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	Magical house arrest is a bitch.

	I’ve always associated cabin fever with tiny, rustic shacks out in the woods—in other words, actual cabin—but after being stuck at my grandparents’, I now see that the term can apply to just about anywhere, even large country estates like this one.

	A contingent of OSA agents showed up here the first day of Winter Break and insisted via some fancy spell-ward combo that I stay within the boundaries of the property for the entire three weeks. They claimed it was for my own safety since I was the only witness to a ‘shifter attack’ that left another Ravencrest student dead. 

	Though, I’m not sure exactly who they thought they were protecting me from, and that reasoning certainly doesn’t explain the other restrictions put on me. Like the fact that I haven’t even been permitted to talk to anyone not specifically approved by OSA, a list that certainly didn’t include my friends or my shifter family. All in all, they’ve treated me way more like a suspect than a witness.

	OSA interviewed me four separate times during the first week, each one an hours’ long verbal sparring match between whatever agent or agents showed up and my grandfather’s lawyers. Those arguments were followed rather anticlimactically by me providing the same very concise recounting of events from the end of semester tournament that I’ve given over and over.

	Agent Jay Callahan himself came to question me for the last interview, but he still got no more information than I gave him before. He was not pleased. The guy pretty much hated me from the moment he stepped foot on campus last semester. He was originally the head of the investigation into Penny and who else knew about her—like me—and after everything else that went down, he made no secret of his desire to see me arrested. He’s always believed I was hiding something, and I’m sure he was hoping to trip me up somehow, to catch me in a lie, but that’s not possible—the catching me part anyway.

	Because I’m definitely lying.

	Not that telling the truth is an option.

	The geis my potions teacher and fae-in-hiding, Dr. Sergei Nikiforov, forced on me doesn’t allow me to tell the true story about what happened at the tournament. It does, however, provide me with a convincing lie that no number of convoluted questions from OSA can catch me in. I can’t embellish my story and the details can’t change, so OSA—with the exception of Callahan—doesn’t seem too suspicious of me, but that doesn’t make me feel any better. 

	Because the story the geis forces me to tell has me blaming shifters for everything, and that is the last thing I want to do.

	The tensions between shifters and witches were already high enough, and then Nikiforov went and threw gas on the fire. Actually, he did something worse. He made me throw gas on the fire and, given my relationship with the shifters, that’s made all hell break loose.

	Or so I assume since I obviously haven’t been able to see—or even talk to—my shifter family since. Not my parents. Not my cousin. Not my uncle. Nobody.

	And even worse, I have no idea if I can still call them family after all this.

	My uncle and alpha of the Blue Ridge region, Connor Donovan, begged me to come to him with anything to do with shifter/witch relations. The other alphas were already wary of me, already unhappy that I injured a shifter in defense of a witch—no matter that the shifter was maybe going to kill Tristan. Connor said the other alphas might even consider banishing me, cutting me off from my shifter family completely, and removing any protections I have as part of the Blue Ridge pack if they decided I acted against the best interests of shifters.

	Yeah…

	I’m pretty sure blaming a shifter for the attack on a teacher and the death of a student goes against any interests of the shifters, best or otherwise. I might not have had a choice, but that defense does me no good, considering I can’t use it. 

	The geis forced me to answer OSA’s questions before I had a chance to warn Connor shit was about to hit the fan. Now, he’s most likely been forced into a delicate balancing act of appearing to be open with OSA while also preventing them from going on a witch hunt among the shifters. 

	Pun intended.

	And there’s absolutely nothing I can say or do without potentially making things worse.

	So, on top of slowly going stir crazy and being interrogated for hours at a time, I’ve spent the last three weeks being terrified my silence—even though I had no choice in the matter—has completely alienated my shifter family.

	Fun times.

	The only bright spot in all this is that my grandparents, Nikolas and Thea Andras, are surprisingly great. I wasn’t sure what to expect from them given my other experiences with old money witch families, but they’re surprisingly down to earth.

	They are, however, very privileged. And it shows.

	Ninety-nine percent of the time, my grandparents are perfectly sensible people. The other one percent of the time, however, they’re completely out of touch with reality. Well, the part of reality inhabited by regular people who aren’t members of the old money witch elite anyway. The latest example of this is the stack of luggage sitting in the entryway—Foyer? I’m still not sure what to call some of the rooms in this place—that Thea seems to think is all coming back to campus with me today.

	Besides the fact that Ravencrest has a uniform and I don’t have a reason to bring more than the basics, this stuff would take up almost all the space in the tiny dorm room I share with Isobel. Hell, the double occupancy room was a tight fit even when I only had the single overstuffed backpack I arrived with last semester. 

	Plus, I certainly don’t need an entire new wardrobe, even if I did have the space for it.

	I dart a glance from the luggage to my grandmother. Thea stands at the bottom of the stairs, an eager smile on her face, the same smile she’s given me every time some new thing has shown up over the past three weeks. Which has been a lot, even without taking into account my eighteenth birthday and Christmas, both of which occurred over the break.

	I didn’t have a bad childhood, as odd as it was to be raised like a human among shifters, but I swear my grandparents, Thea especially, want to make up for everything they think I might have been lacking. Maybe they feel guilty for my birth mom running off or something. So, they buy me things, filling my closet, which is about the size of my dorm room at Ravencrest, with more clothes than I could wear in a month and all the latest electronics. 

	Nikolas even picked me up a fancy new cell phone and added it to their plan. Not that the phone has done me any good when I’m not allowed to call anyone. It won’t do me any good at Ravencrest, either, since cell phones aren’t allowed on campus. Even if I wanted to sneak the phone in, the school wards would fry it if I turned it on for too long.

	I sigh, gesturing toward the pile of luggage. “This is a bit excessive. Don’t you think? I mean, all this stuff isn’t going to fit into my dorm room.”

	Thea walks over to me and pats my shoulder. “No worries, dear, Nikolas has already made the arrangements for you to be moved to a private room. You should have plenty of space.”

	A private room? My mind flashes back to the one time I saw the interior of Tristan’s, basically a smallish luxury apartment. All this stuff would definitely fit in one of those, but… “What about my roommate? I don’t know if I want a private room.”

	“Oh.” She blinks, as if processing that information and finding it confusing. I suppose this is another part of that one percent time. She has no idea why I wouldn’t want a room of my own.

	“Look, I really appreciate everything you’ve done for me, but this is just too much.”

	Thea smiles warmly, her face softening. “I understand, dear. Why don’t you select the bags you think you need, and I’ll have someone put the rest upstairs in your room.”

	“Thank you,” I say. 

	Maribel, the house manager—or some random title like that—bustles over from the direction of the kitchen and leans over to speak into Thea’s ear.

	Thea’s brows draw together as she turns her attention to me. “There’s a visitor here for you, dear.”

	A visitor? I suppose Winter Break technically ends today. Maybe whatever spell-slash-ward thing OSA used to keep people out has expired.

	But who could possibly—

	“It’s okay. My cousin lives here, dude. Let me go.” 

	Reid? A grin breaks out over my face as hope makes my stomach leap. I haven’t seen the guy who’s practically my brother since the Fall Banquet, which was months ago, making this probably the longest period of time we’ve ever spent apart.

	One of the security goons my grandfather employs walks through the front door, one hand firmly wrapped around Reid’s upper arm. My cousin is a shifter, and he could easily break out of the hold, but instead, he focuses on me, points to the hand on his arm, then rolls his eyes. 

	Thea gestures for the goon to let Reid go. The second he’s free, he rushes over to me and pulls me into a hug, lifting me off the floor as he does.

	“You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,” he says. Softer, he adds, “We need to talk.” 

	My stomach drops, the gathering hope replaced with apprehension. Nothing good has ever come from those four words.

	But he’s here and that means maybe I haven’t completely screwed things up.

	“Missed you, too,” I say. 

	I lean back in for another hug, a lump in my throat, and he wraps his arms around my shoulders. The quiet sound of a throat clearing pulls me back to my surroundings, and Reid releases me.

	Thea, a small smile on her lips, holds out her hand. “Thea Andras. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

	“Ma’am.” Reid dips his chin and reaches out to shake her hand. “Reid. Donovan.”

	“I must say, you look remarkably like your father.”

	How does she… Of course. Helen and Connor were good friends and even had a short-lived romance when they were in their teens. Thea and Nikolas must have met my uncle at some point during that time period.

	One corner of Reid’s mouth curls upward. “I get that a lot.”

	Thea waves off Maribel and the security guy who are still hovering like Reid is going to go furry and attack everyone. Hell, maybe they think he is. I doubt they’ve had much experience with shifters. Most witches haven’t.

	“I’m sure you two would like some time to catch up before Selene has to go back to campus,” says Thea. “Why don’t I show you to the library, and I can have someone bring in some refreshments for you.”

	“Don’t trouble yourself too much,” says Reid. “I can’t stay long.”

	“It’s no trouble at all,” says Thea. “My granddaughter calls you family, so that makes you a member of mine.”

	Reid’s mouth almost drops open. “Thank you. That’s, uh…”

	“Not quite what you expected from a witch?” There’s a sparkle of mischief in Thea’s eye. She pats me on the shoulder. “Take your cousin down to the library. I’ll have someone bring down some snacks.”

	Reid is about to protest again. I can feel it. I grab his arm and start tugging him away.

	“It’s no use,” I say. “She lives to spoil me. I’ve found it’s better just to go along with it.”

	Reid snorts and glances around, taking in the lush surroundings. “Must be quite the hardship, huh?”

	“Well, things certainly could be worse,” I say. “If I had to pick a makeshift prison, this one’s not so bad.”

	Reid stops. “Prison?”

	“Yeah. I’ve been stuck here since the beginning of break thanks to OSA.”

	He throws his arm over my shoulders and tugs me into his side. “Then I’m damn glad I was able to come see you today.”

	“Me too,” I say softly. I’m ecstatic to see Reid, even if what he’s come to say might be bad.
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	Once we’re in the library, I lead Reid over to the small room in the back corner that Helen used as some sort of office. I take a seat by the window that looks out over the grounds of the estate, and Reid plops himself into the chair by the desk.

	 He glances around the room, his nose twitching. “Why does it smell like shifters in here?”

	“This is where Zeke and his friend found me the night of the party.” I give him a brief overview of what happened that night: the two shifters had posed as waiters to get intel on possible targets for their ‘bite prominent witches’ plan.

	“Huh.” His noses twitches again. “Strange that the scent has lingered this long.”

	“This whole room is kind of weird,” I say. 

	And it really is.

	I literally found the room last semester when I crashed a party to sneak around and look for information about my birth father. Even though the door was hidden with a sigil—something that shouldn’t have been possible since sigils aren’t supposed to work on inanimate objects—a talisman Basil gave me spelled to ‘find what I need’ led me to the door. Later, when Zeke and his friend destroyed the sigil, the room became visible to everyone. Even weirder, now everybody acts like the room was never hidden to begin with. 

	I still haven’t figured out exactly why the room was hidden, but I know whatever weird combination of magic that both hid the room and then smoothed the way for its reappearance in the conscious minds of the people who live and work here would have taken an enormous amount of power. Enough power that I’m pretty sure it required at least some fae magic.

	But that’s not what I need to worry about right now. 

	“So, what is it that we needed to talk about?” I ask Reid, nerves chewing at my stomach. “Is it about…my banishment?”

	“No!” He jumps to his feet and rushes over to me, sitting next to me on the window seat and grabbing me up in a tight hug. “Is that why you’re acting so weird?”

	That’s part of it. I nod.

	He squeezes me tighter. “There’s no way. I know what Dad said, but he wouldn’t let that happen.”

	I pull out of his hold and force a weak smile. “I somehow doubt he’ll have a lot of choice in the matter if it comes up.”

	“Yeah, but even so, it’s not only up to him,” says Reid. “You have plenty of people on your side.” He shoots me a nervous smile. “Besides, Dad and the other alphas have other things to worry about right now.”

	“What do you mean?”

	He blows out a breath. “OSA has always been fairly neutral in the past, but now with fewer shifters employed there and lots of pressure from the Coven Council, they’re coming down really hard on us. They want the pack land protections lifted even more than they did before.”

	“Because Connor’s exercising his right as alpha to not let OSA search Blue Ridge lands…”

	Reid nods.

	“Because they’d blame Connor if they figured out members of the rogue shifter group had been operating in his territory since the summer.”

	Another nod. “It makes Dad look suspicious as hell, but he doesn’t really have a choice. It doesn’t matter that Dad has nothing to do with the rogues—that none of the other alphas do either. The Coven Council has convinced OSA that the way shifters have always governed themselves has led to this, and that the alphas can’t be trusted to keep their packs in line.”

	“But what about Allister St. James? Can’t he get OSA to back off? I thought he was going to act as a sort of ambassador or something to help smooth some of that over.”

	Reid snorts. “He is, or was, until his wife got the Coven Council involved. Allister is ‘compromised’ according to her, and allowing him to have any sort of official role would be ‘rewarding’ the rogues. It is what they wanted after all, right?”

	My stomach drops, and my body goes cold. As much as I hate to admit it, Bernadette has a point with that argument. The rogue shifters were biting prominent witches with the intention of turning them for just such an outcome—they wanted influential people who would then be forced to help protect shifter interests. 

	Though, I don’t think Bernadette would have bothered to make that argument if Allister hadn’t left her to go to the shifters. Her pride wouldn’t take that sort of slight, so Allister became ‘compromised’. 

	Would she feel the same way if she knew the full truth about why Allister left? If she knew why he stayed with Connor instead of returning home? Allister was perfectly happy to stay in his mansion, even as a Bitten witch, until he found out his daughter, Cecily, was alive and living with the shifters, something not even Tristan knows yet.

	“It’s all a huge mess,” says Reid, sighing. “And it’s only going to get worse. The Coven Council is petitioning OSA for Bitten witches to fall under their jurisdiction rather than the alphas’, and once that happens—because I don’t get the feeling OSA is going to turn them down—then that will effectively get Bernadette St. James what she’s wanted all along: access to shifter lands. The Coven Council will be legally able to ‘retrieve’ anyone under their jurisdiction, no matter where they might be.”

	“Which would be really bad for Cecily, considering how Bernadette might take her sudden reappearance as a Bitten witch,” I say.

	“Yeah. It wouldn’t work out well for your old headmaster, either.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Burke’s staying on shifter lands, and he can’t leave without getting arrested.”

	“What?”

	“I assume you know about Burke’s resignation and how he had to take the blame for the whole Penny thing, right?”

	“Yeah…”

	“What you probably don’t know is that Agent Callahan was going to have you taken into custody right before the tournament. He agreed to do nothing if Burke resigned.”

	“Take me into custody for what?”

	Reid shrugs. “Burke said Callahan claimed he had some sort of evidence against you, but when it never actually materialized, Burke figured Callahan was making a play to be named as Burke’s replacement.”

	“Wait a second. Is Callahan not Burke’s replacement?” I ask.

	“Nope,” he says.

	“What happened? Callahan was definitely in the director’s chair when I left for break.”

	“I’m not sure. Burke said someone else more well-connected within OSA stepped in, Marie… something.” He pauses. “Burke said you shouldn’t trust her. He doesn’t know her very well, but he thought it was strange she even wanted the position. Prior to this, she’d been mostly in research or something.”

	“Dumont? Is that her last name?”

	“That’s it,” he says. “Do you know who she is?”

	“Remember my friend, Adrian?”

	Reid smirks a little. “The flirt?”

	“That’s him,” I say. “He mentioned before that his family works in the research and development section of OSA, so Marie’s probably related to him somehow.” I huff out a breath. “Though, going on what Adrian’s said about his family and Burke’s warning, I’m not looking forward to meeting her.”

	“Just be careful when you’re back on campus,” says Reid. “And not only because of the new director.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Something weird is going on with OSA, and I’m not sure what that might mean at the academies.”

	“Weird like how?”

	“An alpha heir went missing.”

	“Missing? How?” 

	“Nobody’s sure exactly. The day before Kody went missing, two shifters were arrested—both Bitten, but not witches—and they were released almost immediately. So, we all thought Kody had simply been arrested like the others, even though he’s only fourteen.”

	“But I take it he wasn’t arrested?”

	“That’s the thing, we don’t know. There’s a witness who swears she saw Kody being taken away by OSA agents, but OSA has no record of him at all. It’s like they took him and…lost him.”

	“Lost him?”

	 “His dad sent a lawyer over to OSA to cover the arraignment or whatever, but OSA claimed they don’t know anything about it.”

	“About what exactly?”

	“Take your pick—about the kid…about the arrest… There’s no record at all of Kody ever being in OSA custody.” He pauses. “And that’s not the only weird thing.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Your friend, Penny? She’s gone, too.”

	“Gone?”

	“Allister went over to OSA to speak at her hearing, but it had been canceled. Later, he reached out to some of his contacts to find out about rescheduling, and he found out her whole case was suddenly marked classified, that all the records had been pulled, and that she’s no longer in the main holding facility. That wouldn’t necessarily be cause for concern, but two days later, there was not only no record of Penny’s case or hearing, but Allister’s contacts had no memories of it, either.”

	My eyes widen. My only real experience with memory magic is when Isobel’s memories from part of first quarter were wiped by persons still unknown, but from what Basil said, that kind of magic is not only difficult, but dangerous. What could make Penny so important that someone’s out there erasing memories of her? And why?

	“That’s definitely weird,” I say after a long pause.

	“Yup,” says Reid. “And it makes me wonder if that’s not what happened to Kody, too. Maybe the OSA agents we’ve spoken to don’t remember him. I have no idea what that means, but it can’t be good.”

	He’s right. I just don’t know what I’m supposed to do about it. I’m going to have enough problems with everything else on my plate that I don’t know if I’m going to have time to figure this out, too. I rub at my forehead with one hand as my brain goes spinning off into problem-solving mode.

	Reid places a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, I’m not telling you all this because I expect you to fix it. I just want you to be sure to watch out for yourself. Something’s obviously rotten in Denmark and that’s like the next stop on your itinerary since Ravencrest is under OSA control.”

	“Not to mention they’ve probably beefed up security after…”

	“The shifter attack?”

	No, the fae attack. I bite my tongue, hard, wishing the pain was enough to break the geis and let those words pass my lips. 

	He pats my shoulder. “It’s okay. I get that you were put in a tough situation, and you had to do what you had to do. Dad understands, too.”

	“Really? Are you sure?”

	He nods. “Yeah. Hopefully, this mess won’t keep OSA from finding the real culprit soon so they can stop bugging us about it. Until then, Dad’s just going to lay low. Hell, if I didn’t have to go back for classes, I’d probably be doing the same. Might have been a nice vacation.”

	I snort. “Believe me, house arrest is no fun after the first day or two.”

	Reid chuckles, and we drop into less serious subjects like his upcoming semester at college and the new girl he’s dating. Before I know it, an hour has passed, and it’s time for me to leave. I’d like nothing more than to stay here in this safe little bubble with my cousin, but I know I can’t. There are too many problems and unanswered questions waiting for me back at Ravencrest for me to put off my return any longer.

	 

	
[image: A picture containing table  Description automatically generated]

	 

	 

	A little more than an hour later, the Ravencrest campus looms ahead of me as the fancy car I’m riding in pulls between the gates at the bottom of the hill and heads up the long driveway toward the dorms. This is nothing at all like the rushed, middle-of-the-night arrival when I first came to Ravencrest, and I can’t help but feel a little weird about it this time around.

	If someone had told me six months ago that I’d be sitting in the backseat of a fancy car with a driver as I returned to my super exclusive private school, I’d have laughed. And then asked them what they were drinking. This is not a situation I ever saw myself being in.

	But before everything went to hell at the end of last semester, I found my place here for the most part. If the rug hadn’t been pulled out from under me with the whole Tristan thing, the attack, and the geis, I might even say I’m glad to be back. ‘Glad’ is a bit of a stretch now, though. The only thing I’m looking forward to is seeing my friends and Basil.

	The driver pulls to a stop at the back of a line of even fancier cars and even a couple limos. The car at the front discharges its passenger and an attendant who appears to be an OSA agent scans both the student and their luggage with some sort of metal rod. A talisman maybe?

	The student is cleared, and the attendant waves them toward the dorms then turns to await the next vehicle.

	“Any idea how long this is going to take, Timothy?” I ask the driver.

	“No, ma’am.”

	I’ve told him to drop the ma’am. It feels off coming from someone old enough to be my grandfather, but he never does. Having a driver at all is weird, but it was either this or let Thea and Nikolas buy me a car.

	I sigh and rest my elbow on the arm rest, staring out the window and watching as each car pulls up to the quad and releases its passenger.

	A couple of cars later, there’s some sort of commotion. Two men, one of them the attendant with the wand thing, are standing in front of a girl I don’t recognize and gesturing at her luggage. The student shakes her head, one hand on her hip. The girl points at the men then points off over their shoulders somewhere in the direction of the main building. The men converse briefly, and the girl shakes her head again, lifting up her hand in front of their faces and pointing to one of her fingers.

	There’s another minute or so of back and forth, culminating in the arrival of a third person, a woman this time. The girl gestures wildly, swinging her hand out to encompass her luggage and the two men, then she puts both hands on her hips and says something. By the look on her face, it’s not anything pleasant.

