaked me out. Thankfully, the news kept mortals abreast of the common knowledge about their kind, and a lot of homeowners, even the ones who weren’t religious, kept icons of power in their homes beside their doors or windows.

      The moon hung high in the cloudless, midnight sky, a mere sliver of pale white remaining at the edge of the red orb.

      A blood moon.

      Mages waited years for eclipses to arrive, performing specific rituals at the point of completion. It couldn’t be coincidence.

      Rodrigo kept tabs on communication between the sentinels while his speed-demon cousin tore down the one-way street.

      “Keep clear of Washington Square Park. There’s a wendigo in the area,” someone reported.

      “Spectral activity high at Congress Plaza Hotel,” another voice said over the comms.

      The fallout from a magical spell lifted shards of yellow and red mana into the air, like twinkling motes of stardust. Buildings obscured the source of the evocation, but the shrieks reached my ears through Gabriel’s truck.

      “That’ll be Simon,” Gabriel muttered. “He likes those colors, says it reminds him of—” A dark shape leapt onto the hood of the truck. “Fuck!” He swerved left then right.

      The creature shrieked at us through the windshield, its corrupted appearance a cross between an oversized pug and a bat with a mouth filled with serrated shark teeth.

      Gabriel slammed on the brakes. The darkling tumbled off the truck and hit the pavement. Before it had a chance to get up, Rodrigo leaned out the window and shot it. Silver light exploded at the point of impact.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked.

      “Bloodhound,” Rodrigo said. “The nos breed ’em as guard dogs. Deadly fuckers can see and smell through most magical spells.”

      Another glimpse of Holly hurdled through my brain. Erratic images flashed, accompanied by low voices chanting in monotone, though much of it was drowned out by rumbling growls and petrified shrieks echoing in a cramped space.

      When I gasped and came back to the present, we were already moving again.

      “She’s hurt.”

      Gabriel frowned at me through the rearview mirror. “You sure? You told me yourself this isn’t your strong suit.”

      “Yeah, I know, but these visions are pretty clear.”

      Rodrigo glowered at the vacant city streets. The only lights in the city came from the magic being tossed through the air. Everything else was black. “Could be her close tie with Holly. We read about that in class, right? Skylar’s a faerie, and they bond with humans close to them.”

      Gabriel looked unconvinced, but after glancing at me in the back seat, he floored it through the red light ahead of us.

      No one was out on the streets anyway.
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      Following Rodrigo’s directions, Gabriel got us to our destination in under five minutes. He pulled up to the curb a few feet down from Holly’s supposed location, a random stone castle in the middle of the city. When I glanced at it through the Veil, I saw the building surrounded by an oily aura that seemed to suck in all the light from the Twilight. Looking at it turned my stomach.

      My sentinel turned to me once we were all on the sidewalk. “All right, here’s the deal. You stay behind us, Skylar. I mean it. If I tell you to run, you do it. I tell you to cast a glamour, you find the energy to cast it. For now, save your magic and use the gun first.”

      Excitement cast a nervous buzz over my entire body, worsened by the gloomy sense of foreboding pulsing from the castle. All my life, I’d wanted what Gabriel and Rodrigo had—to become a sentinel. Now that I had a taste of it, fear for Holly’s safety soured the moment and crushed it beneath an iron wall of cold dread.

      We stepped toward the entrance of the foreclosed building, only for a few dozen bats to lift from the ledges of the rooftop and swoop toward us as a cloud of winged vermin.

      Gabriel stepped back, the shotgun in his hands aimed at the descending swarm. “Incoming!”

      At that same moment, a nosferatu streaked toward us from the shadows to the right of the building. Rodrigo shifted midstride and bashed into it. He slammed the darkling into the ground, and a noisy crunch announced he’d successfully broken it beneath his immense paws.

      Two more dark shapes rushed out from the shadows. Rodrigo took one and Gabriel the other. A third tried to flank them, but I spotted the creature from the corner of my eye. I twisted, aimed, and fired. The first shot missed entirely, a spray of buckshot striking the wall, but I’d gained the vampire’s attention. Swearing, I pumped the weapon and fired again. The second attempt caught my opponent in the chest as it streaked toward me, mouth open and claws outstretched. My point-blank shot laid the fresh nosferatu down on the ground where Gabriel finished it off with a stake.

      “All that boxing and fighting, what you should have really taught her was to use a shotgun,” Rodrigo said. “Aim for the head, girl.”

      My shoulder ached, and the endorphins flooding my veins made my hands shakier than a cold chihuahua.

      Three more vampires exploded from Castle Chicago’s double doors, and another pair burst from the windows of the upper floor. Before I realized what was happening, a sharp crack echoed in the Chicago night. Gabriel stumbled back.

      “Shadowstride, Sky!”

      I stepped forward into the Twilight as a bullet ripped through the spot I’d occupied moments earlier, missing my head by a split second. A mere fraction of a second. These weren’t clumsy, feral newborns. They knew how to move, remembered how to use firearms, and were that much deadlier. Three of them tag-teamed Rodrigo while the fourth came after Gabriel.

      As a fae, I had an advantage over both the shifters and their vampire assailants. Pushing myself, I slid forward through the Twilight, invisible to the men battling in the mundane world but still armed.

      Emerging a few steps away placed me in the ideal position to engage another nosferatu. Snarling, it dove toward me in a tight horizontal line, slavering for faerie blood until I leveled the firearm and pulled the trigger. Pieces of vampire skull and brain matter became ash and dust instead of showering me in blood. I swallowed down bile and refused to tremble, trying instead to focus on the look of approval Rodrigo shot me, or the fleeting pride in Gabriel’s eyes.

      I could do this. I could be like them.

      A stench wafted from inside the historic building through the shattered windows. Somehow I managed not to puke on the remaining vamp. Holly was in there, and I had to get to her.