	The woman makes a calming gesture then turns to speak to the two men. Eventually, the woman leaves, and the two men motion the girl toward the dorms. She grabs her luggage and stomps off, saying something over her shoulder as she goes.

	What was that all about?

	Five minutes later, it’s finally my turn to get out and be scanned or whatever. Timothy comes around to open my door—something else he insists on—and I get out of the car to face the OSA agent/attendant. 

	“As part of OSA Executive Order 9345 declaring a state of emergency for all OSA-operated academies, I will be scanning you as well as your luggage for contraband,” says the OSA guy in a bored, monotone voice. No doubt that’s the same spiel he’s been giving every single arriving student.

	I have no idea what they even mean by contraband—though I assume there was some argument about whether or not the girl from earlier had some—so the odds of me having any are slim. 

	I hold my arms out to the side. “Go ahead.”

	The guy runs the wand over my legs, and the tip of it glows a steady green. The green light falters for a second when he runs the wand over my chest and arms, but he doesn’t comment, so it probably doesn’t mean anything. My luggage gets the same treatment and the same result.

	“You may proceed to your dorm room. Do not go anywhere else on campus until you have checked in at your dorm.”

	I nod my agreement before picking up my bags and heading off. As I cross the quad, I take in the unusually large number of OSA agents lingering around. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this many on campus, not even during the ‘investigation’ into Penny. The increased security definitely makes sense, but after my conversation with Reid, I can’t help but see it in a more ominous light. What would OSA need all these agents on campus for?

	There’s a line to get into the dorm, and two more OSA agents flank the entrance. One of them has a tablet and looks to be checking things off on some sort of list while the other is scanning everyone’s luggage. Again.

	What are they looking for? I get that OSA is worried about security or whatever, but what exactly do they think people will sneak onto campus? It’s not like a shifter is going to fit in anyone’s suitcase. Unless they’re scanning for Bitten witches somehow? Is that even possible?

	I glance around, hoping to spot Isobel somewhere in this mess. She’s bound to have some insight into all this. I don’t see her anywhere, but I’m not that surprised. As a scholarship student, I doubt Isobel was anywhere in that line of cars. She probably has to lug her bags up the hill in the back or something. 

	Oh, well. I’m sure she’ll be here soon, and we can catch up.

	Getting through this line takes even longer than the drop-off.  A good thirty minutes passes before I reach the front of the line, and by that time, I’ve heard the spiel of the list checker-offer at least five times. The tablet the agent holds has a list of new rules—safety measures they’re calling them—and it seems like things are going to be a lot stricter at Ravencrest this semester.

	Curfew is ten pm. There was a curfew implemented last quarter, but the fact that we’ll have to check in and out via the dorm entry wards is new.

	No trips off campus without the director’s approval, and you must be escorted by a staff member or other approved person. I imagine there will be plenty of students none too happy about that one. Most everyone liked to head off campus over the weekends.

	No personal magical objects. I’m not even sure what that means. Could that be the contraband they were scanning luggage for?

	No visitors…

	No phone calls…

	I’m beginning to think this won’t be all that different than house arrest.

	The OSA agent has me verify that the new rules have been explained to me and that I agree to abide by them by scanning my thumbprint with the tablet.

	“Selene Andras. Room 821. You will find—”

	“Wait. 821? That’s not my room number.” 

	“That’s what is on my list. You can take up any issues with the director later. You will find your semester class schedule in your room. Please review it. You will not be permitted to leave the building until all the returning students have checked in.”

	“What? How—”

	“Ms. Andras. Go.” She speaks through her teeth. “We have many more students to process. You are not the only one with questions. They will be addressed at a later date.”

	Okay then…

	The dorm has no elevator, and my new room is on the top floor, so I pick up my bags and lug them up eight flights of stairs. As soon as I reach the proper floor and see the hallway only contains a few doors all well-spaced apart, I understand what the issue is with my room number. I completely forgot what Thea said about Nikolas maybe getting me a private room, which is what must have happened.

	I wouldn’t exactly mind having the extra space—my old room was pretty cramped—but I enjoy having Isobel as a roommate. 

	Not much I can do about it now, though. Hopefully, I’ll be able to switch back to my old room. I’d planned to avoid the new director for as long as possible, but it looks like I’ll be searching her out sooner than expected. This whole fae thing has left me feeling isolated enough without rooming by myself as well.

	I walk down to the end of the hallway, drop my suitcases to the ground, then reach over to send a bit of magic into the ward on the door, smiling to myself. At least I’ve got that part of magic down. No more nearly blowing doors off hinges for me. I drag my bags into the room as the door falls shut behind me.

	I glance around the space. It’s…nice. Of course ,it is. Ravencrest wouldn’t put well-paying students in crappy rooms. I’m standing in a small den area with a couch and big screen TV—that I’ll probably never have time to watch considering what the course load is like here—and there’s a doorway that must lead to a bathroom and an alcove that holds a queen-sized bed and two nightstands. 

	The room I shared with Isobel could fit in here three times over. At least. This is ridiculous. I glance around again, this time taking in what’s missing. This room has an empty, sterile feeling. Too new. Too much. And there’s no warmth to the space, nothing to make it feel like home, like the sense of belonging I felt rooming with Isobel. 

	Maybe I could just crash downstairs instead?

	There’s a desk tucked into the corner with a sheet of paper on it, most likely my schedule. I walk over to check it out.

	First Period: Independent Study- Kostis

	That’s interesting. I wasn’t supposed to continue my tutoring with Basil this semester, but I’m glad for it. 

	In all the craziness surrounding the tournament and me leaving for break, I never got to say bye to Basil, and I haven’t seen or spoken to my mentor since the day of his attack. I knew he was alive after the attack, but not much more, and Basil wasn’t on OSA’s list of approved contacts for me over break. At least Nikolas’s attorney was able to pass along the information that Basil made a full recovery—something I’m immensely grateful for. Basil might be a little eccentric, but he’s the closest thing I have to a trusted adult here, especially now that Burke is gone.

	Second Period: Advanced Sigils- Hassan

	I don’t recognize the name of the teacher, but I’m not surprised to find myself in the class. Sigils are the one aspect of magic I’m actually really good at.

	Third Period: Advanced Spell Theory- Feng

	Crap. Though better than Wards, Spells is far from my best subject, and I have no idea what I’m doing in an advanced class. At least it’s only theory, which, I assume, means I won’t do a whole lot of actual spellcasting, something I still struggle with.

	Fourth Period: OSA Self-Defense Tactics: Physical Education Credit- Instructor TBD

	The course name is sort of weird and doesn’t tell me a whole lot, but I guess I’ll figure it out tomorrow. 

	All in all, I guess I’m satisfied with my courses. I set the schedule down then move to sit on the edge of the bed. And since I’m not supposed to leave until everyone gets checked in, I zone out and wait. 

	I’m not sure how much time passes, but the light outside is starting to fade, and my stomach is trying to eat itself. A ripple of magic passes through the air. A sign that I’m allowed to leave my room now? I’m going to take it as one and head to the dining hall to find my friends.

	I jump to my feet, push my suitcases into a corner, then head out the door. As I turn the corner to get to the stairs, I crash into someone, an “oof” bursting past my lips.

	“I’m so sorry,” I say quickly. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

	“No worries.” Surprisingly enough, the person I collided with is not Tristan—he and I do have a weird habit of literally running into each other after all. Instead, it’s the girl who was stopped during the drop-off. She’s a few inches shorter than me with shiny black hair and Asian features. A friendly smile graces her face, one that actually reaches her eyes, so that’s an improvement over most of the other students here. “I think we’re neighbors. I’m Mei.”

	“I’m Selene. Nice to meet you.” 

	“You, too.” She dips her chin and flashes another quick smile. “Are you on the way to the dining hall?”

	My stomach chooses that moment to growl. Loudly. Heat fills my cheeks. “Sounds like it.”

	She laughs and heads toward the stairs. “Would you mind if I accompany you? I’m new, and I don’t know my way around yet.”

	“Sure.”

	Downstairs, there’s yet another OSA agent standing at the doors speaking to any exiting students. She points to a new ward pad on the inside of the doors. “Every time you leave the dorm, you must use this to check out. The one on the exterior of the dorm will check you in when you return.”

	That seems like a little overkill. Why is OSA tracking us so closely? Could they be more worried about people going missing than they let on to the shifters? Hell, maybe witches are disappearing, too.

	Mei and I both touch our fingers to the pad, then exit the dorm, and make our way across the quad. 

	“You said you were new here?” I ask, making conversation as I follow behind her.

	She nods.

	“How did you manage that? I didn’t think Ravencrest would be taking any new registrations.”

	She gets a distant look on her face and her mouth tightens. “My parents insisted I, er, explore my future.” At my raised brow, she sighs and continues, “They’ve made an arrangement for me with another family. I’m supposed to be here getting to know him since I’ve only met him in passing.”

	“Do you mean…?”

	“An arranged marriage? Yes. It definitely wasn’t my idea, and it’s stupidly archaic if you ask me, but…It’s already done,” she says quietly, twisting at a ring I now see is on the third finger of her left hand.

	My stomach churns with sympathy. I don’t know a whole lot about how the whole arranged marriage thing works in witch society, but I can’t imagine being forced into a future with someone I didn’t love.

	 “I agreed to it mostly to get away from my parents, and I thought I could figure some way out of it once I got here, but his grandfather insisted on an engagement spell.”

	“An engagement spell?”

	“A type of binding spell. It’s anchored to this,” she says as she pauses and holds up her hand, pointing to the ring. The jewelry is pretty in a gaudy sort of way, but definitely not her style. 

	“That sucks.”

	“Yeah,” she says softly then continues walking. “I don’t really mind the engagement so much, that’s easily broken. But the spell was a step too far. The Winthrop family is…something else.”

	Winthrop? I don’t remember any students with that last name, but it sounds very familiar. I’m still puzzling over it when we reach the dining hall.

	Mei immediately waves to someone and heads off in their direction. I glance up, my stomach dropping as I see the table she’s headed toward.

	Well, at least, I remember where I heard the name Winthrop now.

	It was when Adrian mentioned Tristan’s crazy mother’s maiden name.

	Meaning Mei’s ‘arrangement’ is with…Tristan.

	As if he feels my eyes on him—or maybe he hears the choked noise I make—Tristan’s gaze meets mine. This is the first time I’ve seen him since his mother removed him from campus. He looks…tired. His honey-colored eyes are familiar, but the near hopelessness in them is not.

	It feels like hours, but must only be a few seconds, before Mei picks up on the tension between me and Tristan. Her brow furrows as she glances back and forth between us. Then, her eyes widen, and her hand moves to cover her mouth in surprise. She places a hand on Tristan’s shoulder and leans down to whisper in his ear.

	I’m not sure what she says, but Tristan nods sharply then pulls his gaze away from me as Mei shakes her head, biting at her lip. As if she’s sorry this is happening. Which she very may well be. If what she said on the way here is true at all, she didn’t ask for any of this.

	And probably neither did he.

	But then, why is he going along with it?

	My stomach twists. What happened while he was gone? How did he go from standing up to his mother—from telling me he cared about me—to whatever this is? Because it sure looks like he’s back under Bernadette’s thumb and going along with whatever she wants.

	There’s no answer on his face, no matter how close I look, and the extended eye contact is starting to feel awkward.

	The night of my grandparents’ party flashes through my mind. The heady kisses in the corner room. How pissed he was about the fae wine. Our trip to Connor’s. Our conversations in the car. All those things pointed toward there being something special between us, but he hasn’t so much as sent me a text message in the past six weeks. Granted, we hadn’t exactly exchanged phone numbers before Bernadette whisked him away, but he almost certainly could have looked up my grandparents’ number.

	I glance around the dining hall, looking for Isobel. She’s not here. Neither is Adrian. Maybe I should have waited in my room after all. It would be way too awkward to sit with Mei now that I know who her fiancée is, and I believe I’ve reached my awkward quota for the day.

	So, I get in line, grab my food, then find a table and sit down. By myself. I keep my gaze on my tray, hurriedly shoving food into my mouth. I want to be out of here as fast as possible. I won’t be able to avoid Tristan forever, but I’m not ready for any sort of conversation with him tonight. 

	Either I get lucky or Tristan’s wanting to avoid me just as much as I want to avoid him right now, and I finish my food before anyone has a chance to make a scene. I rise from my seat, throw my trash away, and walk back to the dorm alone. I could really use a friend right now, so I take the stairs to the fifth floor and knock on the door to the room I used to share with Isobel. No one answers. I knock again. Still no answer and the door won’t unlock for me. I guess because it’s no longer keyed to my magical energy or whatever it is they do.

	Huffing out a breath, I turn away from my old room. Maybe the scholarship students arrive later? Or maybe Isobel went to the library? I’m too tired to hunt her down tonight, so I drag myself up to my room and fall backward on to the bed. I might as well just try to get some sleep. Things will probably look better in the morning.
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	Things do not, however, look much better in the morning. First, I sleep in. Not a huge amount, but enough that Isobel is already gone by the time I get my uniform on and down to the fifth floor. If I don’t catch her in the dining hall for breakfast, the odds are I won’t be able to catch her until this evening. I don’t want to wait that long.

	Unfortunately, everything seems to be working against me. I have no issue checking out of the dorm with the OSA agent from yesterday, but there are two more OSA agents stationed by the doors to the main building. They’re creating a bit of a back up to get inside, and I’m stuck at the end of the line with time ticking away. At this rate, I’ll be lucky if I have enough time to grab a cup of coffee and a muffin from the dining hall before I have to head to Basil’s office for first period.

	By the time I near the front of the line, I realize the agents are explaining the check in and out process like they were doing at the dorms last night. Along with another repetition of the list of rules and another acknowledgment of understanding from each student. I nod along to the agent—barely resisting telling her to get on with it—then dash toward the dining hall. 

	The place is almost empty, and Isobel’s nowhere in sight. Plus, the hot food lines are already closed, and the pickings for the grab and go food items are slim. I snag a prepackaged muffin, then get a cup, and empty the dregs of the last coffee carafe into it. There’s barely more than a splash, but caffeine is caffeine at this point, and I’m not going to make it until lunch without it. After doctoring up my drink with some cream and sugar, I half-jog toward Basil’s office. 

	The door is open, the light inside highlighting the familiar clutter of books and papers. I call out Basil’s name as I walk inside. There’s no response, so I head toward the couch at the back of the room. I take a seat and sip at my subpar coffee.

	“Hello, hello, sorry I’m late,” calls Basil as he bustles through the door a minute or so later. He drops a pile of books on his desk and, once his hands are free, turns to me. “It is so good to see you.”

	“You, too,” I say, smiling. Quieter, I add, “I’m glad you’re okay.”

	Basil nods absentmindedly, running a finger over the pale scar extending from his forehead and ending at his chin, something the fae who attacked him must have caused. “What a mess that was.” He fiddles with the stack of books and moves around the room, shelving a couple of them. “How was your grandparents’ house? Did Thea and Nikolas treat you well?”

	“Yeah. They’re nice, I guess.”

	“Good, good. They’ve always seemed like decent people.” He shelves a couple more books then comes to sit down in the chair in front of me. “And everything is well? Did you have any trouble yesterday?”

	“Trouble?”

	He presses his lips together. “With OSA.”

	“Not really,” I reply. “Should I have?”

	Basil sighs. “OSA agents can be overzealous, and I haven’t much liked the direction the school has been headed for the past few years. Now, with OSA completely taking over, I’m worried there isn’t enough oversight, that the people tasked with protecting the campus are going to be more like jailers. Desmond worked hard to try to prevent circumstances turning out like they have.” He shakes his head to himself. “Some of the measures they’ve introduced are just plain ridiculous and discriminatory, but what the new director has done is even worse.”

	“What do you mean?” I ask.

	He shoots me a sad look. “I’m sorry, dear, but Isobel won’t be returning this semester.”

	“What? Why?” That explains why I haven’t been able to find her.

	“Marie decided to rescind all Ravencrest scholarships. Only those students whose families pay the full tuition may attend.”

	“That’s stupid!”

	Basil nods in agreement. “It is, but there was nothing I could do.”

	My mind flashes back to speaking with Ms. Anderson last semester about OSA and money and how Isobel—and any other student below the ‘super rich’ income bracket—was getting shafted.  And then I remember Mei. 

	“Is that why they’re letting in new students? What about that whole ranking thing?”

	“A few Coven Council families pulled their children from Ravencrest, citing safety concerns. With less revenue, OSA has to cut costs somehow and generate new fees. So, yes, they might have allowed some new students because of that. Why do you ask?”

	“My neighbor in the dorm is new here.” I sigh and look down at my hands. “Her name’s Mei. It turns out she’s Tristan’s fiancée.”

	Basil winces. “I’m so sorry, dear. I didn’t realize that Edgar Winthrop had gone ahead with it.”

	“Gone ahead with it?”

	“I believe the arrangement had been discussed for some time, but Allister was never content with the idea of an arranged marriage for his son, not after how his own turned out.”

	I scoff, remembering overhearing an argument between Tristan and his mother—one in which his father did absolutely nothing to intercede. No matter how much Allister may have changed now that he’s been reunited with his daughter, I doubt he’s changed all that much. “I don’t see him putting up much of a fight.”

	“I doubt he had much choice in the matter,” says Basil. “Especially not now.”

	“I take it you’ve heard what’s going on with OSA, the Coven Council, the shifters, and all of that mess then?”

	He nods. “Desmond and I have kept in touch since he left, though the new restrictions will make it difficult for that to continue.”

	“Even faculty isn’t allowed to make phone calls without approval? That’s…I don’t know.”

	Basil gives me a tight smile. “I imagine the rule only applies to certain faculty, like myself, who have been here prior to this semester, which isn’t many of us. The restructuring, or whatever it is they’re calling it, resulted in most of the staff being let go and replaced with OSA agents or specialists. I’m sure you may have noticed some new names on your schedule.”

	“Only one, my Advanced Sigils teacher, but my PE course instructor is listed as to be determined.”

	“I’m glad OSA seems to have listened to my course recommendations for you.” He holds up his hand. “And before you ask, the spell theory class was my idea. I know it’s an advanced class, but you shouldn’t have to deal with much, if any, actual casting. There were only so many options, and I figured an advanced wards class would be even less welcome. Besides, Jun Feng is someone I know and trust. I can’t be entirely sure of any of the new teachers.” He pauses. “I do not want any more attention drawn to you than necessary.”

	“Why? I’m pretty sure OSA has gotten over their suspicions of me.” Thank you, geis.

	Basil drops both hands to his sides then comes to sit down next to me on the couch, placing one hand on either one of my shoulders. “I need to apologize to you. I didn’t pay enough attention to the things that weren’t adding up about you and your magic. If I had, I could have saved you so much trouble, and maybe things on campus would be different right now.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“At Desmond’s request, I continued to make inquiries into the binding spell and your birth father last semester. I ran into a lot of dead ends, but I also ran into a surprising amount of red tape. When I wasn’t able to find any information about the spell and the items you brought me from your grandparents’ house, I started to investigate Helen’s whereabouts from the time that she left here to the time of your conception. I had been under the impression she left OSA fairly early on, but apparently, she’d only been transferred to a new department, one that, despite all my own connections, I was not able to find anything out about.”

	“Some kind of OSA black ops, you mean? Plausible deniability and all that?”

	Basil shrugs. “Perhaps, but I don’t see Helen as any sort of spy or field operative. She was much more into the science and development side of things, new spells, new wards, things like that.”

	“Maybe Helen created the binding spell, and that’s why no one’s ever heard of anything like it?”

	He bites at his lower lip. “The magic in that spell is quite old and the sigil—”

	A knock sounds at the door, and Basil stands, nervously brushing at the front of his pants. “He’s a bit early.” 

	“Who…” my voice trails off as Nikiforov walks into the room.

	His glamour is back in place so he appears to be the same man in his early thirties as he did when he was acting as my Potions teacher, but I can sort of see the…seams? Now that I know what’s under the illusion if I try, I can kind of see the shimmer of magic covering his fae features, the tapered ears and the inhuman beauty.

	“Ah, Sergei, so glad you could make it,” says Basil, walking over and shaking Nikiforov’s hand enthusiastically.

	Nikiforov gives him a tight-lipped smile and focuses in on me. “Hello, Selene.”

	I scowl, still unsure exactly how I feel about the fae. Sure, I considered asking him to help me with my fae magic, but that doesn’t mean I was going to ask him today.

	Basil watches our interaction with interest, a hint of mischief in his eyes. “Sergei will be assisting me with your tutoring this semester. I thought he would be the best person to teach you how to use your fae magic.”
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	I’m not sure who’s more surprised by Basil’s words, me or Nikiforov. The fae jolts, and both of us turn wide eyes on the white-haired witch who’s now smiling sunnily as if he hasn’t just dropped a major conversation bomb in the middle of the room.

	“How…” I start.

	Nikiforov is quicker to recover from his shock. His lips curl away from his teeth, and he moves toward Basil as if to…I have no idea.

	Basil holds up his hand. “There’s no need for that, Sergei. I’ve suspected for some time now and kept your secret. It does me no benefit to reveal it now.” His gaze moves to me, and he smiles softly. “In fact, it would be quite detrimental to someone I hold dear.” 