      Gabriel remained in his human form throughout the fighting, only shifting twice to evade a pounce or attack. A third time when a vampire lunged from the shadows in my direction. He flew in front of me like an arrow, becoming human midflight to slam his booted foot into my assailant.

      “It smells like fucking death and evil here,” Rodrigo snarled once he retook his human shape.

      “Yeah. Something’s up. They’re trying to keep us from going inside this place.”

      Static electricity hung in the air, building and intensifying like a snowball rolling down a magical hill. It seeped from the nightclub doors and choked the air with malignance.

      “I have to get to Holly.”

      “Go! We’ll hold them off here until Simon and Sebastian arrive.”

      “Gabriel…”

      He shoved a stake and a silver flask into my hands before pushing me toward the building. “Go!”

      The chaos outside vanished once I made it through the rotating door, muffled by an impenetrable veil of silence. Magic buzzed in the air and danced over my arms. Before I could pinpoint the source, flames erupted behind me. The barrier stretched from wall to wall. It was an effective deterrent to keep anyone else from entering. Or was meant to keep me inside?

      With no way to go but forward, I prepared to encounter more vampires and moved through the deserted front lobby. No one came out to challenge me, but I stepped forward into an unnatural blanket of night.

      Unable to see more than three feet in any direction, darkness shrouded my vision all around. I fumbled forward, waving the silver stake in one hand while pressing my thumb against the cap on the flask. One flick would knock it off.

      My breaths came in quick, short gasps, and my pulse thundered between my ears. Fear spiked down my spine when I heard a whisper in the distance and saw the flicker of a single candle flame.

      The farther I walked, the quicker it raced, my heart sensing something my eyes couldn’t see. At last, I broke through the black fog and reached the concert stage.

      Surrounded by the phantasmal lights of a mage’s spell, Holly floated limp and unconscious in the air. Below her, a swirling cloud of ashes arose from the opening of an old bronze cauldron. It had to be the missing ding vessel from the museum, an old artifact once used by an ancient Chinese wizard searching for the elixir of youth.

      Matt Sinclair’s dead body lay discarded by the edge of the stage, and blood pooled below him from his gaping neck. His exsanguinated features made bile churn in my stomach. I guessed the person in charge didn’t care much about their recruiter.

      A soft, sweet voice spoke from the darkness. “And so you have finally arrived.”

      More candles burst into flame. Their combined glow illuminated the stage behind Holly and the single figure standing there.

      Nothing about Carmilla met my expectations. The young woman wore a scarlet dress with a deep, plunging neckline, and didn’t appear to be any older than me. Maybe even younger. The innocence of her cherubic, heart-shaped face contrasted with the cold gleam in her black eyes. Her sharp, high cheekbones appeared rosy, flushed with fresh blood. Some of it still trickled down her chin and glistened on her ruby lips.

      How much faerie blood had she drank to restore her beauty after walking the path of the nosferatu?

      Paralyzed with fear, I clutched the stake Gabriel gave me in a white-knuckled grip and drew my crucifix from my shirt with the other, snapping the chain and dangling it from a fist.

      “At last, we meet, little one. The progeny of my most loathed enemy. Your blood will taste the sweetest when my beloved awakens from her slumber.”

      My gaze darted again toward Holly. “What do you mean, awaken?”

      Carmilla laughed and the sweet sound, like chiming bells, made my skin crawl. “Has your family truly not told you?”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      Her laughter faded away and cold fury took its place. She stepped forward and hissed. “When I turned my beloved Laura so she might be with me always, your meddling grandmother sent her pet wolf to strike her down. She couldn’t bear the shame that her charge chose the life of a vampire over her fae-guided destiny.”

      “That’s why you killed Dedrik.”

      “Yes. The last living descendant of that accursed, murderous line. But now I have found a new body for my dearest.” She stroked Holly’s face with one white hand. “An improved body capable of retaining her magical abilities. She will rise again with her sorcery intact, and no one will stop us.”

      Mixed terror and revulsion flitted through me. If Carmilla channeled a spirit into Holly’s body… what would happen to the original soul?

      “There are sentinels on their way here at this very moment. We warned them you might be in the area.”

      “By the time anyone arrives, Laura and I will be long gone. The spell is nearly complete, and you… you shall be her first meal—”

      Desperation, or maybe outright stupidity flicked the stopper from the flask. In one underhand arc, I swept a stream of holy water into Carmilla’s face. Wherever drops of blessed water landed, smoke and steam arose from her skin. It bubbled and scorched, lifting away porcelain flesh to reveal raw muscle.

      Screaming in fury, Carmilla flew at me. I managed to sidestep, but not far enough. Her backhand caught me in the face and rocked my head back. The inside of my cheek split on my molars and blood filled my mouth, some of my teeth loosened, or maybe even knocked out. Everything above my neck blazed in agony, and I saw stars.

      The countess tossed me aside then whirled to return to the stage. A quiet voice murmured words of power, though it seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. I couldn’t pinpoint the source...

      Which meant it came from the Twilight. A mage was casting a spell from the spiritual realm, and every syllable edged the ritual closer to completion.

      Carmilla rushed past me, a literal blur too fast for my senses to perceive. Claws raked across my arm. Before that pain had a chance to fully register, she whipped past again, ripping her nails down my spine.

      She appeared on the stage while licking my blood from her fingers, a cat toying with an injured mouse. The bubbled, blistered flesh on her face healed instantly. If one sip of half-faerie blood regenerated a vampire countess’s holy water burns, what would draining me do for Laura?

      Giggling, Carmilla materialized on my left side, but I spun and caught her with the crucifix. She recoiled from it, one split second of hesitation all I needed to strike with the stake.

      When I buried the stake in her chest, she didn’t disintegrate into ashes. It must have missed her heart by inches. Her fist struck my side, and the crack of my fracturing rib echoed before she flung me across the room onto the stage, exactly where I wanted to be. I hit the floor and rolled.

      Everything hurt, but I pushed aside the pain and stumbled to my feet into the Twilight despite the overwhelming fear that I’d faceplant like a baby instead.