	But Nikiforov dismisses the words and continues forward. Basil narrows his eyes and spits out what must be some sort of spell at the same time as he makes a sharp gesture with one hand. Nikiforov recoils backward. Basil pulls himself to his full height, which isn’t very tall, but his presence is almost stifling. For the first time, I see the powerful witch, the master spellcaster, and not just my friendly mentor.

	“You will contain yourself,” says Basil in a booming voice I’ve never heard from him before. He waves his hand in a sort of scooping, sweeping motion, and some kind of dust rises from a container on his desk and moves to circle Nikiforov in a mini tornado.

	Nikiforov hisses, his glamour flickering when the dust gets closer to his face.

	“Pure iron filings,” says Basil. “I don’t want to hurt you, but I will protect myself and my charge.” He uses the hand not in motion to point toward a chair. “Sit.”

	Nikiforov complies, his expression dark and his lips curled. Basil slows the movement of his hand, and the iron dust drops to the floor in a rough circle around where Nikiforov is sitting.

	Nikiforov sneers. “That won’t contain me.”

	“I’m not expecting it to,” replies Basil. “I’m simply expecting you to have enough sense of self-preservation to at least listen to what I have to say.”

	Nikiforov’s gaze flicks toward me and then back to Basil. He curls his upper lip in a snarl. “How did you do it?”

	“How did I prevent your glamour from taking hold, you mean?” Basil’s eyes harden and he frowns, an expression that’s foreign on his face. “Simply put, I’d already determined the creature who attacked me was fae, and I expected there might be more.”

	Nikiforov presses his lips together.

	Basil continues, “I knew someone would come for me, but I never once considered it would be someone on the faculty, someone I knew.” He shoots Nikiforov a look I can only call scathing, another emotion I’ve never seen from Basil. “I’d already taken steps to protect myself by the time you came by the infirmary.” He lifts his left hand and points to a ring on his thumb.

	“What’s that?” I reach out to touch the ring, but Basil pulls his hand away.

	“No, dear. It’s pure iron, and it’s better you not touch it until we know exactly what traits you share with full-blooded fae.”

	“I don’t understand,” I say.

	“Pure iron is poisonous to fae and can negate some types of fae magic.” He gestures toward the circle of dust surrounding Nikiforov. “The ring prevented him from taking my memories of the attack and the knowledge of what I’d figured out, knowledge I used to bargain for the assistance you need that I cannot provide.”

	“What? So, you’re blackmailing him?” I glance at Nikiforov. “How do you know he’s not just going to bullshit the both of us?”

	“Because I cannot,” says Nikiforov in a tight voice.

	I narrow my eyes.

	“He means that quite literally,” says Basil. “Fae can’t lie, not directly anyway.”

	“Still doesn’t explain why he’s helping,” I say.

	Basil beams, but this smile is different from his regular one, more devious and cunning. “I extracted a vow for my silence. He has agreed to ‘assist you to the best of his ability in whatever manner I deem appropriate.’ He thought to glamour me and take away my memory of even the vow, but…” He shrugs, the corner of his mouth quirking. “And to be forsworn for a fae is…not death exactly, but close. It’s hard to explain, but he cannot break the vow without major repercussions.” 

	“I’m confused. You keep saying ‘glamour,’ but I thought that was illusions or something, like how fae hide their appearances or—” My voices chokes off as the geis freezes the words I planned to say in my throat: like that trap thing the fae used in the maze.

	Basil studies me for a second, as if waiting for me to complete the sentence, then continues, “A glamour is an illusion, but it can affect what the mind believes as well as what the mind sees. For example, Sergei could have glamoured me into believing I never saw him that day or something like that,” explains Basil.

	“And how is that different from a geis?” I ask.

	Basil’s brows draw together, and he tilts his head to the side. “A geis is magic that forces action. It is very similar to an alpha shifter’s command and probably the origins of that particular magic.” 

	“But why—”

	Nikiforov huffs out a breath. “It would have done me no good to make you forget the events in the maze, OSA would have never believed that you remembered absolutely nothing, and that’s what a glamour would have done, removed the entire event from your mind.”

	 “So that’s how Selene’s story of the attack came about,” says Basil. “You put her under a geis. I had wondered.”

	Nikiforov gives a stiff nod.

	“Do you think you could perhaps remove it so that I may hear the real story?”

	Nikiforov narrows his eyes. “And if I don’t?”

	“Then you would be forsworn because this is an action I feel is necessary,” replies Basil in a tense voice.

	Nikiforov’s nostrils flare, and his hands curl into fists, obviously chafing under Basil’s new control. “Very well then.”

	The fae motions me forward and then takes my chin in his hand and places two fingers of his other hand against my forehead before rattling off a few sentences in whatever language the fae speak. There’s no physical change, not that I can feel, but I can tell there’s nothing holding me back from telling the truth anymore.

	“Wait, does this mean I can tell OSA what really happened?” I ask as I move back to the couch and sit down. Before Nikiforov can say anything, I continue, “Not tell them what you are or anything, but at least get them off the shifter’s backs?”

	“No,” says Nikiforov. “You cannot tell anyone.”

	“But–”

	He rises to his feet and is across the distance between us and gripping my arm and yanking me to my feet in barely more than the space of a blink. I guess he wasn’t kidding when he said the iron dust couldn’t contain him.

	“You saw what Cerlysin did to the boy who got in his way. These are matters of life and death. As many bystanders need to be kept out of this as possible. You were or, rather, are beacon enough.”

	I jerk out of his hold. “What the hell does that mean?”

	He sighs and sinks onto the couch. “You have at best a rudimentary idea of what it means to be fae, of who my people really are. But they know all about witches. We–the fae–are magic. Magic lives inside of us, we do not have to pull it from the environment around us like witches do, and if we’re close enough, we can sense it being used, feel it when spells are broken, simply…know.”

	So, my sense of other supernaturals must be a fae thing. Interesting.

	He continues, “When the binding spell on your powers was broken, I felt it. Any fae within three states felt it. But then the feeling faded again, and I wrote it off as a fluke. I was curious when you arrived so soon afterward, but it wasn’t until your showdown with Bernadette St. James that I knew for sure. That is when the binding spell broke completely. That is when the Hunt began in earnest.”

	“Hunt…You’ve used that term before and so did the fae in the maze. What exactly does that mean?”

	He rubs a hand over his chin as he searches for words. “You have heard of the fae’s Wild Hunt I assume?”

	“Not really…”

	Basil perks up. “The myths—”

	“Are outdated,” says Nikiforov. Basil raises his brows then motions for the fae to continue. “The Hunt has changed from its original iteration over the centuries, and now, at its most basic, it is little more than a contest for favor.” 

	“A contest? Like the one who kills the most people wins?” I ask.

	“Not quite.” He pauses as if weighing his next words. “Think of it almost like a bounty on witches with fae blood. The bounty can be paid dead or alive, but some are more valuable alive. A Seelie fae will want to bring in a witch of their blood while killing any with Unseelie blood. The collected witches will then compete against each other for the glory of their Court.”

	“So, you’re saying a bunch of fae get together and make a game of kidnapping or killing witches and then making the survivors fight just to make one political party or whatever look better than the other?”

	“In simplistic terms, yes.”

	“And I imagine this fight is to the death? Does it take place in a coliseum, too?” I ask in a droll voice.

	He’s silent, which is probably answer enough. 

	Basil speaks up first. “Is there a way to call it off?”

	Nikiforov shakes his head. “The Hunt is a magic all its own and has not occurred for centuries because there has been no witch powerful enough to draw it here. Until now. The Hunt was called when Selene’s powers manifested, and it will continue until the quota is met.”

	And isn’t that just freaking perfect?

	“So, on top of all this OSA crap, now I need to worry about being snatched and thrown into the fae version of the gladiator games?” Just what I needed in my life. More problems.

	“The Hunt is only drawn to a location if there is a large influx of fae magic,” says Nikiforov. “The school wards can block a lot, and as long as there are no more incidents, it is unlikely the Hunt will return here.”

	“What about the snake-eyed one from the maze? Won’t he tell his friends or whatever?”

	“I took care of Cerlysin. He will not be an issue.”

	“You mean you killed him?” I ask.

	“Yes,” he replies, no emotion whatsoever behind the word or in his eyes. A chill travels down my spine at exactly how coldly clinical–how fae-like–he looks in this moment.

	“Why are you even helping me?” I blurt out.

	Nikiforov averts his gaze. “I have my reasons.”

	Reasons he’s clearly not willing to tell me.

	“Why should I believe you? How do I know you’re not just spewing crap?” I ask, narrowing my eyes.

	“Because, as we’ve already established, I cannot lie,” says Nikiforov.

	“There are ways to say untruths without lying, so that still doesn’t mean I can trust you.”

	Nikiforov sighs and brings his gaze up to meet mine. “I acted rashly during the tournament.” I say nothing and he continues, “Seeing one of my brethren in this world where I have been safely hidden for decades was unnerving to say the least. I did not, at the time, understand what the repercussions of the geis might be for you.”

	I stare at him dumbfounded. He’s actually apologizing?

	“What does that mean?” I finally ask.

	His gaze goes to the floor. “I was aware of your upbringing, but not the more recent events surrounding your relationship with the shifters. I did not realize how deeply my actions would affect you.”

	“You mean the fact that your stupid story has me on the verge of banishment from my family?”

	“Yes.” His jaw tenses. “I know the pain of exile, and I would not wish it on another.”

	“Is that why you’re helping? Because you feel guilty?”

	“That is part of it,” he says.

	“And the other part?”

	He lifts his chin and remains silent. Not going to answer that question then.

	Basil sits down beside me and squeezes my shoulder gently. “Now that we know what we’re working against, about the Hunt and what might bring it here, we can concentrate these tutoring sessions on getting your fae magic under control.”

	I stare down at my hands, twisting my fingers together. The full meaning of everything Nikiforov has said this morning is slowly becoming clear. The Hunt is my fault. My magic started it. My mistakes drew it here. If it hadn’t been for me, Basil never would have been attacked. Jason wouldn’t have died.

	 “What if I don’t want the stupid magic anymore?” I ask. “Can you just take it away like they did when I was a baby? Perform a new binding spell?”

	“No,” says Basil. “Even if I was able to recreate a spell of that magnitude, the binding was only effective for so long because it was placed when you were an infant, and you were then kept away from magic. The exposure to magic–when the other witch threw a spell at you–is what caused the binding to break in the first place.”

	“What about that necklace thing?” I ask Nikiforov. “Can I just wear that all the time so my magic can’t get out?”

	Nikiforov’s gaze darts to Basil. “She’s talking about a fae artifact I used to help her with her spellwork. It restrains one’s magic somewhat like handcuffs might restrain one’s hands.”

	“Fascinating,” says Basil. “Might I see this artifact when you get a chance?”

	Nikiforov nods stiffly then turns his attention to me. “It can’t be worn long term without consequences. The dampening potion—”

	Basil’s eyes widen. “Those are notoriously unreliable.”

	“Perhaps when made by a witch,” says Nikiforov smugly. “My potion made her powers nearly undetectable. For a time.”

	Yeah, until the time I screwed up and drank fae wine at my grandparents’ party, directly going against Nikiforov’s instructions not to mix potions. In my defense, I didn’t realize the over-sweet and rather intoxicating drink Louis Dumont handed me even was a potion until it was much too late.

	“Do you think another dampening potion would be useful, Sergei? Not only because of the Hunt, but because we need to keep her off OSA’s radar as well.” 

	Nikiforov nods. “Most likely. I’ll have to adjust the ingredients a little, but I can have one ready by this afternoon.”

	Basil pats my knee. “Don’t worry, Selene. We’ll get this under control.”

	I wish I could share his level of optimism, but when it comes to my magic, nothing ever seems to go right.
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	After spending the rest of first period listening to Nikiforov and Basil go back and forth about training strategies, all I want to do is go back to my dorm room and process everything that’s been thrown at me in the last ninety minutes. Unfortunately, I still have nearly a full day of classes ahead of me, starting with Advanced Sigils, a class I’m sort of excited about. 

	Sigils are one of the few things I’m actually good at, the one subject I’ve excelled in. It’ll be nice to not be lagging behind all the other students for once.

	The classroom is in an area of the building I’ve never been to before, tucked away in the corner of the basement like a forgotten child. I fumble with the ward to open the door and push my way inside. The room is tiny and the reason for that—and probably the class’s hole in the wall location as well— quickly becomes apparent. There are only five desks, well, six if you count the teacher’s.

	And isn’t it just my luck that I’m the last one to arrive?

	I find my way to the only available seat, studying the other students as I go. Two of them I don’t recognize at all: a boy with brown hair and tan skin and a girl with blonde hair. One of the other students is a boy with short black hair from my Wards class last semester, but I don’t remember his name.

	The last student is Mei. Wonderful. As if things couldn’t get any more awkward.

	The tone signaling the beginning of the period sounds as the teacher rises to his feet. He’s a slender man with dark brown skin and close-cropped black hair who, as expected after talking to Basil, I’ve never seen on campus before. 

	“Welcome to Advanced Sigils,” says the teacher. “My name is Elian Hassan. I’m an OSA sigils specialist, and as you can probably guess, there aren’t many of those. If you’re in this class, you’ve demonstrated a particular affinity for sigils, and we’re hoping to nourish that skill.”

	He grabs a tablet off his desk then runs his finger down the screen and starts calling out names. “Selene Andras.” His gaze goes to me, and I nod. He repeats the process with each student. “Mei Daoming. Jennifer Wilson. Miguel Hernandez, and…” He glances up at the last student in the room, confusion furrowing his brow. “Angelique Corbin?”

	“It’s Andrew, please,” says the boy from my Wards class in a tense, though quiet voice.

	“I apologize,” says the teacher. “Not all the class rosters were updated with the prior instructor notes. I’ll make that correction for you.” He grabs a pen and writes something down.

	“Thanks,” says Andrew. He releases a slow breath, and some of the tension leaves his shoulders.

	The teacher rises to his feet and walks to the whiteboard at the front of the room. He writes out each of the nine sigils I learned last semester with their names beside them.

	Quiet

	Fire

	Earth

	Air

	Endurance

	Water

	Darken

	Hide

	I widen my eyes in surprise as he begins to add another name beside each sigil, what Basil and Ms. Anderson called the ‘true names’.  

	Silence

	Inferno

	Growth

	Breath

	Power

	Flood

	Death

	Conceal

	“Anyone know what these are?” asks Mr. Hassan, pointing to the second set of names he just wrote on the board.

	I hesitate for a moment before raising my hand. From the very first time I saw sigils, they sort of spoke to me, whispering a name in my mind other that the ‘official’ names. Ms. Anderson and Basil said the ability to read the true names is rare, so it’s surprising that Mei also raises her hand. The teacher nods at the two of us, makes a note on the tablet, then motions for us to lower our hands.

	“These are what is called the ‘true names’ for sigils and are what we will be using in this class,” says Mr. Hassan, tapping one finger against the whiteboard.

	The blonde girl, Jennifer, raises her hand. “Why aren’t we using the regular names?”

	“It’s my understanding that for students who can actually read the true names, using something other than that can be confusing.”

	The girl pokes out her lower lip and darts a glance in my direction. “So, we all have to do it differently because some first-years can’t learn things the normal way? How is that fair?”

	Great. Something tells me I’m not going to enjoy having this girl as a classmate.

	“In China, we’re only taught the true names,” replies Mei with a bit of a bite in her voice. “Just because the American education system decided to dumb it down so that—”

	“Mei,” says Mr. Hassan. “That’s enough.” He turns his attention to Jennifer. “I didn’t say it was confusing to people who had been taught the other names, but to those who could read them. If you have a problem with the way I run my class, you are welcome to change your schedule. This is not something up for debate.”

	Jennifer narrows her eyes. “Do you know who my parents are?”

	“No,” says Mr. Hassan. “And I don’t care. I am running this class, not them.”

	Wow. That was unexpected. Maybe OSA taking a more active role at Ravencrest isn’t such a bad thing if some of these rich witches will actually get put into their place instead of catered to.

	Mr. Hassan glances around the room as if waiting for any other objections before turning his attention back to the whiteboard. “Does anyone know where the true names come from?”

	Andrew raises his hand, and the teacher nods in his direction. “Sigils are part of the original fae language. Most textbooks here in the US only teach the common names, but the true names are considered a more accurate translation and, like you said, there are some witches who can actually read them.”

	Like me.

	“That’s correct,” says Mr. Hassan. “The ability to read the true names is a rare skill and one OSA values highly. We even have one such witch in our class.” He gestures to me, and every eye in the room shifts to me.

	I smile nervously and wiggle my fingers in a wave. Mei tilts her head to the side and studies me with narrowed eyes, as if looking for something. I guess that answers my question about whether or not Mei can read the sigils like I can. She can’t.

	Mr. Hassan clears his throat. “Let’s move on. What can you tell me about the origin of sigils, Andrew?”

	“They’re a primitive type of spell.”

	Primitive? I flash back over the battle between Nikiforov and the other fae during the tournament. Nothing about that fight looked primitive. 

	“That’s correct,” says Mr. Hassan. “The fae did not use magic like we do now. They had—or have, depending on what theories you believe—a kind of innate magic that they used sigils to focus. At least that is what we can tell from some of the texts from that time period. Though a lot of the knowledge of how sigils function and the many ways in which they can be used has been lost, including the usage of some sigils altogether. We know that the fae would ‘cast’ a sigil much like we would cast a spell, using hand motions to form the sigil in the air and then pushing it outward.”

	That definitely sounds accurate. It’s exactly what Nikiforov was doing in that showdown with Cerlysin during the tournament—casting sigils like spells. I guess not as much of the knowledge has been lost as this guy thinks. Not to the fae anyway.

	I raise my hand and wait for the teacher to acknowledge me. “Why don’t we use sigils like that? Why bother with all the complications of spells?”

	Everyone in the room gets that ‘look how adorably dumb the new kid is’ look. Wonderful. This is clearly something I should’ve already known, but I legitimately want to know the answer. I mean, Nikiforov made it look so easy. Seems like that would be preferable to working with spells, at least to me.

	“As I said, the fae do not use magic in the same way we do,” replies Mr. Hassan. “The fae are magic. We draw upon magic. By using a sigil, we are infusing magic into ourselves or the creature that we draw a sigil on, much like how you would infuse a ward with magic once it is drawn. That’s why sigils only work on living things.”

	But that’s not entirely true as evidenced by the sigils in Helen’s hidden room. Although, those sigils could have been drawn by my fae father and that could be what made the difference.

	I drag my attention back to the teacher.

	“The most any of you have probably done with sigils this far is draw them on paper. This is an effective exercise for learning the forms and the different ways they might be written, but you will have much more practical application in this class.” He pauses. “Starting today.”

	He pulls out a cardboard box with what are clearly breathing holes.

	My stomach drops. If my history is anything to go by, using living subjects to test my magic will not go well.

	“In this box, there are five mice. Each of you will come up here and then draw the Quiet sigil on one of them.” He chuckles. “I see a lot of wide eyes and pale faces, but don’t worry. I’m fully aware this is asking a lot of you, and I will be right next to you in your attempts and will stop you if I see anything dangerous forming.”

	I suppose that makes me feel a little better, but I’m still not thrilled with this.

	“Are you sure we won’t hurt them?” I ask.

	“Quiet is one of the tamer sigils. It does not have many harmful uses and none that you would have been taught in your prior classes. I’m not worried.”

	Yeah, but I still am.

	Mr. Hassan looks out over the class. “Who’d like to go first?”

	Not me.

	Andrew raises his hand, and the teacher motions him forward. Mr. Hassan pulls one of the mice from the box and sets it in an open-topped plastic container on top his desk. He hands Andrew a thin felt-tip marker.

	“I will spell the mouse to hold still. You can proceed with the sigil when you’re ready.”

	Andrew nods and stares down at the mouse as it comes to a stop in the middle of the container, only its little nose twitching.

	“Where do I put it?” He glances up at the teacher. “It won’t be precise enough if I draw it on the fur.”

	Mr. Hassan smiles. “Excellent. I was hoping you would realize that. This is your first lesson in the practical application of sigils: placement. You will need to look for a location that provides you with an optimal smooth drawing surface.” He points one finger at the mouse’s ear. “The interior of the ear is one. As is the stomach and the junctions between the legs and the body.”

	Andrew presses his lips together, studying the mouse. “I’ll go for the ear.” He rests his hand on the desk as he leans forward, the marker clenched in his fingers. It’s too far away for me to see the strokes themselves, but Mr. Hassan is nodding along.

	“Stop,” says Mr. Hassan.

	Andrew freezes.

	“Can you tell me what you just did wrong?”

	Andrew bites at his lower lip. “Um…the curve of the third line is slightly off?”

	“Yes. Now, how do you correct for that?”

	“I can shift the rest of the sigil to compensate.”

	“Correct.” He gestures for Andrew to continue.

	After two more stops and starts, Andrew completes the sigil and straightens. Mr. Hassan nods at him.

	“Who’s next?”

	Mei glances at me, then shrugs, and hops out of her seat. She’s quicker than Andrew, only having to pause twice compared to Andrew’s four times. The two other students follow after Mei with varying success. One of them takes eight tries before getting it right and the other five.

	I’m the only one left. Plastering a smile on my face, I make my way to the front of the room. Mr. Hassan pulls out the last mouse and spells it to be still. I stare down at the little creature, a lump in my throat. 

	Please, please, please don’t let me screw this up.