      Without time to hunt down the spellcaster and stop the ritual that way, I decided to disrupt it by tipping over the mage’s focus item.

      Taking five yards in two steps placed me against the ding vessel. I shoved with all my strength.

      It didn’t budge.

      Magical fatigue drilled the back of my head, chisel strikes cracking my skull, driving into my brain. The bronze cauldron must have weighed hundreds of pounds in the real world.

      But the Twilight realm wasn’t the real world. This was a realm where ghosts tore doors from hinges and lifted king-sized beds across rooms like feathers. Even with my shoulder pushed into the bronze tripod, it wouldn’t budge because I’d never trained to affect the real world from within the Twilight.

      Exhausted from the effort, I staggered backward into the real world and right into Carmilla’s grasp. Her tight grip on my arm snapped the bone. My world erupted into pain, and hot blood spilled out over my arm where the fracture had broken through the skin.

      “Now, Tricia!”

      Tricia? Was she the mage chanting from the Twilight. I hadn’t seen her during that brief foray into the other realm, but she could have been cowering anywhere.

      It was too late to stop her. I’d failed.

      The ashes within the vessel rose higher, and Holly’s lips parted.

      In those final moments, time appeared to stand still. For Holly, I had to find the strength to cast one more glamour, because if I didn’t, we’d both be dead. Maybe trying to fight as a sentinel was where I’d gone wrong, because I hadn’t cast a single glamour. I’d done everything but be who I truly was—a faerie.

      If I wanted to save Holly and survive the fight, I’d have to turn the night into day.

      For my mother, for my father, for Gabriel, and for anyone else who had ever believed in me, I reached deep in my soul and found the light I’d wanted to unleash in the alley behind the pizzeria.

      It surged from within me and warmed my body from the inside out, welling from my chest and sizzling down my unbroken arm to each fingertip like starlight, or maybe even the sun itself. For those moments, my pain ebbed and became a faint throb at the back of my mind, insignificant compared to the molten heat coursing through me.

      Carmilla’s eyes widened, the first true sign of fear she’d displayed. In the same moment she released her grip on me, I struck with both my fist and my magic, channeling pure sunlight into my hand. It was a punch that would have made Gabriel proud.

      The light eroded her face, peeling away flakes of skin like a sandblaster before flooding over the rest of the room.

      Carmilla’s terrifyingly beautiful face became sinew and muscle, ash and bone. Shrieking, she rocketed away to escape me in a blind panic, bouncing off the wall then stumbling over Matt’s corpse.

      For that moment, I was invincible, and nothing could dull my shine.

      The chanting stopped and Holly’s body fell to the floor. Even the oppressive darkness lifted.

      “Over here! I can hear them over this way!” a masculine voice shouted from the corridor.

      Half blinded by the intensity of my own glamour, I huddled above Holly to protect her from whatever happened after the magic faded, though each second I listened to Carmilla stumbling in panic seemed an hour. She was screaming the most earsplitting, awful cries, worse than nails on a chalkboard or a strangling cat.
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      Finally, it dimmed to reveal a gang of sentinels rushing into the chamber, armed to the teeth—literally. Sebastian bounded into the room with Rodrigo and Gabriel on his heels.

      Another bear squeezed inside. Then two more wolves joined them. By the time Simon strode in with his glowing staff, the shifters had it under control.

      In a blink, Sebastian became a man. He drove a stake into Carmilla’s heart while she writhed beneath Rodrigo’s heavy paws. It paralyzed her.

      The werewolf’s chest heaved as he glanced up at Simon for instructions. “What’s the word? We doing this thing?”

      Simon nodded.

      Gabriel shoved a stack of holy wafers into Carmilla’s mouth. When the paralysis took hold, it had frozen in an open yawn of terror. Flames erupted around her face and upper body until the moment Sebastian brought the spade down into her neck. Her head rolled away, disintegrating with every inch it traveled until only a pile of ashes remained.

      The sight should have horrified me, but after everything I had been through, all I felt was relief. Carmilla was no more.

      Holly moaned and peered up at me with dazed blue eyes. “Where… where am I?”

      “We’re in Chicago.”

      “Huh? Where’s Matt. He was just… I don’t remember.”

      “Shhh. We can talk about it later. Are you hurt?”

      “No. Just… everything’s spinning. Lightheaded.”

      I gazed at the puncture marks in her throat and frowned. A healer would seal them shut, if Simon didn’t do it himself. One glimpse of my own injuries reminded my brain of the fading adrenaline and blood trickling down my forearm.

      Funny how I didn’t feel a thing until I looked at it.

      “Oh shit,” Rodrigo said. “Dude, look at your friend.”

      I swallowed, mouth dry and throat too thick to speak at first. I’d never wanted a glass of water more in all my life. “It’s okay. It’s not as bad as it looks.”

      The corner of Sebastian’s mouth raised. “The arm isn’t what they’re looking at, sweetheart.”

      “It’s not?”

      “Skylar, you have wings,” Gabriel breathed.

      I glanced over my shoulder. Enormous spectral wings glowed behind me, emitting most of the light. I hadn’t even noticed them, so distracted with rousing Holly from the vampiric trance. They shimmered in shifting shades of gold, fuchsia, and sapphire blue.

      Freshman never Ascended. Dad had set the record by Ascending the first semester of his sophomore year. Unlike me though, he hadn’t gained wings. Muses like my parents unlocked their full potential and developed the power to create phantasmal instruments, but they didn’t have wings.

      “Looks like we got a new sylph on our hands,” Sebastian said, grinning.

      As my strength dwindled, the wings faded and vanished into glittering motes. But I felt them. They were as much a part of me now as the air in my lungs and the heartbeat in my chest.

      Simon took Holly, and then Gabriel helped me to my feet. The jarring movement renewed awareness to my pain, and I sucked in a sharp breath.

      “Fuck, your arm.”

      “It’s not that—”

      “Don’t even try to lie about this one.”

      “Fine, it really hurts, okay? Happy now?”

      “No.”

      Before I could protest, Gabriel lifted me into his arms. I tried to stay with them, but the energy expenditure, dwindling adrenaline, and blood loss took its toll before we reached the front steps of the castle. The world dimmed to a blur as sirens wailed in the near distance.

      The last thing I remembered was Simon smoothing my hair down and chanting. Before the darkness overtook me, I thought Gabriel’s lips kissed my forehead.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes opened to the view of a white ceiling. To my left, the subtle beep of a blurry monitor displayed my vitals. Unable to focus, I groaned and tilted my head against the soft pillow. The clock on the wall said it was morning, and faint beams of sunlight slanted through the recovery room’s blinds.

      Opening my eyes became an exercise in futility, and once I finally fought off the dizzying effects of the painkillers flooding my intravenous line, another hour had passed.

      “Glad to see you awake.” Simon looked like a giant sitting in a toy chair. Sebastian stood beside him, leaning against the wall with his arms crossed.

      “That wasn’t all another test, was it?”

      His chuckle filled the room with warmth. “No, not in the way you’re thinking. I did, however, take the liberty of informing the pertinent instructors of your performance.”

      “Um… thanks, I think.”

      A soft cast covered my right arm from the elbow to the wrist. I eyed it then glanced up at Simon. There’d been bone poking through the tissue before and blood everywhere.

      “The healers set it and did their magic. You’ll be using it again before the week is over.”

      “Holly?”

      “She’s still under observation, but she’ll be good as new after some rest.” Simon studied me over his steepled hands. “You saved her life.”

      “Yeah… I guess I did. Am I in trouble for leaving the campus? Are the guys?”

      Sebastian shook his head. “Nah. I had a talk with Gabriel and Rodrigo about their decision to bring you into the city. They did the right thing. I would have appreciated if they told me the truth right off, but what’s done is done.” He gave me a wolfish grin, resembling his animal half more than ever. “How did it feel to get your hands dirty?”

      “Painful.”

      Simon rose from the chair. “Comes with the job. Anyway. We’ll allow you to rest now. Your parents want you to phone them right away once you’re able and willing. They were here until about half an hour ago. The provost took them out to lunch.”

      “Wait, you sat here all this time to tell me to call my folks?”

      Sebastian smiled. “You’re a hero, sweetheart. And you know what? A couple hours in a hospital room isn’t a bad way to spend a morning, even for something as trivial as delivering a message from parents.”

      “Thanks.”

      “There’s another life you saved I thought you might like to know about.” Simon said, continuing when I gave him a puzzled look. “Professor Gaspar has been cleared of all charges.”

      “I knew she couldn’t have done it, but I trust Pilar too.”

      “Right before Simon put you to sleep, you started babbling about Tricia and the Twilight. It turns out she was quite adept at the Masquerade spell. Once we knew exactly what to look for at the crime scene, we found evidence that placed her there. Not Gaspar. She made Pilar see what they wanted her to see.”

      “Where has she been all this time?”

      “The Sanguine Court gave her asylum,” Simon said. “She has resumed her post here at the school.”

      “Good. And Tricia?”

      Sebastian scowled. “We lost her scent. There were bigger things going on, like getting you and Holly medical care. And… we just didn’t have enough mages on hand to take our team on a prolonged hunt into the Twilight.”

      “So the Hidden Court is still out there? Still a threat?”

      “Very much so. Someone had the knowledge of Carmilla’s whereabouts and chose to awaken her.”

      “Can I ask one thing before you leave?”

      Simon raised a brow. “Technically you’ve asked several already, but yes.”

      “Is it true what Carmilla said? Was Laura killed by a sentinel?”

      “Yes, and it never should have happened. There aren’t many people from our side who are around anymore from back then, but from what I understand, Carmilla wasn’t initially in the wrong. Turning someone wasn’t a crime, and the Sanguine Court gave their blessing for her to change a mortal of her choosing.”

      “And she chose my grandmother’s charge.”

      Simon nodded.

      “Which means my grandmother started this.”

      “You’d have to ask her why she did it. I can only speculate. But after Laura was killed, Carmilla demanded justice. When it wasn’t given, she started her vendetta. It wasn’t until after she killed a Blackwood and a fae that she was caught. According to the tales, Queen Titania demanded staking, but the vampire rulers refused. So Carmilla was entombed instead, saved on account of being King Konstantin’s favorite niece.”

      “Why wasn’t I able to find any of this when I looked it up?”

      “The records were sealed,” Simon said.

      “An embarrassing secret swept under the rug,” Sebastian added, though Simon shot him a dirty look and the werewolf only shrugged. “It’s true.”

      “Does that answer your question?”

      “Yeah, except for one last thing. The prophecy. Was there even one?” Had they allowed Gabriel and I to break into the office to dig up information? And if so, why? What had been the purpose?

      Simon’s lips flattened into a thin line. “Bear in mind that it’s often better to know less. When you need to know more, you will.”

      Both men stepped outside my room and shut the door behind them.
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      A sweet, floral-scented breeze wafted through the open window while I collected my stuff for home. Mom and Dad waited for me downstairs. They’d stayed the entire week in a nearby hotel—close enough to fuss when needed without hovering constantly.

      Despite their offer to help, I packed on my own to practice the new stuff I’d learned during the year. Pilar had flown home the previous night, but not before teaching me a few glamours to pack an enormous amount of stuff into two tiny suitcases. They still weighed a ton though.

      I’d let Mom and Dad help there. The healers promised me the discomfort in my arm would pass within the next few days, since they’d expedited the healing process of a compound fracture by several weeks.

      We’d all gotten off lucky that night.

      Simon and Sebastian had taken down a wendigo single-handedly on their way to the castle, and a group of seniors slew a grendel near Navy Pier. Rodrigo had broken his hand while punching a nosferatu into ashy paste on the concrete, but aside from that, the school had emerged from it without any good guy fatalities.