	I take a deep breath, pick up the marker and begin drawing. The tips of my fingers tingle with magic as the sigil takes shape. I’m completing the last line before I realize the teacher hasn’t stopped me at all. Maybe being able to read the sigils also makes me better at drawing them. Glancing at him from the corner of my eye, I take in his surprised look. 

	“I’m…impressed,” says Mr. Hassan, eyes wide. “You executed that near perfectly.”

	I give him an uneasy smile and go back to my desk. Every eye in the class is on me, and something tells me I’ve probably drawn way more attention to myself than I should have.

	But at least I didn’t hurt the mouse. 

	I zone out for the rest of class as Mr. Hassan goes over the many, many ways the task with the mouse could have been accomplished. And there are lots of them. Sigils are incredibly versatile. By the time the tone that signals the end of class sounds, my head is spinning with all the new information. 

	I gather up my stuff and exit the room. Mei and Andrew are standing just outside, talking quietly. Andrew shoots me a wave and heads off down the hallway as Mei glances up at me and smiles.

	“Hey, that was really amazing what you did in there,” she says. “I’ve never seen anyone that good with sigils.”

	“Um, thanks?”

	“Look, I wanted to ask—”

	“Gotta go.” I take off and head toward the dining hall as fast as my feet can carry me. Mei’s nice and, if circumstances were different, I’m sure we could be friends. 

	But circumstances aren’t different, and after everything else thrown at me this morning, I just don’t have the mental capacity to deal with romantic drama on top of it all.
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	Unfortunately, I can’t steer clear of drama unless I stay away from the dining hall, where pretty much every student on campus is gathered—and the place my growling stomach isn’t going to let me avoid. All eyes turn to me as I enter, leaving no doubt that whatever gossip there is about me, Mei, and Tristan is already all over school. My cheeks heat, and the desire to simply sink into the ground and disappear fills me. The whole situation is bad enough without having it all play out in front a bunch of people.

	Mei, who somehow beat me here, is sitting with Tristan having some sort of whispered argument and, if the side eye I get from her is any indication, I’m pretty sure the subject of the argument is me.

	Great.

	I avoid speaking to anyone and end up sitting at a table by myself with my shoulders hunched up around my ears as the weight of everyone’s attention crawls up and down my spine. This is awful, and going through it alone makes it even worse.

	I know why Isobel isn’t here, but where the hell is Adrian? With the amount of tension in the dining hall right now, I’d think he, of all people, would make it a point to be here given his love of gossip and rocking the boat. Not to mention, I could definitely use a friendly face and his unique brand of distraction. 

	The general sound of chatter softens, then disappears, and I pull my gaze away from my food to find Tristan heading my way. 

	Logically, I know I can’t avoid him forever. There’s no doubt we’ll be forced to have a conversation at some point, but I’m not ready for that now, and I definitely don’t want to do it in front of the entire student body. 

	I grab my tray and rush over to the trash can, but Tristan takes hold of my arm before I make it there.

	“We need to talk,” he says.

	I take a deep breath, steadying myself, before looking up to meet his gaze. “Not right now.”

	“Please. It isn’t what you think.”

	As if that isn’t the stupidest excuse in the book. I fight the urge to roll my eyes, barely. My magic boils in my chest, reaching out to him, and I yank it back.

	“There was no other option. Once I—”

	“I can’t. I don’t have the strength to deal with this right now.” I truly don’t. There’s too much already on my head with the fae stuff and the shifter stuff and the Isobel stuff and the OSA stuff…

	“I know this situation is…not ideal, but I want to—”

	And that’s probably about the worst thing he could say to me right now.

	“Not ideal?” I whirl on him, one hand on my hip. “You freaking disappear, make no effort to contact me, then show up here with a fiancée, and the best description you can come up with is it’s ‘not ideal’?”

	“Yes…” he says slowly, his face unsure. Well, I gotta give him credit for the dedication to standing his ground. Too bad he’s choosing a crappy time to do it.

	I throw my hands up. “Fine, go for it.” I gesture at the full dining hall. “Let’s have this out in front of everybody.”

	He glances around then sends his gaze to the floor. “I’m sorry.”

	Of course, he is. But it doesn’t do me any good, and an apology isn’t enough to make me want to talk to him.

	“Yeah, okay, you’re forgiven. Is that all? Good.” I storm the rest of the way to the trash can

	Tristan calls out behind me. “Look, I need your help. Mei said—”

	“No,” I say simply, not even caring what he’s talking about.

	I’m being petty and petulant. I know this.

	But that knowledge doesn’t make me turn around. I think I deserve to be upset, even if I’m not being very mature about it at the moment.

	I make my way out of the dining hall. There’s plenty of time before my next class, so I might as well try to find Adrian. I walk all over campus, checking every place I can think of. He’s not in any of the common rooms. He’s not in the library. He’s not anywhere.

	What is going on?

	Adrian’s not a scholarship student, so he won’t have been kicked out like Isobel. But then, where is he?

	With no time left to keep searching, I head to my new Spell Theory class. Much like the sigils class, I don’t recognize most of the students in the room when I enter. This class is much larger, though, and the setup is similar to last semester’s Potions class with two-person tables instead of single desks.

	I scan over the room, looking for an empty seat, and my gaze catches on Mei then Tristan beside her. Just freaking perfect. I guess not having any classes with the happy couple was too much to ask for.

	I grit my teeth and continue looking for an empty seat as far from the two of them as possible. I finally see one in the back corner, the other chair at the table taken up by Andrew. At least I can sit with someone I sort of know. I make my way back to his table and smile at him in greeting.

	“Hey,” he says.

	“Is this seat free?” I ask.

	“Sure,” he says.

	I guess that’s the best invitation I’m going to get. I drop my stuff and sit, directing my attention to the front of the room where the teacher is just now standing and moving toward the whiteboard.

	“Welcome back, students. I’m Ms. Feng and this is Advanced Spell Theory. Most of you had me for Advanced Casting last semester, but I do see a couple new faces.” Her gaze goes to me and then to Mei. Surprisingly, her eyes bypass my tablemate. Maybe Andrew is as bad at Wards as me and that’s why he was in the beginner class with me last semester. “As my prior students will tell you, this will be a fast-paced class, and I do not have time to repeat information that I’ve already gone over. If you have trouble in my class, please find a tutor as soon as possible. I do not offer make up work, and I do not accept late work.”

	Oh crap. I’m almost sure to need a tutor, but I have no idea who I can ask with Isobel gone. My stomach drops further and further as the teacher continues talking.

	“As this is an advanced course, most of our class time will be spent on lecture with a small portion of time at the end of class to get started on your work or to ask me any questions. There will be one quiz per week and a comprehensive test at the end of each unit.” She smiles. “We’ll start off today with a quiz. I want to see how much you’ve retained and, for those of you new to my class, where you are in your learning.”

	And my stomach drops to the floor and maybe all the way down to the basement. 

	Besides Wards, Spells is my absolute worst subject. Not because I don’t understand them, but because I can’t control them, and they never really turn out how they’re supposed to for me. My biggest issue is pulling too much magic and being unable to release it correctly, but I haven’t had a whole lot of success trying to improve on that.

	“You’ll be fine,” says Andrew from beside me. “Ms. Feng talks tough, but her quizzes aren’t too bad.”

	I shoot him a look from the corner of my eye. “I distinctly recall someone I know bombing two of those quizzes, and he’s much better at this than I ever was.”

	Of course, at the time Tristan had been working without his focus, a talisman given to witch children to help them control their magic when their power is awakened early, but still.

	“Just take your time,” says Andrew. 

	I nod absentmindedly and watch with a sense of dread as Ms. Feng walks around the room and hands a quiz to each student.

	“You have twenty minutes,” she says once every student has a sheet of paper in front of them.

	I stare down at the quiz and take a deep breath. 

	Okay, first thing to do is read through all the questions. I can pick out which ones might be easier than others, so I don’t waste my time on ones I know I can’t answer. 

	With that plan in mind, I skim over the questions. Unfortunately, they pretty much all seem like they’re written in a foreign language.

	Shit.

	In my peripheral vision, I see everyone else in the classroom busily working, and I’m just sitting here wishing I were anywhere else. I take a deep breath. I have to at least try to answer some of these.

	Running my finger over the page, I select a random question about halfway down: You are given the following items: a locket, a gold coin, a black soy candle, and a silver ribbon. Write two spells that use at least three of the items.

	Yeah. No. I’ve never moved past casting spells with words, and I have no clue how other things might figure into them. Next question.

	Name the three most common forms of binding spells.

	I can name at least one: binding someone’s magic. 

	There’s also the spell that stuck me and Tristan together. What would that be called? Rom-com handcuffs? 

	My gaze darts to Mei. And there’s my third answer: an engagement spell.

	Who knows if I’m even close to the proper terminology for any of them, but I write the answers down anyway and move to the next question.

	Name one item that can be used to create time constraints on a spell.

	I picture Basil back in Burke’s office as he cast the binding spell that made Tristan and I stay in proximity with each other but only during certain hours.

	A pocket watch!

	Next.

	What is the difference between a talisman and an artifact? 

	No clue. I scribble down a brief definition of a talisman—a spelled object—and hope that’s enough for partial credit.

	I go back to the first question and scan over the rest of the quiz again, but most of it makes no sense to me. The terms ‘syllabic synergy’ and ‘concentric balance’ have no meaning to me, except that I’ve heard Isobel muttering them over her homework before. But I make an attempt anyway, scribbling at least a couple words in answer to each one. Better to give it a shot than leave the question blank.

	A few minutes later, Ms. Feng calls time and gathers up everyone’s quizzes. I took a stab at every question, whether I got any of them right or not is a mystery.

	“For the remainder of the class period, I’d like you to read through the review in chapter one, read chapter three, and then work on the chapter three exercises on page fifteen of your textbooks,” says Ms. Feng. “You’re welcome to work with your tablemate but make sure they all get done.”

	I glance at Andrew, mouthing “please help me” in an overdramatic fashion.

	He smiles as he pulls out his textbook. “Sure.”

	Reading through the review chapter isn’t bad. A surprising amount of the information is stuff I kind of know, though there’s also plenty of stuff I’ve never heard of before. I’m never going to be a master spellcaster like Basil or like Isobel wants to be, but I can probably learn enough to get by. Theory-wise anyway. 

	That thought lasts about as long as it takes for me to flip to page fifteen and stare blankly at the questions there.

	My face must make some weird expression because Andrew covers the page with his hand and waits for me to look at him. “You’ll be fine. We’ll just take this one step at a time, okay?”

	I nod and go back to the beginning of chapter three to start reading.

	This chapter is on anchoring, something I’m not at all familiar with, but as I read the section, the concept becomes a little clearer. Anchoring is simply a way to attach a spell to something, like to a talisman or even to a person. Didn’t Mei mention something about the engagement spell being anchored to that ring? 

	And what about the binding spell on me? As powerful as that spell was, it had to have been anchored, though I don’t know how. Unless…

	“Can a sigil anchor a spell?” I ask Andrew. Isobel was convinced there had to have been a sigil involved in the binding spell, even though there are no sigils on me. Plus, I found a sigil called Seal written on a paper in Helen’s office that also contained what Basil assumes is the original binding spell that was placed on me.

	Andrew thinks for a second, his brows drawing together. “Maybe. It’s not something we’ve studied.”

	I nod and go back to my reading. Andrew works with me on the exercises, and by the end of class, I think I have a pretty good grasp on some of the new concepts. I might actually do okay in this class, especially considering I won’t have to cast, which is where I struggle the most with spells.

	The tone sounds to signal the end of class, and everyone gathers up their stuff and heads toward the door. As the students file out, Ms. Feng catches my eye and motions for me to stop by her desk. She waits until the last student has exited before speaking. “Tina Anderson tells me you’re a hard-working student who might need assistance every now and then.”

	I shuffle my feet. “I guess?”

	“She also said your mastery of sigils is something she hasn’t seen in years.” Ms. Feng pushes a book across to me: Basic Tenants of Spell Theory “I can’t take class time out to get you caught up, but if you’d like something to work on in your spare time, this would be a good start.”

	I take the book from her and tuck it under my arm. “Thanks.”

	She smiles and returns her attention to the stack of papers on her desk. I guess I’m dismissed then. If nothing else, this class looks like it might not be entirely awful. As complicated as it might be, I suppose I can’t blow anyone up if we’re only studying theory. Plus, Ms. Feng seems like she’s on my side.

	My last class of the day is that oddly titled self-defense class, which is held in the gym. When I get there, I glance around the room. The teacher isn’t here yet, and I don’t know any of the students, either. That is, until the crowd parts revealing the two people standing by themselves in the corner: Tristan and Mei.

	Crap. I can’t catch a break today, can I?

	Somebody claps their hands from behind me. “Okay everyone. We’re going to start off with laps. After that, you guys can partner up for us to begin working.”

	The voice is familiar. And unwelcome. I turn around and, as if called there by Murphy’s Law, I see the teacher of the class.

	Agent Jay Callahan.

	Who utterly despises me.
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	Thankfully, Callahan doesn’t appear to notice my presence right away. I start running laps with the rest of the class, studiously ignoring both Tristan and Mei while also trying to keep at least two students between me and Callahan whenever I’m forced to pass by him. 

	After Reid told me Callahan wasn’t the new director, I figured I wouldn’t have to deal with the guy at all. With his ego and sense of self-importance, the last thing I would expect was for him to stay on as a teacher. 

	I finish up the required laps and pause at the opposite end of the gym from Callahan, glancing around at the other students and looking for someone to partner with. Last semester, Adrian and I always worked together, but he’s not in this class either, so my options are pretty limited. Callahan runs his gaze over the students closer to the front of the gym as people start to pair up, my options for a partner shrinking even further. Tristan starts heading in my direction.

	Is he crazy? That’s so not happening. 

	Working my way toward the back of the gym, away from both Tristan and Callahan, I glance around frantically, my gaze finally landing on a now semi-familiar face: Andrew. I let out a relieved breath before approaching him.

	“Do you want to be my partner?” I ask. “I don’t really know anyone else in here.”

	He quirks his brows, his gaze darting, I assume, to Tristan somewhere behind me. Because of course, the entire school knows about our history.

	I huff out a laugh and shake my head. “Okay. Let me rephrase. I don’t know anyone else I’d want to be partners with.”

	“Sure,” he says. “You just have to promise not to throw me across the room.”

	My cheeks heat as I recall the PE class last semester when I accidentally altered a spell, adding too much power, and ended up slamming Adrian into the wall. “You heard about that?”

	“Everyone heard about that,” he says, a smile teasing at his lips.

	“Well, then, it’s a deal.” I hold out my hand, and we shake on it. Both of us turn to face Callahan, who’s standing by the front wall.

	“You should all have a partner by now,” says Callahan. “As I get a better idea of your skills, I might be switching people around a little, but for now let me explain to you what we’re going to be doing in this class.”

	Someone near the front says, “This is a self-defense class, right? What else is there to explain?”

	“Yes, this is a self-defense class.” Callahan tips his head to the side. “But probably not the type of self-defense you’re thinking of. Given recent events, OSA decided the academies should introduce some new curriculum: defense by other than magical means.”

	“So, like, hand-to-hand combat or whatever?” asks another student.

	“Correct.”

	I guess OSA is finally admitting magic isn’t the ‘be all end all’. Which is kind of awesome for me as far as this class goes. I’ve trained with Reid and other shifters for most of my life, so self-defense and hand-to-hand are well within my skill set. Too bad Callahan is the teacher, though.

	“First lesson,” says Callahan, “is body positioning.” He goes on to demonstrate a basic boxer’s stance, feet hip width apart with one forward, knees slightly bent, body loose, fists near his face. “I want everyone to face your partner and move into this position. Your goal is to give yourself a stable base both for balance and to allow you to put more power into your movements.”

	I drop into the stance without a thought and watch Andrew across from me. He does okay, but it’s clear this is new to him, and the position doesn’t come naturally or instinctively. The same thing is true for many others in the class as well.

	A burst of wind barrels down between the two lines of students, rocking most of them off their feet. Only me and a few others are left standing. This group does not include Andrew.

	I guess that means this is magicless defense, not necessarily magicless training. That makes sense. Nothing drives home a lesson better than getting knocked on your ass. I should know, as it happened to me a lot when I first started training with Reid.

	“Everyone get back up and into position,” says Callahan.

	This time there’s a longer period of time before the wind moves through the room and more students are left standing.

	My partner is still not one of them.

	Callahan walks down between the two lines of students, glancing from side to side. His gaze scans over each person, pausing on the ones not on their feet and finally landing on me. He acknowledges me with an expression I can’t interpret.

	“You have five minutes to work with your partners on form. The next round will be worth a quiz grade,” says Callahan.

	There’s more grumbling than I expect, considering most of the students did okay that last round. I step toward Andrew, offering him my hand, then tug him to his feet.

	He has a sheepish look on his face, and his gaze is on the ground, clearly not thrilled about his progress so far.

	“Hey,” I say. “Not to sound conceited or anything, but you’ve got the best possible partner for this class. My cousin trained me extensively. With my help, you’ll be beating people to a pulp in no time.”

	 He chuckles and his gaze darts to Tristan, probably familiar with the story of how I punched Tristan in the face in PE class my first day here. In my defense, the guy was being a real ass at the time. 

	“I can’t say that’s ever been a goal of mine,” says Andrew, chuckling. “But thanks.”

	“Try to get into the correct stance,” I say. He complies. “First, your feet are too close together.” I nudge his feet wider with one of my own, then put my hands on his hips, and turn him so his body is more angled, his left foot in front. “You want your hips level but facing a fight straight on can leave you off balance. You naturally brought your left foot forward. Is that what feels most comfortable to you?”

	He nods.

	“Good. You want to go with whichever foot feels most natural. Now bend your knees like this.” I demonstrate, bouncing lightly on my feet. “And put your hands up, elbows in, chin down.”

	He copies me, his stance coming together pretty well, but his hands are all wrong.

	I wiggle my thumbs so he can see them resting on the outside of my fists. “Thumbs out, otherwise you’re liable to break them.”

	He smiles and corrects his thumb positioning.

	We’ve still got some time, so I might as well teach him a few other basics.

	“You jab with the side of your body that’s forward. In your case, the left.” I dart my left hand out in a quick punch, then repeat the motion slower this time. “Straight out and back. As much as possible, you want the knuckles of your index and ring fingers to be the point of impact, not the flat part of your fist. There’s less of a chance of injuring your hand that way.”

	Andrew copies the movement.

	“Great!” Other students are tuning in to my mini-lesson now, and I try to ignore the added attention. 

	“The other side is your cross.” I thrust my right fist out, rotating my hips and shoulder slightly to complete the follow through. “Of these two punches, the cross is more powerful.”

	Andrew’s cross is a little more wobbly than his jab because he rotates a little too much, but it’s passable. Around us, a few others are starting to mime some punches.

	“Time,” yells Callahan. “Form up.”

	Andrew drops into position as does the rest of the class. Another gust of wind blows through. Across from me, Andrew breaks into a wide smile when he keeps his feet. Most of the other students do as well.

	Somewhere near the end, there’s a boy on the ground scowling in Callahan’s direction. “This is stupid. We have magic. Why would we need to know any of this?”

	I can’t help the snort that escapes me. Witches are always so arrogant about having magic that they think using anything else is a waste of time. Unfortunately, the sound has Callahan zeroing in on me and smiling.

	“Ms. Andras, please come up here,” he says.

	Crap.

	Reluctantly, I move to stand beside Callahan. 

	“It seemed like you might have something to say about Mr. Brady’s question?”

	“Not really,” I say, shaking my head.

	“Come on,” says Callahan in a patronizing voice. “Most of these students, if not all of them, see no point in learning any sort of non-magic-based self-defense. I’m sure you understand the point, right?”

	There’s some sort of trap here, but I have no clue what it is. He’s not going to let me go without answering, though. I can figure that much out.

	“Everyone should at least know how to throw a punch,” I say, shrugging. There, that’s fairly neutral.

	“You’re right, but what else?”

	Shit. I swallow. Why is he singling me out? What am I missing?

	Callahan’s fist suddenly flies toward my face. Instinctively, I shift to the side and hold up an arm to block the hit. My bones practically vibrate at the contact. He’s not pulling his punches. He grins and then comes at me in a flurry of movement. Too shocked to do anything but block, duck, or avoid each hit, I’m gradually pushed backward until my back is against the wall.

	I can practically hear Reid’s voice in my head admonishing me for retreating and ending up in this position where Callahan can do exactly what he does: grab my neck with both hands and start to tighten them.

	But…Reid also taught me how to get out of this exact predicament.

	I drop my chin to prevent his hands from tightening further. Next, I reach up to grab his wrists and pull downward to tug him closer. Then, I knee him directly in the balls with everything I’ve got.

	Callahan grunts loudly, and his hands drop away from my neck as he curls forward, grimacing in pain.

	“Are you fucking crazy?” yells Tristan.

	I spin on him, so not in the mood for his crap. “What did you expect me to do? Let him choke me out?”

	“I was talking to him,” says Tristan, softening his voice, his gaze darting between me and Callahan. “He just attacked you. What if you didn’t know what you were doing?”