      The civilian population hadn’t been so fortunate. The media called it a magical domestic terrorist attack, and every time the news came on, there was some group calling for steeper regulations of supernaturals. Eventually, the girls and I stopped turning on the television.

      Due to missing finals in Advanced Glamours and Arcane Lore while in the hospital, Professors Tristal and Gaspar scheduled a special makeup exam. I attended the remaining tests in Divine Intervention and my basic college courses two days later while my fellow students gossiped and whispered.

      Saving Holly from a vampire countess and earning my wings had kind of made me a big deal.

      Suddenly aware of how much crap I’d accumulated over the past few months, I dragged another bag out into the living room and came up short when I saw Provost Riordan waiting for me. She stood tall and straight in one of her classic pinstripe suits. “Ah good, I was hoping to catch you alone, Ms. Corazzi.”

      “Am I in trouble or something?”

      “No, of course not, my dear. I came to inform you of multiple changes to your sophomore schedule.”

      “I don’t understand. I haven’t even chosen classes for the fall yet.” On top of that, we wouldn’t receive final grades for another week at the earliest, so I couldn’t select classes for next semester.

      She passed me an official envelope sealed with gold wax. My name had been scrawled across the front in gorgeous calligraphy, and the ink glittered with subtle iridescence. “Yes, but as there isn’t any doubt regarding your final grades, I decided to provide counseling in lieu of Mrs. Hansford. Your fall selections will be made from the sentinel program.”

      I broke the seal and pulled out a soft cream sheet of parchment bearing my name.
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      I wasn’t sure if my lungs worked anymore, the breath I’d just taken trapped in my throat. I forced my mouth to cooperate and end the stunned silence. “The sentinel program?”

      “Yes. You’ve demonstrated a remarkable ability to place the safety of others before your own well-being, uncovered a dangerous plot to overthrow order in Chicago, and most importantly, you saved multiple lives while aiding the sentinel forces in the elimination of a dangerous criminal.”

      “B-b-but I broke rules. I snuck out of the school and—”

      “Raided my secretary’s office.” Her smile spread wider, warming. “Every good sentinel knows there’s always an appropriate time to bend the rules, and in some cases, break them.”

      “You all told me fae couldn’t become sentinels.”

      Riordan smiled. “It would seem it is time to make a special case. A shining star such as you is rare, Ms. Corazzi. As is the treasure you wear. I’m pleased to see it in good hands.”

      My hand raised to the necklace. “Did you put this in my room?”

      “Of course not.”

      “It isn’t a replica, is it?”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      I sucked in a sharp breath. “But—”

      She lifted a hand, effectively silencing me. “I’m afraid I can’t provide the answers you seek. Enjoy your summer vacation and return prepared to work harder than before.”

      “Thank you.”

      Riordan smiled. “You’ve earned this. Don’t let us down.” She walked away.

      Seconds later, before I had the chance to rush into Liadan’s room to tell her what happened, Gabriel poked his head in through the door. “Skylar? I saw the provost leaving. Is everything all right?”

      “They didn’t kick me out, if that’s what you’re looking so worried about.” I’d been worried about it myself, despite Simon’s assurances. With my hands in my pockets, I rocked on my heels and gazed at the carpet beneath my feet.

      He laughed at me. “I didn’t think she would. Just surprised to see her here when we spoke only a while ago. She had the weirdest questions.”

      “About what?”

      “Like asking me how I felt about working with you. Shit like that.”

      “And…?”

      His eyebrow raised. “Fishing for compliments?”

      “Maybe.”

      “I told her the truth, Sky. That you’re great to work with. You’re smart and you’re gutsy, but you also listen. You adapt under stressful circumstances. Half the fae in your class would have curled into the fetal position if they faced what you went up against.”

      Blinking didn’t alleviate the stinging beneath my eyelashes. “Gabriel…”

      “Look, I can sing your praises until your folks come up to drag you home, but this is all stuff you already know. I’m proud of you.”

      I swallowed the hard lump in my throat. “So is Riordan. She’s putting me in the sentinel program.”

      He pulled me into a hug. “That’s great. Really.”

      Gabriel had never hugged me before, and every second of it was sheer bliss, introducing me to the familiar aroma of deep woods I associated with shifters. With him. I buried my face against his throat and savored the moment, breathing in the spicy sweet scent of cologne and soap and raven. Suddenly, none of those bruises hurt anymore.

      “Congrats, Sky.”

      Without considering the consequences of my actions, I tilted my face up and gazed into his brown eyes. A couple inches between our heights forced me to rise to tiptoe, but Gabriel met me halfway, dragging me closer by a fistful of my shirt.

      His lips slanted over mine, parted but soft and welcoming, inviting my stroking tongue. I licked my way inside his mouth and claimed him with growing fervor, months of desire pooling in my stomach until I threw caution to the wind.

      The kiss was everything I fantasized about since the first time I saw him walk across the auditorium stage.

      “Wow,” escaped my lips as the understatement of the year when I finally tilted my head aside. I needed a bucket of water.

      Gabriel’s mouth traced down my throat. His laugh huffed warm breath against my neck, and then his unshaven jaw tickled me. “Only wow? I’ve been waiting months to do that, and all I get is a wow?”

      “Holy shit.”

      “Better.”

      I kissed him again, taking my sweet time. Gabriel didn’t seem to be in a rush either. He backed me up against the wall and explored my mouth until I was absolute putty in his hands.

      A quiet cough split us apart. Liadan peered around the corner from the hallway with an apologetic smile.

      “Sorry, but my ride to the airport is here and I wanted to say goodbye.”

      And she also had to pass us to get out the door.

      With Gabriel holding me so tightly, I didn’t have the chance to break apart from him and hug her goodbye.

      “Um…”

      Liadan grinned back at me, dimpling her rosy cheeks. “It’s okay. Uh, don’t let me interrupt.”