	Callahan huffs out a pained laugh. “Thank you, Mr. St. James, you just made my point for me. Except for Andras here, not a single one of you would have been able to hold me off. Attacks like that don’t often give you enough time to pull magic or think of a spell or do much of anything besides get your ass kicked.” He walks over and claps me on the back, almost congratulatory. Maybe the gesture is a little harder than necessary, but I did knee him in the balls after all. “You all know what happened to Jason Barrington only a few short weeks ago on this very campus. Maybe if he’d had a little more knowledge, he could have saved himself or at least slowed the mongrel down so it could be caught.”

	Mongrel? My brain is still catching up now that the adrenaline is fading, and it takes a full five seconds before I put it together. Callahan is talking about the supposed shifter that killed Jason. He thinks a few punches would slow down a shifter, not to mention the fae that actually killed Jason? The idea is almost laughable.

	I huff. “No one in this class would be able to hold their own in a real fight with a shifter. Not even me.”

	Callahan shrugs. “I’m not expecting them to, but by the end of this class, they will know the best ways to damage and disable a shifter. What they do with that information…”

	“Why focus only on shifters?” I ask, not liking where this is going. 

	“Given the current political climate, I want to be sure the next generation of witches can protect themselves,” he replies in a matter-of-fact tone. He sounds almost righteous, like he’s legitimately concerned about people’s safety.

	And I kind of hate that I agree with the basic sentiment: that witches need to learn how to defend themselves with things other than magic.

	“But focusing on shifters—”

	 “Shifters are a proven threat,” he snaps. “Witches are dying, and the alphas refuse to let OSA locate the culprits. By refusing to cooperate, that makes all shifters complicit in the deaths.”

	“They—”

	“I don’t understand why you still defend them,” he continues. “You’re a powerful witch who could be a great asset to OSA, if not for your misplaced loyalty. One of them killed your classmate right in front of you, attacked your mentor…” He trails off, shaking his head and shooting me a disappointed look.

	Callahan’s animosity last semester now makes much more sense. He thinks I should be on OSA’s side in all this. He thinks I’m defending murderers, much like Tristan did after what happened with his sister. What Callahan doesn’t understand is that shifters aren’t to blame for the deaths—the Wild Hunt is.

	Burke and Connor already started putting the pieces together and figuring out that the ‘shifter’ attacks on witches where the witches died didn’t actually look much like shifter attacks at all. But then, Callahan came along and pushed out Burke, and I doubt Callahan is interested in any theories that place the blame on anyone but shifters.

	The geis is gone. I could tell him the truth, but not only was Nikiforov right about keeping people out of it, letting Callahan know I’ve been lying to OSA for the past three weeks is not a good idea. I might have a good excuse, but I don’t think he’d listen, and whether or not anyone else in OSA would listen is a toss-up. The last thing I need to do is call down that kind of attention to myself.

	Callahan raises his brows. “No explanation for that I see?”

	I press my lips together to hold back the curse words I want to spew at him.

	He sneers at me. “Now go back to your partner. It looks like she could use all the help she can get.”

	“He is doing just fine,” I bite out between clenched teeth.

	Callahan waves me off without responding, and I return to Andrew, anger practically lighting my body on fire.

	“I really hate that guy,” says Andrew.

	“That makes two of us.” I glance toward Tristan and Mei who, along with a few other students, are looking at Callahan with disgust. “At least.”

	The rest of the class passes quickly and, by the end of it, Andrew can throw a proper punch and his form is halfway decent. I think I’ll call that a success. All I want to do now is wash this sweat off, put on some pajamas, and conk out. Unfortunately, there’s a female OSA agent waiting for me by the exit of the gym.

	“Ms. Andras?” asks the agent.

	“Yes?”

	“The director would like to see you.”

	Wonderful.

	“Yeah, sure,” I say. “I’ll head right up after—”

	“Now,” she says.

	“Fine.” I sigh and trudge toward the stairs.

	Even though Burke isn’t here, I should have expected a summons like this. After all, no new grading period at Ravencrest has ever started without me taking a trip to the director’s office.
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	The OSA agent walks with me all the way upstairs then leaves me outside the door to the outer reception-like area, where the director’s assistant sits controlling entry to the director’s actual office. The door is cracked open, and the sound of things being moved around comes from somewhere inside. I tap my knuckles against the doorframe.

	“Hello?” I call out.

	There’s a crashing sound, as if a box fell to the floor, followed by the sound of paper fluttering. 

	“Crap,” someone mutters in a low voice. Then, louder, “Come in!”

	I pop my head in and glance around. The outer office isn’t a mess exactly, but most of the books are off the shelves, and the pictures that used to hang on the walls are stacked together in the corner. There’s someone bent over behind the assistant’s desk mumbling curses under his breath. The person is clearly not Burke’s assistant, Seth, who I assume now must have left when Burke did.

	The person behind the desk pops up to standing then sets down a stack of folders without looking up at me. “The director is—”

	“Louis?”

	Adrian’s brother jerks his chin up, his brows drawing together for a second before he breaks into a smile. “Selene.” He smooths his hair away from his slightly flushed face. “So good to see you.”

	I’m not entirely sure I feel the same way. Adrian said his brother wasn’t so bad, but the last time I saw Louis, he gave me a spelled drink and then acted like an ass.

	“What are you doing here?” I ask.

	He glances at the doorway to the inner office. “Didn’t you hear?”

	“Hear what?”

	“My mom is the new director, and I got nominated to be her assistant. She’s stepped out for a moment but should be back soon.” He straightens his shirt sleeves, then walks around the desk to lean against the front of it, a smile tugging at his lips. “So, what brings you up here? Did you blow someone up?” He chuckles, but when I don’t join in, his face goes sober. “Look, about how I acted at the Andras’s party—”

	“Louis,” says a clipped female voice from behind me. I turn to find probably one of the prettiest women I’ve ever seen with dark, wavy hair and deep brown eyes standing in the doorway. Now, I know where Adrian and his brother got their looks. “Have you managed to…get everything in order.”

	Louis gives her a tight smile. “I’m still working on it. There’s quite a bit of documentation to go through, and the records aren’t exactly very organized.”

	She nods then turns her attention to me, holding out her hand. “Hello, Selene. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. I’m Marie Dumont. My sons have told me so much about you.”

	“Um, great?”

	“Only good things. I understand you are quite powerful.” She gives me an assessing once over. Of course, that’s what she’d focus on. Adrian has warned me that his family is possibly even more stuck up than Tristan’s when it comes to power level.

	“I guess so,” I say slowly.

	She pats my shoulder. “Don’t downplay your abilities. I’m sure you’re everything they say and more.” The words sound like praise, but there’s something off about them, too, enough to make the situation a little awkward. She grips my arm and leads me toward the inner office, shutting the door behind us as we enter. “Please, take a seat.”

	I comply as she walks behind the desk to sit down, folding her hands and resting them on the surface, staring at me.

	“You look just like your mother,” she says after a few seconds of silence.

	I’m assuming she means my birth mother, because my mom, the woman who raised me, is a ginger, and I’m very much not. “You knew Helen?”

	“She and I used to work together. Our fathers were good friends at one point.” She pauses. “We disagreed on some things, but she was a good witch.”

	I nod, not sure how else to respond. People complimenting my birth mother is always weird to me since I never knew her. I get that plenty of people did and that they liked her, but I have no frame of reference.

	Marie studies me for a moment. “Do you know why I called you here?”

	“No…” Though I’m sure it has something to do with sizing me up.

	“Your name has come up a lot, and I wanted to meet you face to face, see what kind of person you are.” She pauses. “Callahan tells me you’re a troublemaker. He says you are way too close to the shifters and that you don’t belong here.”

	Of course, he does.

	“But not a single other faculty member shares that sentiment,” she says, pulling out a folder and flipping it open. “Before she left, Anderson said your sigil work was the best she’s seen in her entire career. Kostis does nothing but sing your praises. Nikiforov called your potion work ‘above average.’ And, despite some of the issues you had last quarter in PE, Davis said you listened well and were always persistent in your efforts.” She pauses, as if waiting for me to respond, then flips to another page. “Former Director Burke wrote that you are a good witch and should not be penalized for your upbringing, that you could be a huge asset to OSA.”

	I shouldn’t be penalized for my upbringing? What does that even mean? I have no idea how to respond to any of that, so I don’t.

	She flicks the folder closed then leans her elbows on the desk. “So, tell me then, what does Callahan see that none of the others do?”

	“He doesn’t like shifters,” I reply. “And he doesn’t like me by association, I guess.”

	Marie nods and presses her lips together. “I’m inclined to believe that’s the case. Callahan doesn’t have a reputation for being very reasonable. Either way, please let me know if you think he might be a problem.”

	“Okay…” She’d take my side over his? Really?

	“I’m glad we could get that taken care of,” she says. But did we? “Now, how are you feeling about being back on campus? I know your last semester did not end well, and I want to be sure you feel safe here with the new security measures.”

	“I’m fine,” I say. “It’s a little weird with all the OSA agents around, but I guess I’ll get used to it.”

	“Good.” She pauses. “I know some of the new rules might seem rather rigid, but they really are for the safety of the students. And the faculty, too. I understand you were the one who found Kostis when he was injured?”

	“Yes, I was on my way to my tutoring session with him.”

	“That must have been difficult,” she says. “What had he been going over with you that week?”

	“I don’t really remember,” I say. “Why? Is it important?”

	“No, I was just curious. I’ve been through the evidence from the scene and wondered if you might need any of it back to continue your lessons.”

	I force a smile. I’m not quite sure what she’s trying to ask, but considering the fact Basil was clutching the fae flowers when I found him that day, I don’t like the implications. “I don’t think so, but you could ask Basil.”

	She nods as if I confirmed something for her. But what? “I understand you were on house arrest over the break. Is that correct?”

	“Yes.”

	“You haven’t had much contact with your adoptive family lately then.”

	“No.” Except for yesterday with Reid, but somehow I don’t think coming clean about that would be a good idea. Something about this woman is off in a way I can’t quite put my finger on. Even without Burke’s warning, I think she’d rub me the wrong way.

	“That’s probably a good thing right now. The investigation into both the shifter on campus and the attacks is still ongoing, and you wouldn’t want to get caught up in that.” Her lips curl into a snake-like smile that tells me exactly how much I don’t want to be anywhere near whatever investigation it is that she’s talking about. 

	I let the silence stretch between us.

	Marie dips her chin. “If there’s anything at all I can do to help you succeed here, please let me know, and if you have any questions, my office door is always open to you.” She flashes me another weird smile. “I can be your greatest advocate if you let me.”

	Or my greatest enemy if her facial expression is anything to go by. 

	She rises to her feet, holding out her hand across the desk. “I look forward to getting to know you this semester.”

	I plaster a smile on my face and shake her hand. I can play this game, too. “Me too.”

	I make my way out of her office, waiting until the door closes behind me before letting out a long, slow breath. That was weirdly tense, like a conversational minefield. I get the feeling I’m going to miss the days of facing off with Burke. At least I knew he was on my side.

	“So, what did dear old Mom do that’s making your face look like that?” Louis asks.

	I jolt, only now remembering he’s even here. “Making my face look like what?”

	“Like you just tasted something rather nasty.”

	“Nothing,” I say quickly. “She was fine.”

	He scoffs. “My mother is a snake.”

	“Um…”

	The corner of his mouth tips up into a smile. “You don’t have to say anything. I get it. Except for whatever my brother has told you at your grandparents’ party, you don’t know me.” He pauses. “I’d like to apologize for that. My behavior at the party, I mean. St. James and I have never gotten along, and I used you to get to him. It was completely inappropriate.”

	“Don’t worry about it,” I say, letting out an awkward laugh and shuffling my feet.

	“No,” he says firmly. “Adrian was pissed at me when he got home for break, and he had good reason to be. I acted like a jackass.”

	“That evening wasn’t anyone’s finest hour, including mine,” I say, the memory of my rather…uninhibited behavior with Tristan playing through my head.

	Redness tints Louis’s cheeks. “I think I need to apologize for that, too. I didn’t realize you were so inexperienced and that you wouldn’t know what fae wine was.”

	“Yeah, well, it all kind of worked out I guess.”

	“Still,” he says. “I’m really sorry. I was completely out of line.” He grins, the expression very similar to Adrian’s. “How about I take you to dinner to make up for it?”

	“Dinner? I’m pretty sure I’m not allowed to leave campus.”

	“I have it on good authority that the Ravencrest dining hall is top notch.”

	I huff out a laugh. “It’s not so bad I guess.” I gesture at the stack of papers and books he was going through. “Don’t you have to finish up or whatever?”

	“No,” he says, waving a hand dismissively. “I can act as my mother’s gofer later.”

	As Louis leads me out into the hallway, I glance at him from the corner of my eye. I can’t quite figure him out. Adrian said his brother wasn’t too bad, but after how Louis acted at the party, I wasn’t impressed. Now after the apology and how nice he’s being…I don’t know what to think.

	We start down the stairs, walking in silence for a minute before he asks, “So, it’s always been St. James for you? You never hooked up with my brother?”

	Heat gathers behind my cheeks. “Um, no. It’s not like that between us. Never has been.”

	“He speaks very highly of you. Adrian, I mean”

	“He was actually one of the first people to talk to me here. He’s a good friend,” I say. “Speaking of your brother, I haven’t had a chance to catch up with him yet. Do you know what his class schedule is like?”

	Louis flinches. “I guess you haven’t heard.”

	“Heard what?”

	“Adrian isn’t here,” he says slowly. “I don’t know the full story, just that he and Mom got into it over break, and she decided to send him elsewhere. She didn’t want to deal with him on top of settling into her new position.”

	“What? Where is he?”

	“Some academy up north,” he says. “I’m not sure which one.”

	So, not only is Isobel not here, Adrian isn’t, either. That’s going to make for a very lonely semester for me.

	He places a hand on my shoulder and squeezes gently. “Sorry.”

	“Nothing I can do about it,” I say. “What’s done is done.” 

	And now, I’m down another friend when I didn’t really have many to lose. Silence falls between us again before he pokes me with his elbow.

	“So back to the St. James issue,” he says in a light voice then fakes a shudder. “What were you thinking?”

	I sigh. “Doesn’t really matter much now.”

	He drops the playful act, his brows drawing together. “What do you mean?” When I don’t respond, he nudges me with his elbow. “You can tell me. Without Adrian, you probably need a friend, right? I think I’m capable of standing in for my baby bro.”

	I huff out a laugh. Louis does have a point, and it’s not like the gossip won’t reach his ears eventually since I’m sure it’s all over campus. 

	“You mean you haven’t heard?” I ask, forcing levity into my voice. “Tristan is engaged to Mei Daoming, fancy binding spell courtesy of his grandfather and all.”

	Louis wrinkles his nose. “Oh. That sucks. I’m sorry.”

	“Yeah.” I stare down at my feet.

	“But…that means I don’t have to worry about horning in on anyone’s territory.” He waggles his eyebrows.

	My lips quirk into a smile. I’m pretty sure Adrian would have used the same method to try to cheer me up—exaggerated flirting. I guess if Adrian isn’t around, Louis’s the next best thing.

	“First of all, I’m a person, not a territory,” I say, smiling up at him. “Secondly, not going to happen, Dumont.”

	He chuckles then winks. “Can’t blame me for trying.”

	We walk the rest of the way in silence, then get some food, and find a table to sit at.

	Louis makes a humming noise and studies me.

	“What?” I ask.

	“As much as it pains me to say it, I kind of feel sorry for St. James.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Well, besides missing out on you?”

	I shoot him a droll look and he sobers.

	“My family is pushing for me to get married as well.” He tilts his head to the side. “Have your grandparents mentioned any possible suitors to you?”

	“No,” I say. “I have to believe they know I’d pitch a fit.”

	Louis shrugs. “You’d be surprised. Although Nikolas is retired and influential enough in his own right, even he is probably not immune. Societal pressure can be a powerful thing.”

	“Societal pressure cost them a daughter,” I say after a long pause. “I don’t think they want to risk that a second a time, and even if they did, I wouldn’t go along with it.” 

	“And if OSA threatened to…punish your shifter family or something like that?”

	I cock my head to the side. “What do you mean?”

	“OSA wants powerful witches and, well, the most efficient way to achieve that is for powerful families to, um, join. Do you truly think St. James is going along with the engagement willingly? That something isn’t being held over his head? I don’t like the guy, but I saw the way he looked at you at the party. He was ready to kill me just for speaking to you.”

	My cheeks heat. “I never said he was doing it willingly, and I’m not even mad at him about it, not really. I get that his family is crazy.”

	“All of the old families are crazy,” says Louis. “Crazy for power. I bet if his grandfather knew how strong you are, he might reconsider.”

	I snort. “Besides the fact that Bernadette despises me, I’m not exactly ready to be engaged at this point in my life, not even to Tristan.”

	“Just something to think about…”

	I roll my eyes. “Eat your food.”

	“As you command.” He gives me a mock salute and is quiet for the rest of our meal.

	We throw our trash away, and then he links his arm with mine, leaning down to speak into my ear. “Don’t look now, but I think someone would happily break that spell if he could.” His gaze darts to the side, and the corner of his mouth quirks upward. “Or maybe he’d just like to break my face.”

	I start to turn my head.

	“I said don’t look,” Louis says, laughing under his breath. “Let him stew a little. Maybe it will give him the motivation to go against his family’s wishes and break the engagement. It does happen. I mean, Helen was originally supposed to marry his father, and we all know how that turned out.”

	I guess he kind of has a point. We walk out to the quad and start toward the dorms.

	“You don’t have to walk me all the way to my door.”

	“What kind of gentleman would I be if I didn’t see my lady home?”

	I snort. “I’m not your lady, and I somehow don’t think you’re much of a gentleman.”

	“You wound me, Miss,” he says, dramatically thumping his hands against his chest. At the door to the girls’ dorm, he takes my hand and theatrically bows over it. “I shall thank you for your company and bid you good night.”

	I roll my eyes. “Would you stop that. If anyone sees, they’re going to think you’re nuts.”

	He straightens, and his gaze darts over my shoulder. His eyes flash and he grins. “Maybe I am a little.”

	“Whatever.” I nudge him with my shoulder. “Thanks for dinner.”

	“No problem. I had a lovely time.” He places a hand on my face, then leans in, and presses a kiss to my cheek, close enough to brush the corner of my mouth. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

	Tomorrow? Before I have a chance to say anything, he’s walking off toward the main building where, I assume, he must have a room on the faculty floor or something. What the hell was that?

	I turn to go into my dorm and see Mei standing by the window in the common room. She would have seen the whole thing. Was Louis putting on a show because he knew we had an audience? I’m not so sure how I feel about that. I’m grateful for his offer of friendship—it’s going to be really lonely around here for me otherwise—but I don’t like the feeling that he’s manipulating the situation somehow.

	And I absolutely have no idea what his motivation for doing so could be.
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	The rest of the week isn’t so bad…relatively speaking. I fall into a routine with my new classes and, for the most part, even like them. If I didn’t have to deal with Callahan, self-defense would be my favorite class I’ve ever taken at Ravencrest. Sure, my two closest friends aren’t here and the only other student I really talk to is Andrew, but things certainly could be worse. 

	I’ve at least managed to avoid having any sort of conversation with Tristan. He can’t talk to me during class, and I’ve gotten very good at changing direction mid-step or darting into a classroom when I see him coming if I’m by myself. 

	Immature?

	Yes.

	Petty?

	Probably.

	Do I care?

	Not really. 

	I can’t deal with boy problems on top of everything else, and there’s also the fact that my magic reacts weirdly in his presence, something I don’t want to even try to figure out right now with all the other crap going on in my life.

	Mei, however, is a little harder to avoid, especially considering our Sigils class is so small, but after the first couple times I shoot her down when she encourages me to talk to Tristan, she stops bringing up the idea. Which is a really good thing. She’s great, and there’s not going to be any mean-girl-hair-pulling fight between us or anything like that, but try telling that to my magic. If its reaction to Tristan is weird, its reaction to Mei is sort of pissed

	That oddness is actually a little concerning, but when I ask Nikiforov about it, he admonishes me for being overly emotional–the reason he claims is behind the magic tantrum–and for worrying about my love life when I should be concentrating on more important matters. 

	What pisses me off is that’s the exact situation I’m trying to avoid, and Nikiforov doesn’t even see it.

	I resist the urge to punch him. Barely.

	But for all that Nikiforov is kind of a dick and not exactly happy to be working with me, now that he doesn't have to hide his fae powers, I’ve actually learned a lot from him, and I finally understand why my powers work so much differently than everyone else’s.

	Fae magic is inherent, but for the most part, witches pull magic from the world around them and have very little internal magic of their own. Because I’m half fae, I have access to both a large well of internal magic and the magic I can draw from around me, but each half of me manipulates that magic in a different way.

	Fae magic is stronger and works half on instinct–at least for me anyway. It’s quick and intuitive. Witch magic is slower and manipulating it a more delicate process, so my fae magic tends to take over. Which generally wouldn’t be a problem if I had better control because powering a witch spell with untempered fae magic is like using a flame thrower to light a candle. 

	And wards? They’re practically incompatible with fae magic. Designed entirely by witches, wards are too fragile to hold anything but the barest amount of fae power. Which explains a whole lot about my tendency to blow things up and so many of the other troubles I had first semester.