      “I promise to keep in touch, Lia. Have a safe flight.”

      “Thanks. I’ll call when I get in.” She wheeled her luggage into the hallway and shut the door, leaving Gabriel and me alone in complete privacy.

      “So…” I looked up at him. “Months, huh?”

      “Don’t get too excited. There were times I wanted to throttle you as well.” Humor gleamed in his eyes. “Speaking of which, I should probably get you downstairs before your dad comes up here and throttles me.”

      Damn, I wished they had let me fly home.

      “You’re right, although I think Dad would give you a pass since you helped me out. I couldn’t have done it all without you.”

      “For real? I felt like I let you down at first,” Gabriel said. “I should have done more, gotten to you sooner.”

      “Done more?” I blinked up at him. “Excuse me? You and Rodrigo held off a horde of thirsty vampires while I went up against one spoiled brat.”

      Gabriel cracked a smile, easing the tension on his handsome face. “You halted the rise of a blood goddess while we swatted a cloud of mosquitoes.”

      It felt so good to laugh after all we’d been through, but the most important part was that we went through it together. He’d hung out with me to the bitter end. Could a girl ask for a better sentinel than my faithful and loyal raven? I doubted it.

      “We both did it. Together like a real team.”

      And he hadn’t let me go yet.

      My parents waited for me outside in the car, and while I knew Dad was probably glancing at the clock, wondering what the hell was taking so long, I didn’t want to go and leave PNRU behind.

      All my friends had become a second family to me. And somehow, the raven in my dormitory living room was now my best friend.

      He finally released me and stepped back. It took every shred of willpower in my body not to pull him back.

      “If I’m going to be a sentinel, do you think they’ll keep us assigned together next year as partners?”

      Gabriel shrugged. “Why not? Didn’t Riordan say we get to stick together until graduation?”

      “Yeah, I guess she did.”

      “You’re stuck with me. You got anymore bags?” He gestured to the two suitcases by the white sofa. We’d already removed all the glamour.

      “Nope. The rest are already in the car.”

      He plucked my luggage from the floor and oofed in surprise. “Damn. Did you pack your entire room in these?”

      “Well… kind of… Half of it.”

      “Figured. You fae and your magical tricks.”

      I jogged ahead to summon the elevator to our floor. We stepped on together, and when we exited the building, my parents had gathered near the steps like they were debating whether to come get me.

      Mom gave me an exasperated look and put her hands on her hips. “There you are. It’s about time… who’s this?” She and Dad hung back a step, appraising him without condemnation. All my life, I’d known them to be cool about shifters, but maybe that was where I’d inherited my tolerance of the other races.

      “Um, this is Gabriel. My sentinel. Gabriel, meet my parents.”

      Mom didn’t waste any time. She stepped right up and hugged him. “We’ve heard so much about you, Gabriel. Thank you for keeping an eye on our girl.”

      “I barely did anything, Mrs. Corazzi.”

      Dad shook his hand when Mom released him. “You did enough, Gabriel. Thank you.”

      Either our body language was super obvious or my parents had out-of-this-world perception, but they got into the car again while Gabriel and I stood behind the open trunk of the car. He placed my suitcases with the rest of my belongings then glanced at me.

      “I’ll wait for you,” he said in a quiet voice.

      “What about… you know?”

      He shook his head. “I’m done with her. I thought ditching her on the highway made that pretty clear.”

      “Pretty sure she’s plotting to get you back.”

      “Good thing I’m already taken then.” He only kissed my cheek in public, and when he stepped back, my stomach did a disappointed flip-flop. “Check your phone.”

      “You, Rodrigo, and Ama have a safe drive.”

      I climbed in the back seat and sighed. Mom twisted around and smiled at me. “What a nice young man.”

      “Yeah, he’s a great guy. I couldn’t ask for a better sentinel.”

      While Dad cruised to the university gates, I checked my phone to find a new friend request from Gabriel Fujimoto, accompanied by a message.

      Keep in touch, Sky. See you this fall. Text me if you get bored on the way home.

      I smiled and wondered how long it would take for him to regret making the offer. I had a very long drive and parents to ignore. No texting and driving.

      Trust me, I won’t. Rodrigo is coming back with me this time. Besides, you’d make as many stops as I do too if you were going home to what what’s waiting for me.

      Good luck.

      Only the fates knew what my next year at PNRU would bring, but with new friends and my raven, I had nothing to fear.
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        * * *

      

      Did you enjoy this tale? Don’t forget to pop over and let us know how you felt about Skylar’s first year. Turn the next page for a sneak preview of The Scary Godmother.

      For news about the upcoming release, check out Vivienne’s newsletter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Book 2: The Scary Godmother

          

          Chapter 1 Excerpt
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      I celebrated the start of my sophomore year at college by flying on my own from Virginia to Chicago without worried parents lurking over my shoulder. In one short year, Padraig N. Riordan University, or PNRU as we liked to call it, had become my second home.

      Pilar took over as the decorator for the second year in a row, transforming our four-bedroom townhouse with faerie magic into a sophisticated masterpiece. It was her idea, after all, to approach us in a group Facebook message over the summer about splitting the rent for a place on campus.

      When I’d arrived yesterday, I signed my name across the bottom of the lease and paid her back my share of the deposit. Now we were waiting for Liadan, the third fae in our group, to make it in from Ireland and for Holly to check into the university. As a Chicago native, our sorceress buddy didn’t have to travel far.

      Just as I was drowsing on the sofa, the bell buzzed. Pilar and I raced to answer it, but she beat me to the door knob and tugged it open.

      “Buenas tardes, Holly.”

      “Hey.” Holly lingered on the stoop, gripping the rail in a white-knuckled grip. Her luggage was piled behind her. Although it was still summer and the scorching heat lingered in the late afternoon air, she wore her full length mage robe with the hood up over her blonde hair. The sun was a tiny gold sliver on the horizon behind her.