	Though Nikiforov seems slightly more concerned with teaching me how to keep my fae magic hidden than teaching me how to use it, he has taught me a little. After all, how can I ever expect to control it if I don’t know how it works? I’ve learned how to harness the fae magic and use it to supplement my witch magic, and he’s also worked with me to try to hone only my witch magic.

	Results on the latter have been hit or miss.

	I’m able to use my witch magic, and I can complete tasks with it…but at least fifty percent of the time, my fae side butts in without me making any conscious effort to use it.

	The fact that I’ve made very little improvement—even if it’s only been a freaking week—only adds to Nikiforov’s frustration. Basil isn’t quite as bothered, but I can see the strain on his face, even with his cheery ‘you can do it’ attitude. He’s worried that all our efforts still won’t be enough.

	And so am I.

	What happens if I can’t get this under control? The school wards provide some protection against being detected, but who knows how much—or how long—I can actually depend on that protection.

	On Saturday morning, I’m sitting in my room staring at the blank TV screen and debating whether or not it’s too early to grab some coffee when there’s a knock on my door. Still half asleep, I walk over and open it. And immediately regret not asking who was there first.

	Mei stands in the hallway, a determined smile plastered on her face. “Good, you’re up.” She pushes her way into my room before I can even think to object, pauses for a beat just inside the doorway, then leans back out into the hallway. “Come on, Tris.”

	Tris? She didn’t…

	And then Tristan comes in, too. At least he has the decency to look a little sheepish about the intrusion, his shoulders slumped, and his gaze averted.

	I start shaking my head, but Mei holds up a hand. “Nope,” she says. “You two are finally going to talk because I am utterly sick of his moping and your”—she flutters her hand around in the air— “whatever it is you’re doing with the whole disappearing act every time he turns the corner.”

	My cheeks heat, and I glance away. I guess I was a little more obvious than I thought.

	She smiles as she gently pushes against my lower back, leading me toward the couch. “I’m about as happy about this whole engagement thing as you are, and I think it’s time you guys talked.”

	She motions for Tristan to sit. He does, his jaw tensed, and his shoulders lifted toward his ears.  He looks like he’s facing an execution. The only other times I’ve seen him look like this was when he was confronting his mother.

	Ugh. The thought that whatever conversation we’re about to have reminds him of speaking to his mother is not a good one.

	“So…” I say after a few very long seconds of absolute silence.

	Mei nudges Tristan’s leg with her knee. “You’re up.”

	He sighs. “I thought if I agreed to the arrangement, if Mei and I went along with things, that would be the end of it. I would return to Ravencrest, and things would go back to normal for the most part.”

	“Back to normal?” I ask.

	“I wanted to come back for you. If I had known…I wouldn’t have put you through this purposely,” he says. His gaze goes to Mei. “Either of you.”

	Mei speaks up. “I wanted out, too, Tristan. Neither one of us asked for this.”

	“Asked for what exactly?”

	“A fucking spelled engagement,” mutters Tristan.

	“Yeah, I got that much,” I say dryly. “But what does that mean?”

	“It means we’re screwed,” says Tristan. 

	When he doesn’t continue, Mei rolls her eyes and mutters, “You’ve been whining about not getting a chance to explain yourself all week and that’s all you’re going to tell her?”

	Tristan shoots her a narrow-eyed look, and I huff out a laugh. Under any other circumstances, I might think they were a cute couple. Mei can certainly keep him on his toes.

	“You’ve met his mother, right?” Mei asks.

	“Yeah,” I say. “It wasn’t a pleasant experience.”

	 “Believe me, I know,” says Mei. “But his grandfather, if you can believe it, is worse. Along with being an asshole, he also had a very powerful artifact squirreled away.” Mei holds up her left hand and wiggles her ring finger.

	My mind goes back to what I’ve learned in Spells class. Artifacts and talisman are similar, but artifacts are created from magic rather than a spell placed on a normal object. How that affects the engagement spell, I’m not sure. But…

	“That’s a big deal I take it?” I ask.

	Mei nods. “The specifics of the process used to create artifacts have been lost to history, so there are only a set number of artifacts that are handed down within the old families.”

	“The ring’s anchoring the spell, right? And because it’s an artifact that makes the spell even stronger?”

	“Exactly,” says Mei. “The ring anchors the spell… on my side.”

	Tristan pulls up his sleeve, revealing a small tattoo on his wrist. “And this anchors it on mine.”

	I lean forward to get a closer look. The tattoo is actually a sigil, Seal to be exact.

	“It’s a sigil,” he says.

	“Yeah, I know.”

	His brows draw together. “What do you mean? How? It’s not one in any of the textbooks or anything we could find in the library. We’ve been struggling to find out anything at all about the damn thing.”

	 “It’s why I made sure to get place in Advanced Sigils. I was hoping to find out more information, but except for that brief overview of lost sigils the first day, I haven’t had a chance to bring it up.” She huffs. “And it’s also why I’ve been trying to talk to you since I know you can read the damn thing. What does it say?”

	“Seal,” I say. “That’s, um, what it’s called. The true name or whatever.”

	“What does it do?” asks Mei, leaning forward.

	I shrug. “No idea. My ability to read sigils doesn’t provide me with an instruction manual for them. All I know is the name and that the same sigil might have been a part of the binding spell on me when I was an infant.”

	Tristan nods. “That makes sense since the engagement spell is a type of binding spell.”

	Everyone goes quiet for a few minutes.

	“What does is mean that the spell is anchored to both the artifact and the sigil?” I finally ask.

	“Sigils are rooted in fae magic, and fae magic is different,” says Tristan. “Especially when it comes down to vows or promises. A simple binding spell would, as you probably remember, eventually disperse either by the conditions being met or by the magic simply aging and breaking apart, but by using the ring and the sigil to anchor either side of the spell…Did you know that fae can die if they break a vow?”

	“Um, yeah.” Well, sort of.

	“If we break the engagement, one or both of us would lose our powers,” says Mei.

	“Break in what way?”

	“If we don’t meet the requirements of the spell,” says Tristan. 

	“The requirements being what?”

	“We have one year to…” Tristan’s voice trails off, and he stares down at his hands.

	“A consummated marriage,” says Mei. “That’s the requirement. We have a year to get married and have sex.”

	Tristan flinches.

	I cough. “So, you guys get married and, um, consummate a year from now. What’s to stop you from simply getting a divorce afterward?”

	“There’s a proximity component,” says Mei. “Currently, we have to be in the same general area—like campus—for our magic even to work.”

	“Our magics are linked together by the spell,” says Tristan. “Marriage and more than likely my grandfather strengthening or altering the spell upon our marriage will make it impossible to separate.”

	I blink as I process that. “So, that’s it. For the rest of your lives…”

	“We have to be together or face the possibility of losing our powers completely,” says Mei.

	I press my lips together to hold back a curse. That’s it then. Any hope I had when Tristan walked in this morning is gone—as is any hope I ever had of being with him again. I’d never ask him to give up his magic, not for me. 

	Tristan swallows. “You and I could still—”

	“No,” I say sharply. “Do not…ask me to be your mistress or whatever you were about to say.”

	“I’m sorry,” says Tristan in a soft voice. “I never meant…”

	I hold a hand up. “I get it. I do. But I’m done talking about it for now. We can be friends or whatever, but it’s going to take time.” 

	“Of course, whatever you need,” he says earnestly.

	“Right now, I think I need you guys to leave so I can have some time to process all this by myself.”

	Mei jumps to her feet, her forehead creasing with concern. “We understand.”

	The two of them walk toward the doorway while I stay behind on the couch. Tristan glances at me over his shoulder, all the unspoken words between us written in his eyes.

	“Selene, I—”

	He’s interrupted by a knock. I’m really popular today. How wonderful. Mei opens the door to reveal Louis on the other side. His gaze goes from Mei to Tristan and then finally lands on me. He cocks his head to the side, and his brows draw together.

	“Am I interrupting…?”

	“No,” I say.

	“Yes,” snaps Tristan at the same time.

	I stand up and narrow my eyes at Tristan. “No, he’s not. You guys were just leaving.”

	“You said you wanted to be alone,” says Tristan. He’s talking to me, but his attention is on Louis.

	“Well, I’ve changed my mind.” Louis smirks and opens his mouth, some sarcastic insult surely about to pass his lips. I point a finger at him. “Don’t you start or you’re out of here, too.”

	Louis holds his hands up by his shoulders in a gesture of surrender. “Not saying a word.”

	Mei steps out into the hallway and Tristan follows her. As he passes Louis, both boys puff their chests out and narrow their eyes at each other, like they’re gorillas in a nature documentary or something. Louis catches me rolling my eyes at their behavior and flutters his eyelashes at me with an exaggerated look of innocence.

	“Stop the posturing and come in, Louis.”

	He complies, shutting the door behind him. “You guys had way too many clothes on for anything fun to be going on in here,” he says. He walks closer to me. “Plus, you look like someone punched you in the stomach.” His expression softens. “Is everything okay?”

	“As okay as it’s going to be,” I mutter.

	He cocks an eyebrow.

	I sigh and move back to the couch, sitting down with my arms resting on my knees. “How much do you know about the spell?”

	“The engagement spell?”

	I nod.

	“Just what I’ve heard around campus and what you told me that first day. I know there is a spell involved, but not its exact parameters.” He pauses. “Is that what you guys were talking about?”

	“Yup. I got to be a captive audience while he not only explained that the spell required ‘consummation,’ but he pretty much asked me to be his mistress.”

	Louis snorts. “I would’ve thought St. James had more sense than that.”

	“Yeah, well, he doesn’t.”

	Louis comes to sit next to me on the couch and grabs one of my hands. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

	“What’s done is done, I guess. Unless you know a way to break an anchored binding spell…”

	“Anchored?” He lifts a brow.

	“Yeah. Mei’s ring is an artifact, and the spell is also anchored by a sigil on Tristan’s side.”

	He blinks. “A sigil? Which one?”

	“Um, Seal?”

	“Huh.” He cocks his head to the side.

	“Have you ever heard of something like that?”

	He huffs out a laugh and shakes his head. “Except for the fact that I’ve never heard of a spell anchored by an artifact, much less a sigil, being broken? Nope.”

	“In other words, there’s really no chance for Tristan and me,” I say.

	He winces. “Probably not, no.”

	I tilt my head backward and let out a long breath. I didn’t expect any other answer, but still… It’s disappointing to have my worst-case scenario confirmed.

	After a few minutes, I shake myself out of my pity party. “So, what are you doing here?”

	“I was going to see if you wanted to join me for lunch in the dining hall,” he says.

	“Really? Is this some kind of pity thing?” 

	He shakes his head then leans over and places a hand over mine, giving me a soft smile. “You seem like you need a friend.”

	I return the smile. “Thanks.”

	Louis isn’t Adrian, and I still haven’t quite figured out what his angle is, but I’m kind of grateful to have him around all the same. Now more than ever.
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	As pathetic as it sounds, I spend the rest of the weekend holed up in my room. Sure, I have some homework to do, but mostly I just want to avoid people. Plus, I really do need to study. I’m not behind in my classes so far, and I want to keep up that momentum. Without Isobel, I need to make sure I stay on top of things on my own. 

	On Monday morning, I head to Basil’s office for my tutoring session early, hoping to catch him alone so I can ask some non-school related questions, like about Tristan’s engagement spell. Tristan and Mei weren’t very optimistic, and Louis was pretty firm in his opinion, but Basil is a master spellcaster. I didn’t want to mention asking Basil about the spell to anyone else because I didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up. Most of all my own.

	“Come in,” Basil’s voice calls out at my knock. His face brightens as I push open the door, but his expression falls as he takes in mine. “What’s wrong?”

	I ignore the question and walk straight back to the couch, Basil following in my wake.

	“What do you know about spells that use artifacts as anchors?” I blurt out as I sit down.

	Basil takes a seat next to me on the couch and pats my knee. “This is about Tristan, I take it?”

	I nod. “Yeah.”

	“Given his age, I didn’t expect the Winthrop family to be so insistent on the match, even though I know it had been discussed before.” He sighs. “Anchored binding spells, especially ones tied to powerful artifacts, are nearly impossible to break outside the parameters of the spell itself without some prior magical claim.”

	Pretty much exactly what Tristan, Mei, and Louis all thought.

	“And what about a spell anchored with a sigil?”

	Basil visibly winces, and those hopes I swore I wasn’t going to get up crash and burn. “Not even I can do anything to break a double-anchored spell. There are very few love matches within the old families. I had hoped…” Basil lets his voice trail off, shaking his head.

	“Yeah. Me too.”

	The two of us sit there in companionable silence until Nikiforov enters a few minutes later, a haughty expression on his face. 

	“First the St. James boy and now the Dumont?”

	“Huh?” I say.

	“You cannot afford to be distracted,” he continues.

	“Distracted by what exactly?”

	As if I hadn’t spoken, he continues, his chin tilted upward so he’s literally looking down his nose at me. “You need to be more concerned with the things that may kill you than your romantic life or I am wasting my time here.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I snap.

	“You’ve been cozying up with Louis Dumont,” he says. 

	“I’m not ‘cozying up’ to him. I ate a couple meals with him, that’s it.”

	Nikiforov stalks forward until he’s looming over me. “That family is tied much too closely with OSA. If he were to find out what you are, it could jeopardize everything. You must stop your acquaintance with him at once. It’s unacceptable.”

	“Unacceptable? Seriously?” I rise to my feet and lean toward Nikiforov. “You have no right to tell me who I can and cannot be friends with.”

	He bares his teeth at me. “You spoiled—”

	“Spoiled? I’ve had to give up almost everything to be here. I can’t talk to my family. OSA is breathing down my neck. My only two friends aren’t here and Tristan…” I blow out a breath. “Excuse me if I wanted someone to talk to that wasn’t my teacher or some stick-up-his-ass fae who does little more than berate me.”

	Nikiforov opens his mouth but then pauses. “You’re right,” he finally says. “I apologize.”

	“I know the Dumont family is shady, but people aren’t their families,” I say. “Louis has been perfectly nice, and I don’t really have any other friends right now.”

	“Are you forgetting this is the same boy who gave you a spelled drink that is half the reason my potion stopped working?”

	“He didn’t realize that I didn’t know what it was,” I say. “And he’s apologized. Profusely.”

	“Very well then,” says Nikiforov. “If you believe you can handle yourself, I will trust your judgment.”

	I nod at him. “Thanks.”

	We spend the rest of the class period honing my finesse—or lack thereof—with my fae magic. The results are far from perfect, but by the end of the period, I can cast a small illusion spell that uses mostly witch magic with only a hint of fae glamour.

	I’m the last to arrive to Advanced Sigils the following period, so I end up sitting between Mei and Andrew. At the front of the classroom, Mr. Hassan leans against his desk.

	“We’ve been through quite a bit of information so far. I wanted to check in with you guys to see if there’s anything you’d like me to review from last week before starting a new unit.” 

	“Yes, Mei?”

	“I just had a question about something you mentioned last week.”

	He nods at her to continue.

	“You mentioned that there are sigils that are no longer in use. I’d like to know more about that, specifically what you can tell us about the one called Seal.”

	The teacher’s brows go up. “Where did you hear about that?”

	Mei tilts her chin up. “It’s part of my engagement spell.”

	If possible, Mr. Hassan’s eyes go even wider. “Interesting,” he says as he walks over to the whiteboard. He draws a perfectly executed Seal sigil. “This is the sigil Mei is talking about. Over the course of time, some of the sigils like this one began to lose their power. Or, rather, we could no longer power them. Whether that was due to a natural decay of the magic, or some other factor, is unknown. The nine sigils in your textbooks that you are taught here at Ravencrest are the ones still in common use.”

	Mr. Hassan continues, “Seal only went out of use around twenty years ago. Prior to that, it was typically used for things like combining the power of two witches in marriage. Many of the old families used it to solidify their power bases and fuse their magic to their bloodlines, allowing the combined power to be passed down to their children.”

	Mei’s brows pull together. “If Seal has really lost its power, how did Winthrop manage to use the sigil for the spell?”

	Good question.

	Mr. Hassan shrugs. “I’m not sure. Maybe because he’s from a generation before the sigil went out of common use or because he’s extremely powerful.”

	Andrew raises his hand, and the teacher gestures at him. “I don’t understand. How would a sigil lose its power to begin with?”

	“Sigils are closely tied to fae magic; therefore, the nature of exactly how they work is a mystery. As we discussed the first day, we’ve never used sigils in the same way the fae did, so perhaps the decay has something to do with that, or maybe as witches have diverged farther from the fae, our connection and ability to use their magic has lessened.” 

	“What other sigils are there?” asks Mei.

	Mr. Hassan smiles then draws two more sigils on the whiteboard. He points to the first. “This one is Truth. It hasn’t been successfully used since the 1800s.” And then he points to the second. “This one, Shield, has been out of use for at least six centuries, and the only way we even know of its existence is through some references to it in texts from the late Middle Ages.”

	I force my expression to stay blank. The Shield sigil has been used a lot more recently than he thinks. I used it to defend myself from a spell Bernadette threw at me when we were rescuing Isobel. I had no idea what I was doing at the time, but now that I see the sigil written, I can picture my hands making the movements to form it, even if I didn’t know that’s what I was doing at the time. Which explains a lot about why Bernadette said what I did was impossible. Did she recognize the sigil for what it was? Based on the fact that I’m not currently locked up like a lab rat or something, I’m assuming no.

	What other sigils might I be able to use that no one else can? Well, no one but Nikiforov and whatever other fae might be around. Somehow, I don’t think any of the sigils lost their power for the fae. 

	I tune out for the rest of the class, which turns into way more of a history lesson than I think is necessary. By the time I hit the dining hall, my head has been spinning with the implications of these other sigils for so long I don’t notice Mei until she grabs my arm and tugs me toward her table.

	“You’re sitting with us,” she says.

	Um, what? I shake myself out of my stupor. “I don’t think—”

	“Please,” she says as she pulls me to a stop and forces me to meet her eyes. “You know more than anyone else about that sigil and if we can just figure that part out, then maybe…”

	“There’s no point,” I say. “I didn’t want to say anything until after I talked to him, but not even Basil knows a way to break the spell.”

	Her shoulders slump. “No way at all?”

	“Not without a prior magical claim.”

	“What does that even mean?”

	“No idea.”

	“I think you should sit with us anyway. He’s been slightly more pleasant since Saturday and I—”

	“No,” I say, immediately feeling like crap at the crestfallen look that comes over her face. I’m about to apologize when Tristan comes over, a scowl marring his handsome face.

	“You shouldn’t hang out with Louis Dumont,” he says. 

	Is he serious?

	“Déjà vu much?” I roll my eyes, not at all pleased about Tristan trying to act all territorial, especially after my conversation with Nikiforov earlier. Mei doesn’t look too happy about it, either. “You said almost the exact thing about Adrian last semester. You have no business telling me who I should and shouldn’t hang out with. Worry about your fiancée. I’m not your problem anymore.”  

	Tristan opens his mouth, but Mei grabs his arm and shakes her head, before shooting a glare at me. Whatever. I storm out of the dining hall without looking back then grab some chips from my dorm room before heading to my next class.

	In Spell Theory, Tristan spends most of the period with his gaze fixed firmly on the top of the table he shares with Mei, who mostly ignores him and me. Whether she’s pissed at me or Tristan, or both of us, I’m not sure. The silent treatment—if that’s what it is—continues through last period while Callahan goes over different holds and blocks. As soon as the class is over, I head straight back to my room.

	The next two days are uneventful. Mei no longer tries to speak to me, and Tristan follows behind her like a forgotten dog, head down and shoulders slumped. I’d feel bad if—No, I do feel bad, but there’s nothing to be done about it.

	On Wednesday evening, I go for a run through the woods near the lake. Physical exercise is supposed to help with control, so I’ve made sure to keep up with regular workouts since last quarter. I push myself hard, more of a really long sprint than a leisurely run, losing myself in the rhythm of my harsh breaths and pounding feet as if I can simply outrun all my problems.

	In my single-minded focus, I don’t notice the person stopped in the middle of the trail before slamming into them and stumbling backward onto my ass.

	I glance up and just have to laugh. Instead of outrunning my problems, I just ran into the biggest one: Tristan. Of freakin’ course. Because this always seems to happen with us.

	“We’ve really got to stop running into each other like this,” he teases, one corner of his mouth curling upward. 

	He puts his hand out, and I eye it a moment before taking it and allowing him to pull me to my feet. I brush the dirt off my backside.

	“What do you want?” I ask sharply.

	“We need to talk,” he says.

	“Wonderful. How ominous.” 

	He winces. “I mean, I’d like to talk to you.”

	“I don’t think there’s anything left to talk about.”

	“I was out of line the other day with what I said about Dumont,” he says.

	“You think?”

	“Who you choose to spend your time with isn’t my business.” He sighs. “It’s just I don’t trust him, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

	“And that’s not your business, either.” I cross my arms over my chest.

	“You’re right.” Another sigh. “I know things are all sorts of fucked up right now, but regardless of anything else, I care about you and–”

	“Well, stop.” I turn away from him, taking deeps breaths through my nose.

	“I can’t.” He steps toward me, taking hold of my upper arm and turning me toward him, then waits for me to meet his gaze, his eyes blazing with an emotion I’d much rather ignore. 

	I tug out of his hold. “You have to.”

	He gently takes hold of my arms again, his face open and pleading. “I don’t want to.”

	“You don’t always get what you want,” I say softly, unable to tear my eyes away from his. I should pull away again. Every bit of common sense I have is screaming that this is asking for trouble, that I’m going to end up hurt, that—

	And then he kisses me, and all thoughts leave my head. The air around us has a chill to it, but the only thing I feel is the heat of his hands and the fire of his lips. Somehow, I end up against a tree, the trunk pressing into my back. Tristan softens the kiss then, releasing my arms and moving his hands up to cup my face as he darts his tongue out and presses it into my mouth. My hands find his waist, tugging him closer until there’s barely any space between us.

	I whimper—at least I think it’s me—and he groans in answer as the kiss becomes something deeper, wilder, and more uncontrolled. He practically growls, rolling his hips toward me, pressing us together hard enough for me to feel the texture of the tree bark though my shirt. One of his hands move downward, teasing at the edge of my shirt and brushing across the sliver of skin right above my leggings.

	My magic swirls in my chest and seems to expand, as if it wants to encompass Tristan, pull him in, draw him closer. But I can’t let it. I push the magic back, the pressure in my chest growing painful for a moment and then winking out.

	What am I doing?

	I yank myself away from Tristan, my breath stuck somewhere in my throat. My gaze clashes with his, and there are all sorts of things I can read in his golden-brown eyes. Lust. Love. Pain. Hope.

	I can’t encourage any of those emotions, but it’s that last one I really can’t afford to give in to. To do so would only hurt myself.

	“We can’t do this,” I pant out. “You’re engaged.”

	“You know that’s not real.”

	“It’s real enough,” I snap. “The engagement spell isn’t going anywhere. You should at least try to be happy with Mei.”

	“It’s not like that with Mei.” He leans forward. “We—”

	I stop him with a hand on his chest. “No. I can’t do this with you. I think…I think we should stay away from each other.”

	“Selene, I— “

	“Stop. Just stop.” And now, tears are leaking from my eyes. Forget later. This hurts now. “It’s over. For good. Go back to Mei.”

	I spin around and sprint away from him, not stopping until I'm back in my room with the door closed behind me.
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	Friday evening, I’m sitting in my room debating on whether or not I want to go to the dining room for dinner. On the one hand, I’m starving. On the other…I’ve managed to avoid Tristan since I ran into him in the woods, and I’d like to keep up that trend.

	Our impromptu make-out session the other night has done nothing but make me feel guilty. Well, that and make me wish for things I absolutely can’t have. Not anymore. Sure, he and Mei aren’t really romantically involved, but the whole situation still makes me feel like a home-wrecker. 

	I simply need to accept the fact that Tristan and I are done—for good—and move on with my life.

	Besides, there are plenty of other things for me to worry about. Like controlling my magic and making sure I don’t cause a bunch of murderous fae to descend on campus. The threat of the Hunt making another visit to Ravencrest makes my nonexistent love life a moot point.

	A knock sounds at my door, pulling me out of my thoughts, and I hop to my feet to go answer it, finding Louis on the other side.

	He inclines his head and dips into a bow like some Regency era hero. “My lady.”

	I roll my eyes. He’s just as much of a flirt as Adrian, but he’s not Adrian, so it still makes me feel a little awkward when he does things like this, especially—as much as I hate to admit it—after Nikiforov’s warning.

	“Yes?” I ask.

	Louis winks then grins at me. “You want to get out of here for the evening?”

	“My room?”

	“No, Ravencrest.” He waggles his eyebrows. “I have permission to escort you off campus if you’d like.”

	“Really? How’d you manage that?” Because I’d like nothing more than to get away from here for a bit.

	“I have my ways. So, what do you say?”

	“You know, I think getting out for a while might be just what I need.” I quickly throw on a pair of jeans, boots, and a sweater, then meet Louis back by the door.

	Louis eyeballs my casual outfit and raises an eyebrow. I take a second to take in his outfit. Wool coat, black slacks, button down shirt, dressy-ish shoes.

	Does he think this is a date? I hope that’s not what I just agreed to.

	“Is this outfit okay?” I ask. “I mean, we aren’t going anywhere fancy, right?”

	He throws back his head and laughs. “You are a breath of fresh air. Any other girl would be angling to get me to take them to the most expensive restaurant in the area.”

	“I mean, I probably wouldn’t stop you, except for…” I gesture at my outfit. “This is probably the dressiest thing I brought with me.”

	“They’d want me to take them shopping, too,” he says, winking.

	“Yeah, well, I had more than enough shopping trips over winter break,” I say. “Thea insisted on a whole new wardrobe and all the latest tech, even though I can’t bring most of it to campus.”

	Louis chuckles. “Ah yes, my grandfather’s spell-laced wards, keeping students in the stone age since, well, I guess whenever they were installed.”

	That’s right. I’d forgotten the school’s wards were designed by Adrian’s—and Louis’s, I guess—grandfather, Fabian Dumont.

	Louis links his arm with mine and leads me out to the back parking lot. He opens the passenger-side door of a black Mercedes and motions for me to get in. He closes the door behind me, moves to the driver’s side, and slides into his seat. 

	He shoots me a grin. “In the mood for anything in particular?”

	“No,” I say. “I’m not picky, so I’m up for almost anything.”

	He waggles his eyebrows just like Adrian would have done but doesn’t call out the innuendo.

	“I guess it’s up to me then,” he says. “I think I know the perfect place.”

	The car ride is a little awkward, much more so than our interactions have been over the past two weeks, but I suppose this is the first time we’ve actually been alone together. Every other time, we’ve been surrounded by people in the dining hall. 

	And this is certainly the first time any of our interactions have felt so date-like.

	Twenty minutes or so later, Louis parks along a familiar street. We’re just down the block from the pizza place Tristan took me on our…not date exactly, but our first outing together when we were still trapped by the binding spell.

	 Thankfully, Louis leads me right past the pizza place, which is kind of a relief— I don’t feel like a walk down memory lane tonight—and instead takes me down one of the side streets to a tiny Thai restaurant tucked away in the corner. The host leads us to a table then hands us our menus before walking away.

	“So…what’s good?” I ask.

	Louis glances at me over the top of his menu and smiles. “Here? Pretty much everything.”

	I nod absentmindedly and peruse the selection.

	Louis clears his throat, pulling my attention to him. He closes his menu and places it on the table, his gaze fixed on his hands. “I have a confession.”

	“A confession?”

	“I had a bit of an ulterior motive to inviting you out tonight.”

	My shoulders stiffen, and I narrow my eyes. “And that would be…?”

	He sighs and glances up at me from under his brows, as if worried about my reaction. He speaks quickly, “You know how I told you my family was pressuring me to get married? Well, I might have implied that you and I were…dating.”

	Huh. Not the answer I expected, but I guess it makes sense knowing what I do about how weird the witch world is. I relax my body and lean back in my chair.

	“Not that I don't also enjoy your company,” he adds hurriedly. Another sigh. “My mom simply wouldn’t shut up the other day, and I blurted out the first thing I could think of.”

	I huff out a laugh. “So, you’re hanging out with me tonight to give your mom the impression we’re courting or whatever you call it like some sort of fake dating arrangement? You realize those kinds of ploys work better when both people know about it, right?”

	He eyes me. “You aren’t mad?”

	“No. I get it. Well, sort of. Besides, I’m sure you’d help me out if I needed it.”

	He flashes me a smile. “Of course.”

	“But won’t it be weird if you’re dating a student? I mean the age difference…”

	He gasps in fake offense. “Did you just call me old? I’m not even twenty-two. Besides, I’m not a teacher, just a glorified gofer, and you’re eighteen now, right?”

	“Yeah. I turned eighteen over break.”

	“I don’t see any problems. I know the director.” He winks. “I suppose since you’re being so agreeable, now might be a good time to ask you to accompany me to the Ravencrest Winter Formal tomorrow?”

	“Tomorrow?”

	“Yeah. Don’t you check the school’s event calendar?”

	I laugh. “Uh, no. I wouldn’t even know where to find it.”

	He chuckles. “I guess that means you don’t have anything to wear, do you? We could go shopping while we’re out…”

	“No shopping, please.” I smile at him. “As long as you don’t mind me re-wearing a dress—something that’s probably frowned upon around here—I have the dress I wore to my grandparent’s party. It was hanging in Isobel’s side of the closet, so it didn’t get packed up at the end of last semester.”

	“That was a lovely dress.” He waggles his brows. “If nothing else, you’ll certainly have St. James’s attention.”

	My shoulders slump. “Yeah…I don’t think I want it. That spell isn’t getting broken, no matter how much I want it to.”

	“It is quite an interesting situation.” Louis rubs his chin, his expression changing to contemplative. “The fact that the Winthrops were willing to use an artifact on a teenager is…odd. Normally, the old families would wait until a potential suitor has at least graduated from one of the academies.”

	“That’s what you find odd about the situation?” I scoff. “How about the fact that they have arranged marriages at all? I mean, isn’t that totally archaic?”

	“Of course, it is, but it’s also the best way to consolidate power.”

	“Consolidate power?”

	“A good portion of a witch’s abilities come from genetics, so the more prominent families tend to…stick together. They wouldn’t want a—” he gasps, pressing his menu to his chest and fluttering his eyelashes in an exaggerated way— “poor person to have access to higher level magic. They might overthrow the system, or, you know, succeed without OSA intervention.”

	“What does OSA have to do with it?”

	“For the most part, the upper echelon of OSA is populated entirely by the elite. They want to be able to control who gets a hand up and who doesn’t. If a witch doesn’t come from the right family, or, let’s be real here, have the right amount of money, they’ll be tucked away somewhere their powers can still be used to benefit OSA, but where there’s no chance for advancement. And on the other side of the spectrum, if a witch from a ‘proper’ family doesn’t have much power, they’d find themselves in a high position, but one that was more administrative.”

	The reason for Tristan’s engagement to require a ‘consummated’ marriage makes so much awful sense now. His family is using him like breeding stock. Mei’s family, too. The thought makes me sick to my stomach. And horrified.

	“So, they’re basically practicing selective breeding?”

	Louis chuckles, a dark sound. “I’m sure some of their practices are only a couple steps removed from straight up genetic engineering, but only because actual gene manipulation became frowned upon when it resulted in Blanks about fifty percent of the time.”

	My brain takes a second to process those words before the shock sets in. “You mean Blanks are…”

	“The result of science rather than nature? The majority of them, yes.”

	I blink then shake my head to myself. 

	Louis leans back in his chair. “My grandfather was the one to ‘perfect’ the process of using gene stitchers in vitro to try to strengthen a witch’s powers. I have a few aunts and uncles who are Blanks.”

	“A few?”

	His smile is dark, an expression very much like Adrian gets when discussing the Dumont family. “Fabian Dumont believes more is more. He’s had children, biologically speaking, with ten different women. My mother is the only one borne by his wife.”

	I recall Isobel mentioning Louis’s grandfather with something almost like hero worship in her voice. I can’t imagine she knew about him experimenting on his own family though.

	“That’s…” I have no clue how to finish the sentence, so my voice trails off, and I go back to studying my menu. The more I learn about some of these witch families, the more I’m grateful I was raised by shifters. At least half these people are straight out nuts, and I can see why Adrian talked about his family the way he did.

	Time for a subject change.

	“Are you sure your family is going to go for this whole fake dating thing? Aren’t I kind of part of the riff-raff, what with being raised by shifters and all?”

	“Just because OSA wastes powerful witches because they don’t have the right pedigrees, doesn’t mean everyone thinks that way. Besides, even if you were nothing more than a Blank, you’re the Andras heir. People would overlook a lot for that reason alone.” He smirks. “Just don’t fall madly in love with me.”

	“I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” I say with a laugh. “And don’t try talking me into any ‘practice kisses.’ Keep your hands to yourself.”

	He looks pointedly down at our joined hands. 

	“Well, keep your lips to yourself anyway.”

	“I think I can handle that.” He smirks. “Besides, you’re powerful enough to take me down if I get out of line.”

	I cock my head to the side. “You keep mentioning things like that. How do you know how powerful I am?”

	He pauses before saying, “Burke had some notes about you I stumbled across.” Another pause. “And I spoke with my brother over the break. He told me about you blasting him across the room in class.” He leans back in his chair, studying my face. “It is true, isn’t it? You weaponized a light spell?”

	“I…uh…” Crap. How much can I tell him?

	“What can I get for you two?”

	I breathe out a sigh of relief. Saved by the waitress.

	We quickly order our food, and the waitress removes our menus then walks away.

	Louis cocks an eyebrow. “Well?”

	Not so saved then.

	“I don’t know that I’d call it weaponizing…” I say slowly, desperately trying to remember what exactly Burke told OSA about that incident. “I just put too much magic into it.”

	“You have a bit of a habit of that, don’t you?”

	Shit. I spent so much time worrying about being interrogated about the events of the tournament, I hadn’t bothered to make sure the rest of my stories are all in line. Then it hits me, and I want to smack myself in the forehead. I was supposed to say that spell was an energy ball, not a light spell. How do I get myself out of this one?

	But how did he know it was a light spell at all? Burke wouldn’t have written that down, would he?

	“No. I just have a bit of a problem with control,” I say finally. “Consequence of my powers being under a binding spell for so long.”

	That sounds reasonable, right?

	Louis studies me with an assessing look before nodding and dropping the subject.

	Our food arrives and we spend the rest of the meal making small talk and generally getting to know each other. Louis is…nice, I guess. Definitely more intense than his younger brother, but not nearly as much as his mother.

	By the time the dessert menu comes around, I’m so stuffed I don’t know if I can eat another bite.

	“I’m going to run to the restroom,” I say, pushing my chair away from the table. “I’ll be right back.”

	I quickly use the facilities and return to the table where Louis is sliding a credit card into the check folder.

	“I ordered us some jasmine tea,” he says, gesturing to the two small cups on the table.

	“Oh. Thanks. I’ve never had this before.” I take a small sip. The tea is very floral with a slight metallic undertone, but it’s pretty good. I smile at Louis. “It’s good.”

	He’s carefully watching my face with an almost calculating look, but the expression falls away, and he drinks his cup of tea as well. “I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

	A few minutes later, we head out of the restaurant. The air temperature must’ve dropped about ten degrees since we arrived, and I shiver when we step outside, regretting not bringing a coat. My sweater is pretty thick but not meant for the January cold. Louis raises an eyebrow at my lack of outwear, then removes his own coat, and drapes it over my shoulders.

	“Thanks,” I say.

	“No problem,” he replies with a smile. After another block, he pulls me into his side and chuckles when I raise my brows. 

	“You have my coat and it’s cold. Sharing body heat is only polite.”

	I laugh. “Fine but keep your hands where they belong.”

	“I’ll be a perfect angel,” he purrs as he acts like he’s going to pinch my ass.

	I smack his hand. “You are so much like your brother it’s almost scary.”

	Some emotion I don’t recognize flashes across his face, but it’s wiped away before I can fully register it. His smile turns a little forced. “Yes, I suppose so.” He winks. “But you have to admit I’m more attractive.”

	I roll my eyes and shake my head. “Just. Like. Adrian.”

	We walk in silence for another block or so before I ask, “Have you talked to him?”

	“Yeah.”

	I wait, but Louis doesn’t continue. “How is he? Settling in okay?”

	Louis gives me a tight-lipped smile that actually looks more like a grimace. “He’s fine. Mom has been…tough on him.”

	I want to ask him what he means by that, but he releases my arm and walks on ahead, his body language practically screaming for me to drop the subject, and we walk the rest of the way to the car with three feet of space between us.

	At the car, he opens my door for me then walks around the back of the car. As he’s opening the driver’s side door, a blurred figure—a shifter—slams into Louis, knocking him to the ground.
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	I scramble for my door handle and jump out of the car as the shifter moves back into human form then lifts Louis, pinning him against the wall in front of the car, forearm braced against his throat. 

	“Where is she?” the guy snarls.

	Louis makes a choking noise and scratches at the arm across his throat.

	“Answer me,” says the shifter through clenched teeth as he leans closer to Louis’s face.

	I call a little magic into my hands as I make my way around the back of the car to come up behind the shifter. “If you actually want an answer, you might want to let him breathe.”

	The shifter spins to face me without releasing Louis. “We have no quarrel with you, witch. Just—”

	“Zeke?” 

	“Who…?” His brows pull together then his eyes widen. “Donovan’s witch.”

	“Otherwise known as Selene,” I say dryly. “Why don’t you put my friend down and we can talk.”

	Zeke turns back to Louis and bares his teeth. “Don’t try anything.”

	Louis narrows his eyes but dips his chin slightly in acknowledgment. Zeke releases him, and Louis falls to the ground on his knees, coughing and gasping. I approach him slowly, keeping my gaze trained on Zeke.

	“You okay?” I ask Louis, placing a hand on his back where the muscles are still shuddering.

	“Fine,” he bites out.

	I edge my way slightly in front of Louis, facing Zeke. “Who exactly are you looking for?”

	“Penny,” says Zeke.  “She’s supposed to be at the detention facility, but she’s not.”

	I already knew as much from Reid, but… “Why would my friend know where she is?”

	Another shifter registers with my senses as a voice sounds from off to the side. “Because his mother is the one who checked her out.”

	If no one at the detention facility has any memory of Penny, then how did these two find out that information? Reid definitely didn’t mention it, so Allister’s contact must not have known, either.

	“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” says Louis, his voice hoarse.

	The second shifter moves into view from behind a van parked a couple spaces over and steps to stand beside Zeke. I don’t recognize him, but he seems to know who I am.

	“The Donovan witch...” His eyes narrow, and his upper lip curls away from his teeth. “You’re the reason we’re in this mess.”

	I want to ask exactly which mess he’s talking about—there are so many at this point—but antagonizing him when I’m essentially backed against a wall would not be a good idea.

	The second shifter turns his glare on Zeke. “We aren’t here to find your girlfriend.”

	“I know that, Teegan,” snaps Zeke. The other shifter from the party. “But I figured it wouldn’t hurt to ask while he was off guard.”

	“As long as we complete the mission, I guess it doesn’t matter.” Teegan smirks at Louis. “Maybe once he’s changed, you can use an alpha command on him to get the information you need.”

	Oh crap. They’re here to bite Louis. Not a great idea considering how closely his family is tied to OSA, but I doubt these two spend a lot of time thinking. From what I heard at the party, I don’t think either of them is in charge.

	Louis still hasn’t fully gotten his breath back yet, but he uses the wall to push himself up to a standing position. “You’re rogues,” he says. “The ones killing witches.”

	“That’s a lie OSA made up. We aren’t killing anyone,” says Zeke.

	Teegan smiles, his eyes turning to the deep yellow of his wolf as his teeth elongate. “Just making a few uppity witches maybe wish they were dead once they turn furry.”

	Louis sneers back. “Is that the story you’re going with?”

	Teegan ignores him and prowls forward almost nonchalantly. “We would have preferred the younger brother—more powerful—but strangely enough, he seems to have disappeared.”

	Louis’s eyes flash with something dark and angry. “He’s a little out of your reach.”

	Is he talking about Adrian? What is that supposed to mean?

	Magic sparks at Louis’s fingertips, and his smile turns sinister. “And he’s not more powerful than I am, not anymore.” He flings his hand, and some kind of offensive spell flies toward Teegan, knocking him backward. But surprisingly not much.

	“Your stupid tricks won’t get you very far.” Teegan chuckles as he hooks his finger around the chain of some sort of necklace and lifts it from beneath his shirt. A talisman? It’s got to be. “We have allies, witch. How do you think we knew where to find you?”

	Louis pales. He runs his gaze over Teegan. “Who?”

	I’m wondering the same thing. A talisman requires magic. Does that mean a witch is allied with these guys? Or maybe even calling the shots?

	Teegan ignores Louis’s question, gesturing at his cohort. “Zeke?”

	Zeke darts forward and grabs me, spinning me around and holding my arms behind my back. He’s not trying to hurt me, but I’m not getting out of the hold without a fight. His gaze moves to the ground and his jaw tenses, as if even he doesn’t want to see what’s about to happen.

	His back literally against the wall, Louis has nowhere to go as Teegan advances, slowly shifting as he does. The shift starts in his hands and travels up his arms, his shoulders, his face. I’d be impressed with the guy’s control if he wasn’t about to bite a friend of mine.

	And get all shifters even more unwanted OSA attention.

	This is not going to go well. For anyone.

	“Zeke, stop this,” I say. “Someone’s going to get hurt.”

	He gives his head a sharp shake. “It has to be done. Without a St. James, we need a Dumont.”

	“What are you talking about? You have Allister.” Which is a stupid way to reason with them…

	“He’s too old and he’s too busy bending over backwards to appease OSA. Just like your uncle,” snaps Teegan.

	“Bending over backward…? You guys don’t have to do this. You can talk–”

	“The time for talking is over,” says Teegan. “Now is the time for action.” He springs the last few feet toward Louis, completing his shift in the air.

	I yank away from Zeke, managing to get one arm free, then fling an energy ball toward Teegan.

	Everything moves in slow motion.

	The energy ball explodes with power as it hits the wolf in the side. He flies across half the length of the parking garage, landing to skid along his back for a few feet before coming to a stop and just lying there.

	Louis’s jaw drops open, but he recovers quickly, turning his attention to Zeke, who’s frozen beside me. Louis’s lips whisper out a spell I can’t hear.

	That won’t be any better.