      “Hey, girl.” I stepped down onto our tiny porch and pulled her into a hug. She tensed at first, and then she relaxed and squeezed me back.

      We hadn’t known it at the end of last year, but maybe I should have guessed after everything that had happened. Carmilla had done more than kidnap my friend and try to replace her soul with a dead lover—she’d made her a vampire.

      “I’m so glad you agreed to room with us, Holly.”

      “Me too. Now I won’t be the only night student here.”

      “Ugh. Don’t remind me.”.

      Laughter dissolved the awkward tension. Pilar hugged Holly next and then tugged her inside to check out our sweet new digs.

      I dragged my wand out of the Neverspace where fae stored things we didn’t want to hold in the physical realm, then used a short range Translocation glamour Dad taught me over the summer. All three of her bags reappeared in the living room behind the couch.

      “Lia flies in tomorrow,” I said. “You have two rooms to pick from, but the room without eastward facing windows is free for you.”

      Our townhome had special UV protected windows for vampire students who still enjoyed natural light and secure shutters to make it pitch black at any time. PNRU took the safety of its students seriously.

      Sometimes.

      “Thanks. I’m not picky so that’ll be fine.” Holly smiled. “What about Gabriel? Have you seen him yet?”

      “He and Rodrigo should be driving in sometime soon. He texted about an hour ago.” And I couldn’t wait. We’d been in constant contact over the summer months, whether via text or video calls. So much that my mother walked up behind me during a Facetime chat and asked if Gabriel wanted to stay with our family over the summer, too. Ugh.

      “Soooo? What’s happening there? Come on, give me the dirt while I pick a room.”

      “Not much, really. I mean, I haven’t seen him except over chat.”

      “Don’t let her fool you,” Pilar said. “She’s changed three times in the past hour just in case he arrives early enough for company.”

      “Well, take my advice and stick with this outfit. Guys love yoga pants, and your ass looks hot in them.”

      “Er, thanks.”

      It took a few minutes to unpack Holly into her new space once she settled on the bedroom facing away from the sunrise. We ordered in and invited our mutual mage friend Ben over to join us for pizza and movies.

      My head lolled back around a quarter after midnight, and an hour later when my phone’s notification chirp dragged me awake, Ben was knocked out beside me and Pilar lay sprawled across the other end of the sectional. Holly remained awake, staring at the television. She’d put on a subtitled, French romance we liked.

      “Gabriel and his cousin made it in,” I said after reading the text.

      “You gonna go over?”

      “Nah. They got stuck a few hours behind a traffic accident and they’re beat. He said he’d see me tomorrow.” I stretched my arms over my head and rose. “I’m gonna make some coffee. Want some?”

      “Sure.”

      To avoid disturbing our friends, we both retreated to the kitchen. I fiddled with the fancy Keurig Pilar brought with her and made some foamy and oversweet coffee with the flavored syrup in the cabinets. We settled on the bar stools in the nook.

      After a while of sipping in silence, I spoke up first. “I know we talked over the summer but, uh, how are you adjusting?”

      “It’s been hard. Mom was, well, she was Mom. Lots of crying. Dad took it in stride. He said it’s cool because I get to turn into a cloud of bats now, and it’s more than he can do.”

      Memories of my first encounter with vampire bats dragged an involuntary shudder from me. “Cool and scary.”

      “Yeah, agreed.” She grabbed a cold slice of pepperoni and bit into it. “The Sanguine Court paid to have all our windows replaced in the house.” Pureblood vampires were born with resistance to the sun, but the same wasn’t true of the ones like Holly who were infected. She’d burn faster than an Irish redhead vacationing in the tropics.

      “It’s the least they could do after what was forced on you.”

      “Yeah…” Holly’s expression fell, and in a quieter voice she murmured, “They staked Denise Buckland. Had you heard?”

      My stomach dropped and left me feeling queasy. Last year, Denise had been at the Hidden Court meeting on campus. Gabriel had given the names of everyone there to Sebastian and Simon.

      “I didn’t know,” I whispered.

      “Apparently she was a part of the attack in Chicago. The sentinels handed her over for judgement.”

      “The queen told you that?” Pilar asked.

      “Actually, the Sanguine Court is pretty tech savvy. They send out a weekly newsletter to keep us up to date on all happenings.” Holly bit her lip and looked down. “I’m probably not supposed to tell you that so don’t say anything, okay?”

      “I won’t. So, um… what are they saying about the Hidden Court?”

      “Not much except for the obvious. Report any suspicious vampiric activities to the court and stay clean. There won’t be any leniency. Just stakings and sunlight for us, burnings for the purebloods.”

      I shuddered.

      “I wish I’d told you guys about Matt. Said who he was.”

      A year ago on Halloween night, Holly had met a hot vampire senior who swept her off her feet. It turned out he had ulterior motives and had seduced her at the behest of his mistress, Countess Carmilla. If not for me, Holly would have been sacrificed by the ancient vampiress, her body used as a new sleeve for Carmilla’s long dead lover.

      “Why did you keep it a secret? You know we wouldn’t have judged. Was that his idea?”

      “No, it was mine. I didn’t want to jinx it, you know? I thought Matt was a good guy. He came from a good family.”

      “I wish I had told you all about the Hidden Court meeting I stumbled across.”

      “Considering how great it seemed at first, I probably would have dated him anyway. I can’t resist a bad boy.” She sighed. “The bites were nice. Like really nice. Better than those two hundred dollar vibes we checked out online.”

      “Hey, you’ve totally opened yourself up to a whole realm of hot bad boys now. You’re not just a vampire, you’re a vampire mage. That’s totally the prime rib of vampires.”

      A wry grin spread over her mouth. “Gee, thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Vampire or not, Holly was still Holly. It didn’t matter that she’d been turned. What mattered was that she had accepted her new life and was smiling again.

      

      ***

      

      Gabriel invited me away from the campus the next afternoon for a hike in Tir na Nog. I hadn’t noticed it before on Halloween night, but he cast a bird’s shadow after we crossed the barrier dividing the school grounds from the faerie realm.

      And now that I’d Ascended, I looked different, too. So different I caught Gabriel stealing peeks at me out of the corner of his eye.

      “What?” I finally asked.

      He shook his head, a hint of a smile on his lips. “Nothing.”

      “It’s something. You keep staring at me.”

      “I like looking at your wings.”

      I glanced over one shoulder at the spectral butterfly wings. They’d emerged the moment we crossed the divide, glowing orange and pink with strands of blue filament and glittering rainbow shimmers.

      A gentle breeze rustled through the gold and scarlet leaves above us. The eternal autumn provided the perfect weather for our walk and I’d always favored the warm colors over the brightness of the Summer Glade.

      “I can’t believe y’all rented a place in the Phoenix Townhomes. It’s more expensive than where I live with Rodrigo.”

      “If Pilar didn’t suggest it, I probably would have stayed in our freebie dorm.”

      Gabriel raised a brow. “You gonna be able to work enough hours at the campus bookstore to afford your share of the rent? Sentinel training is demanding, but you have faerie shit on top of that.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I had to be fine, because quitting sentinel training wasn’t an option. “I already told Mr. Bennett I need to cut back on hours. Besides, Mom and Dad are going to pay my share of the rent. I did the deposit from my savings, but they’re really proud of me and wanted to help out.

      “That’s good. Sounds like you four are all set.”

      “Hope so.” I laughed. “It’s so nice to see everyone again. When Liadan arrived this morning,  even Holly woke up long enough to say hi before she crawled back into her bed.”

      “How’s she adjusting to the new nightlife?”

      “Pretty well. She’s still down about it, I guess, but she’s thankful she got to keep her powers since most mages burn out their sorcery when they turn.”

      “Carmilla picked well. But yeah, I can imagine what a double whammy that would be.” He whistled. “I bet the Sanguine Court is bending over backwards kissing her ass after what happened.”

      “Dude, yes. They bought her family all new windows and sent her over this ten thousand dollar coffin. They even explored all her new capabilities this summer. Like controlled sunlight tests and stuff to see how much she can take.”

      “Yeah?” Interest lit his brown eyes. “Better to know what she can and can’t do now rather than later in an emergency situation. You two can pair up in bootcamp and encourage one another.”

      “I don’t even wanna know what we’ll be doing in that class. Three hours of torture I imagine.”

      Gabriel’s grin widened. “You thought I was a hardass? Wait ’till Coach Bregman gets ahold of you. She’s a tough wolf to please.”

      “Guess it’s a good thing you whooped my ass so much last year. I, uh, noticed they actually gave us a scheduled hour for training now.”

      “Ninety minutes,” he corrected me. “And don’t think for a second I’m going to go easy on you.”

      “Never crossed my mind. Though I thought maybe we could do some sort of reward system. Positive reinforcement is a great motivator. You know, Kit Kats. Kisses.” My heart thumped in my chest.

      “Kisses, huh?” He stopped and turned to me, one hand skirting the narrow band of skin between my shorts and tank top.  

      “Just a suggestion…”

      Gabriel dipped his head and skimmed his nose across mine. The teasing gesture set off flutters in my stomach and made my pulse race with rising anticipation.

      “Been waiting all summer for this.”

      I was barely breathing. Not at all sure I was breathing at all. “For what?” escaped in a hoarse whisper.

      “This.” Gabriel turned his head and captured my mouth.

      My imagination hadn’t played up the memory of our first kiss, because the second was as good if not better. Lips moved against mine, barely parting them, teasing and keeping me on the edge of my seat before the first fleeting slip of tongue.

      I wanted it to last forever.

      His arms tightened around me, his body hard and unyielding.

      I wiggled in closer and groaned in protest when he leaned back. “Totally worth the wait.”

      A sly grin curved his mouth. “Much better than that underwhelmed wow you gave me last time.”

      I thumped my fist into his shoulder. As much as I enjoyed his laughter and our quiet moment together, the end of his kiss allowed the dark cloud to resurface in my thoughts. “How is this gonna work between us?”

      “Hell if I know.” His shoulders slumped but he squeezed my hand and didn’t let go. “Technically there’s no outright rule against it but—”

      “But interracial dating is discouraged. Yeah, I read into things, too.” As had Liadan, because that’s the sort of friend she was. “The way I see it, we have three choices. Firstly, we say screw it and do what we want no matter what anyone thinks or says.”

      “It’s not the fact that you’re a fae and I’m a shifter that’s against rules, Sky. They could split us up as partners and make us swap to other teammates.”

      “So second option would be to just not tell anyone. Keep it between us. I don’t need public displays of affection to know I care about you.”

      Gabriel was quiet for a moment. The third option hung unspoken between us, but his thumb swept over my knuckles again. “Or we could drop it and continue as friends only. It’ll save you a lot of grief and bullshit down the line. The school admin may not be able to break us up, but your fellow fae have their own ideas about what’s acceptable.”

      My stomach tightened at the idea. While it was true that anything would be better than losing him from my life completely, I just couldn’t fathom the idea of pretending I didn’t feel anything for him.

      “I don’t want that,” I finally whispered.

      “There’s a fourth option, but I’m sure you thought about it too. If we report it ourselves and have them reassign us—”

      “No!”
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      At the age of twenty-eight, Princess Ysolde Westbrook is a spinster duchess, the adopted daughter of Hindera's eccentric monarch. Commoners love their benevolent leader, but the kingdom's gentry take offense to the outsider among them. Amid noble plots and demands for her to marry a local aristocrat, an assassination attempt places her life in peril--if she will not have one of them for a husband, they would sooner see her dead.

      Finding allies in strangers with powerful gifts and even darker secrets, Ysolde must learn what it means to lead and find her own inner strengths. Whether or not she survives the tangled web of treason will determine the fate of her duchy, the royal family, and the kingdom she loves.
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