	“Louis, no!” 

	But he doesn’t listen. He completes whatever spell he’s crafting and flings it toward Zeke.

	Stop!

	Acting on pure instinct, I throw up my hands, picturing the magical shield I used against Bernadette. I really, really hope this works. Louis’s spell smacks into an invisible barrier and is deflected away from Zeke and toward the ceiling of the parking garage.

	My gaze darts to the other shifter, unmoving on the ground, then returns to Zeke, who’s frozen in shock. “Take your friend and go.”

	Zeke doesn’t move.

	I shove him. “Take your friend and get out of here. I’m not telling you again.”

	He jerks, as if coming back to himself, then turns wide eyes on me and inhales sharply. “What’s wrong with your eyes? What the hell are you?”

	My stomach twists. I don’t know what he means by that, but it probably isn’t good that there’s any question about what I am.

	The other shifter still hasn’t moved.

	I shove Zeke again. “Leave!” I yell. “Now.”

	Something in my tone must show him how serious I am because he bursts into motion and runs over to his friend. It takes a few good shakes before the other shifter gets moving, rising slowly to his feet as a full body shudder runs over him. He turns to face me, his eyes even wider than Zeke’s were. Zeke grabs the other shifter’s arm and drags him away before he can say anything.

	Okay, that’s one problem down. I turn my attention to Louis. He’s frozen in place, his hands lifted as if mid-cast, and his lips twisted with malice. It’s not a good look.

	I step over to him and wave a hand in front of his face. No reaction.

	What the hell?

	It’s like he’s on pause or something. Did I do that? And how in the hell do I fix it?

	“Louis?” I touch his shoulder.

	A tremor travels from his shoulders to his feet, and he jolts in place, blinking rapidly. “What the—” He glances around. “Where’d they go?” He takes a couple shaky steps forward, gaze darting around the garage. “I need to…I have to…Where’s my phone?”

	“Your phone?”

	“I need to call my mom. I have to report this,” he says almost absentmindedly as he pats at his pockets.

	“But how…”

	He makes a derisive sound in the back of his throat. “My grandfather designed the school wards. Of course, my family knows how to get around them.”

	“You can’t report this,” I blurt out.  “You don’t understand. They—”

	He leans closer, grabbing my arm and digging his fingers in painfully. “You can’t keep defending them. You don’t want to be grouped in with shifters, not right now.”

	“What is that supposed to mean?”

	He doesn’t respond, just reaches forward, and fumbles through the pockets of his jacket, which is still around my shoulders, looking for his phone, I assume. He finally finds the phone, pulling it from the interior pocket, and my hand darts out to grab his wrist.

	I have to make him understand. If he tells anyone about this…

	“You can’t. Please,” I say.

	He scoffs and jerks out of my hold, all aspects of the affable, flirty guy falling away to be replaced with something else, something much closer to Bernadette St. James than to Adrian. “There’s nothing you can do to stop me, you overpowered mongrel.”

	For a second, I’m too stunned by the venom in his words to move, then a blazing anger rushes through me as worry and protectiveness for my shifter family twists my stomach. I snatch his phone from his hand, shoving it back into the pocket of his coat. His gaze moves to me, the annoyance shifting into confusion and then something that looks almost like fear.

	“What the hell…”

	I resist the urge to look behind me, because it’s clear the words are directed at me and not at anyone else. My fae magic builds in my chest, then flares outward, flowing down through my limbs and centering in a heat in my eyes. I pull him closer, forcing him to meet my gaze. “You can’t tell anyone about this.”

	He tries to struggle away, tries to turn his head, but the magic reaches out and grabs him, forcing his face toward me.

	“You can’t tell anyone about this,” I repeat forcefully.

	His mouth opens and closes a few times, then his face goes blank for a beat. “I can’t tell anyone about this.”

	That’s not good enough. I have to take the memory, too…

	“The shifter attack never happened. You don’t remember it.”

	His brow furrows, his confused mind trying to make sense of the command.

	“There was no shifter attack. We just finished dinner and walked back to the car.”

	His face goes blank, then my magic recedes, leaving nothing but horror in its place. Did I just…? What have I done? I release his shirt and take two shaky steps backward. Louis stands there, staring at me vacantly before seeming to come back to himself with a shake of his head. His face tries on different expressions before settling into one of concern.

	“Are you okay?”

	“Huh.” So eloquent.

	He glances around the parking garage, as if getting his bearings, then turns his attention to me, his brows pulling together. “You look…off. Did dinner not agree with you?”

	“No. Dinner was fine. Thanks.”

	He nods slowly, his gaze still a little vacant, before touching my arm and gesturing to the car. “We should get back to campus then.”

	“Yeah. Sounds good.” Anything to get away from here.

	For the third time tonight, he opens my door, then walks around the car, and slides into the driver’s seat.

	The ride back to campus is silent. My brain is too busy thinking over everything that happened to make conversation, and Louis still seems a little lost. The fact that I altered his memories makes me uncomfortable, but I don’t know how guilty I actually feel. Louis dropped his mask of affability for those few seconds, and I don’t like what I saw underneath. Even worse, if that’s who he really is, what he really thinks of me, then why has he been hanging out with me?
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	I spend the night tossing and turning, never quite managing to really relax. The small amount of sleep I get is fragmented and not very restful. I’m awake before dawn, too early to go find Basil without the dorm wards giving me away, so I sit here and stare at my ceiling, running over the events of last night and waiting until I can go find the only adult I trust with any of this. 

	And Nikiforov, I guess. I imagine I’ll also need his advice about the whole accidental glamour thing. Whatever I did to Louis last night, it’s not like I did it with any finesse or any idea what I was doing. There are probably plenty of things that can go wrong with a glamour. 

	What if I screwed it up? 

	What if it wears off?

	I’m not sure which scenario is worse.

	By the time light starts to peek through the window, I’m a mess of confusion, worry, and anger—both at myself and at Louis for not being who I thought he was—any one of those emotions threatening to overwhelm me at any moment. I can’t lie here any longer. If Basil isn’t in his office, I’ll sneak upstairs to the faculty quarters or something.

	I slip out of bed and quietly pull on some clothes before heading out the door, down the stairs, and out onto the quad. The sky is barely lit, and the quad is empty, but I’m not complaining. I don’t think I could deal with anyone right now besides Basil.

	Unfortunately, it’s so early the dining hall isn’t open. That means no coffee for me, which sucks. I’m wired enough that I don’t need the caffeine, even though the routine of drinking it would probably help take the edge off my anxiety.

	When I reach Basil’s office, the light is on, and I breathe out a sigh of relief. I knock on the door, and Basil’s voice calls out for me to come in.

	He’s sitting at his desk, nearly blocked from view by the piles of books and papers, and his brows draw together when he sees me. “What are you doing here on a Saturday? Is everything okay?”

	“Sort of. Maybe. I don’t know.” I walk farther into the office, heading toward the couch in the back. I sit down, staring at the wall, unsure of where to start. Something about my expression must be off because Basil closes the book he was looking at and makes his way over to me.

	“Coffee?” he asks.

	“Please,” I say. 

	A few minutes later, he’s pushing a warm cup into my hands. I curl my fingers around the warmth and take a sip.

	“So, would you like to explain what you’re doing here so early?” he asks.

	“I think I really messed up.” And couldn’t that statement apply to so many things.

	“What do you mean? What happened?”

	I set the cup down then twist my fingers together. “Louis stopped by my dorm room last night and—” 

	The door crashes open, and Basil and I both jolt in our seats. Nikiforov rushes in, his face twisted with anger. The silver-haired fae grabs my shirt and pulls me to my feet, leaning forward to speak directly into my face, his voice low and dangerous. “The Dumont boy reeks of fae magic. What did you do?”

	“I…d-didn’t mean to,” I finally stammer out. “It was an accident.”

	“An accident?” His eyes narrow, and he bares his teeth at me, his glamour flickering. “What did you tell him? What does he know?”

	“Nothing!” I scream into his face. I break out of his hold, just like I would’ve done in self-defense class, then shove him away. “He doesn’t remember anything.”

	Nikiforov’s eyes briefly widen in shock before he forces a more neutral expression, studying my face closely. “What do you mean?”

	“I glamoured him or something. I don’t know for sure. We were off campus, and a couple shifters attacked us. I got rid of them without anyone getting hurt, but Louis was going to call it in anyway, make things worse. I told him he couldn’t tell anyone, and there was this extra oomph behind it. His face went blank. My instincts said not telling anyone wasn’t going to be enough, so I told him to forget, and then he acted like he didn’t remember anything.”

	Nikiforov’s nostrils flare as he inhales sharply. “You are reckless and a fool. I told you to stay away from him, and now—”

	“No, you yelled at me and didn’t explain anything, much like you did during the tournament,” I snap. “I get that you’re probably very old, that you know everything, but you can’t expect me to. I’m not a fae. I’m barely a witch, and I don’t know what I’m doing with any of this.”

	Nikiforov pulls his shoulders back and opens his mouth, a snarl on his lips.

	“No,” says Basil. “Sergei, she’s right.”

	“I do not care,” says Nikiforov, ice lacing the words. “I was a fool to think—”

	“You will stop,” says Basil, his eyes narrowed and anger lining his features. “Unless you wish to be forsworn.”

	Nikiforov sneers. “The vow does not apply to this. I cannot assist incompetence.”

	“And I’m not asking you to!” yells Basil, slamming his hand down on the desk.

	At that, even Nikiforov looks stunned. I don’t think I’ve ever heard Basil raise his voice, and I’ve definitely never seen the look on his face now.

	Basil closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “We are all under a massive amount of pressure, Selene included. You can’t honestly expect her to know things that haven’t been explained to her. The events of last night change things certainly, but you can’t fault her for what comes naturally to her. You are well aware of her control issues. That has never been a secret. What we need to do is figure out what exactly was done to Louis and how that affects what we do next. Sergei, I know you are an unwilling member of our little team, but you’re a member all the same.”

	Nikiforov sits then crosses his arms over his chest, looking every bit like a petulant child. “Very well.”

	Basil gives him a hard look before turning his attention back to me. “Now, go over exactly what happened last night.”

	I give them a brief rundown of the events from Louis showing up at my dorm, to our dinner, to the shifter attack in the garage. When I get to the part about what Zeke said about Penny, Basil interrupts.

	“Your cousin said something about Penny going missing as well, right? Desmond also mentioned something odd was going on, and he was going to look into it, but I haven’t had a chance to speak to him since the new restrictions went into place.” He rubs his chin. “I don’t know what reason Marie Dumont could have for checking anyone out of the detention center, least of all Penelope Martin.”

	I shrug. “I don’t know, either.”

	Basil nods to himself. “I’ll find a way to get in touch with Desmond and Allister to get more insight into the situation. Go ahead with the rest of your story, dear.”

	I continue my recap, describing the sort of fight and how everything seemed to stop in place when I used the Shield sigil.

	“Cease,” says Nikiforov.

	Basil blinks, realization dawning across his features. “You’re right, Sergei. That one hasn’t been used since…”

	“What are you guys talking about?” I ask.

	“The sigil you used. You planned for Shield, but you seem to have also accidentally used Cease as well,” says Nikiforov, something like respect in his voice. “I suppose for all your failings with magic, you have good instincts. That sigil is not a simple one, nor is the technique needed to layer the two and use them simultaneously.”

	I’m not sure what to do with that sort of compliment, so I continue my story, getting to the part where I glamoured Louis—presumably. I describe the feeling of the magic, exactly what I said, and Louis’s responses afterward. “Oh, there was also the whole eye color thing.”

	“Eye color thing?” Basil leans forward, and Nikiforov’s entire body goes stiff.

	“It’s happened a couple times now. I think it has something to do with my fae powers. I haven’t seen it myself, but people have said my eyes turn gold.”

	“Gold?” Nikiforov is holding himself very, very still, as if balanced on the edge of a cliff.

	“Yes…”

	Nikiforov swallows, then his expression shutters, and he averts his gaze to the top of the desk.

	“Is there some significance to the color?” Basil asks.

	No answer.

	“Sergei?”

	But Nikiforov is obviously lost in his head somewhere, his brows pulling together with the intensity of his thoughts.

	“How many times has this happened?” he asks quietly after nearly a full minute of silence. “Who has seen this?”

	I think for a second. “Penny was there the first time. It was right after Bernadette hit me with the spell. At least one of the shifters last night, probably both. And Louis, though he doesn’t remember.” 

	“Is that all?”

	“I think so…”

	“No one who would know its significance then,” mutters Nikiforov mostly to himself. “Thankfully.”

	“What is it?” I ask.

	“It is part of your fae heritage,” says Nikiforov. 

	That seems pretty obvious at this point, but by his earlier reaction and how carefully he worded his answer, I know there’s something he’s not telling me. Knowing him, he’s not going to, either. 

	“You almost certainly glamoured him,” says Nikiforov, changing the subject. “I’ll have to talk to him to be sure, but that isn’t something you can go around doing to people without preparation. Any unplanned discrepancy could crack the glamour and if he appears to be acting odd after being with you…” 

	“In other words, we need to make sure the glamour is solid and that it doesn’t happen again,” says Basil.

	 “Yes,” says Nikiforov. “You need to stay away from the Dumont boy until I can confirm the stability of the glamour.” 

	I wince. “There may be a problem with that part of the plan.”

	“What?” asks Basil.

	“I’m supposed to go to the ball or whatever with him today,” I explain. “If I ditched him now, I’m pretty sure he’d know something was up.”

	Basil thinks for a moment then huffs. “There’s not enough time to find a workaround today. Go ahead and attend the dance with Louis as planned, and we’ll regroup tomorrow to work out a more permanent solution.”

	Not exactly the answer I was hoping for, but I guess I don’t have much choice. Too bad I didn’t think quickly enough to make Louis forget about the ball as well. Attending the dance as his date without letting on about the other side of him I saw last night is going to take all the acting skills I have.
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	I hole up in my dorm room for the rest of the day, each passing minute feeling more like an hour. By the time I should start getting ready for the ball, I’m even less enthused about it than I was earlier. I’m not sure I have it in me to pretend everything is normal, and the last thing I want to do is go and be sociable, especially with Louis and especially at some over-hyped school dance. Ravencrest might call it a ‘ball’, but the only difference between what’s happening tonight and prom at my human high school is a swanky location, better food, and more pretentious attendees.

	I’m not looking forward to this at all. Too bad I can’t just hibernate under my covers for the evening. 

	I force myself to my feet, make my way to the closet, and pull out the dress Tristan got me to wear to my grandparents’ party what feels like another lifetime ago. I’m sure most of the other students will be wearing brand new gowns or tuxes, but I’m not some prissy, spoiled, rich girl who can’t stand to wear an outfit more than once.

	Plus, I really like the dress, even if I’d prefer to forget the memories attached to it. If I close my eyes, I can see the look on Tristan’s face when he first saw me in it, hear his voice telling me how much he cares for me, feel his lips—

	I give my head a brisk shake. There’s no point thinking about things I can’t have. I lay the dress down on my bed then go into the bathroom to start making myself presentable.

	With no Isobel—and pretty much no friends at this point—there’s no one to help me get ready. Mei’s just down the hall and I could probably ask her, but I don’t know that I can look her in the face after kissing Tristan in the woods. They might not be together, together, but she’s still engaged to him, and the odds are she’s going to end up married to him in the next year. 

	So, I’m on my own.

	I yank my hair back into a simple bun—the best I’m going to manage by myself—smoothing any flyaways with a liberal application of hair spray. The hairstyle is nowhere near the ones Isobel has managed for me in the past, but it’s going to have to do. Makeup is next, a natural look with little more than eyeliner and mascara for accent. No fancy contouring or smoky eyes for me. Those things are well beyond my skill level, and I’d look like a clown if I even tried.

	Next, I return to the bed and tug the dress on, followed by the low-heeled shoes that go with it. I move to study myself in the mirror. The floor length dress is a shimmering dark gold with intricate black lace overlaying the bodice and an open back. The rest of me looks a little plain without Isobel’s hair and makeup skills, but I’m presentable enough, so I guess it’s time to get this over with.

	The dance is being held in the same ballroom as the Fall banquet, so I head in that direction, dragging my feet the whole way. When I get to the main building, I sigh as I trudge up the stairs and make my way to the ballroom. The door is open, no line to get in, and no weirdly archaic receiving line either. Well, that’s a plus. So far this is at least better than the Fall banquet.

	Or maybe not.

	There’s no Isobel, no Reid, and no Adrian to keep my spirits up. 

	I sigh. This is going to be miserable.

	I probably don’t have to stay for the whole thing, right? Just long enough for Louis not to get suspicious. Maybe I’ll make a quick appearance and then fake a headache. That sounds like a plan.

	Mind made up, I step through the doorway, ending up at the top of a staircase overlooking the ballroom. The interior is decorated much like it was for the banquet, but without the podium and the tables. Music is softly playing in the background, and students are gathered on the floor in groups.

	I descend the curving staircase with one hand on the railing. Thankfully, this isn’t some Cinderella story with everyone dramatically turning to look at me as I make my entrance. No one pays much attention to me at all in fact.

	There are a few teachers spread out throughout the room, mostly congregating along the walls. Basil is off in one corner with, surprisingly, Callahan. Nikiforov is nowhere to be seen. Basil motions me over and I head toward him. As I approach, Louis comes up from the opposite direction, a wide grin on his face as he catches sight of me. If I didn’t know better, I’d think the expression was genuine, but after seeing beneath the mask, Louis’s bared teeth remind me of something predatory, no matter how realistic the smile might look.

	“There’s my girl,” says Louis as he extends his arm toward me.

	I plaster the best approximation of a smile onto my face. “Louis. Hi.”

	“Would you care to—”

	Basil bustles up, swoops around Louis, and takes my arm. He sends a beaming smile at Louis. “I need to borrow your date for a few minutes.”

	Louis stammers out an okay, his brows drawing together as Basil drags me off over by the wall.

	“Sergei and I have done a little digging into things,” says Basil, leaning closer and speaking softly. “As best we can tell, Louis has told no one what happened last night, so that’s a promising sign that the glamour is holding.”

	Some of the tension leaves my shoulders. If nothing else, it seems like I didn’t completely screw things up, and there will be time to get some of this mess straightened out.

	Basil continues, “I spoke with Agent Callahan earlier about Penny since he was the one running the investigation last semester. He wasn’t aware that Penny was no longer at the detention center, and he was shocked when he called over there and they claimed to have no knowledge of a prisoner by that name. I let him know what your shifter…friend said about Marie checking Penny out. Callahan is going to look into it, but I’m also going to do some digging myself by taking a little field trip in the morning.” He pats me on the shoulder. “Just get through tonight. We’ll figure out what’s going on and get everything sorted soon.”

	“Thanks,” I say. “I’m not planning on staying too long. The less time I spend around Louis, the better.”

	Basil glances at something over my shoulder, then motions me toward the food. “Louis appears to be occupied speaking with his mother for now. Why don’t you go grab something to eat?” 

	“Not a bad idea. I might as well get something good out of this evening.”

	Basil grins at me then heads back toward Callahan while I move over to the table along the far wall. One thing I can say for Ravencrest is they don’t skimp on the food. I grab a plate and start loading it up with mini quiches and other finger foods. When there’s no room left on my plate, I slide into the corner and lean against the wall as I nibble at my selections.

	“Hiding?” Louis’s voice startles me enough that I almost drop my plate.

	“Um, no? S-sort of,” I stammer. 

	“Not from me, I hope.”

	Actually, yes. I shake my head. “This just really isn’t my kind of thing.”

	His mouth widens into a smile. “How about we make the best of it? Would you care to dance?”

	“Uh…I don’t actually know how to dance.”

	He smirks. “Come on, all you have to do is follow my lead.”

	Turning him down would just make things more awkward, so I shrug, set my still full plate on the empty cocktail table to my right, then place my hand in his. 

	Louis pulls me into his arms, one hand at my waist and the other holding one of mine up near his chest. The tips of his fingers brush across the skin exposed by the open back of my dress and he leans closer. “I’m glad you decided to wear this dress. I don’t believe I had a chance to tell you at your grandparents’ party how lovely it looks on you.”

	When I make no response except for an embarrassed laugh, he leans even closer. “Truly, I think you are one of the most gorgeous women here.”

	Cue more awkwardness. I have no idea how to respond to that, so I simply mutter, “Thanks.”

	He leads me onto the dance floor and into what I think might be a waltz. He pulls me closer, his chest pressing into mine, then leans down to speak into my ear. “Selene, I—”

	The music pauses, and everyone turns to the staircase. What the hell? The music starts back up but sounds completely different. Louis’s mask falters for a brief second, his upper lip curling, but the expression is gone just as quick. I follow his gaze to the top of the staircase.

	The tone of the music clicks into place. It’s a herald or announcement or something. While my entrance was quiet and boring, this one definitely isn’t. Tristan and Mei walk down the stairs in step, her arm tucked into his elbow. Tristan’s form is outlined by what has to be a custom tux, one even more elegant than the one he wore to my grandparents’ party. And Mei… she looks gorgeous, the deep red gown she has on floating around her legs as she glides down the stairs. 

	Louis’s jaw twitches, and his eyes narrow the slightest bit. If I hadn’t been watching, I wouldn’t have seen the flash of dislike he quickly hides behind a neutral expression. Why exactly does he hate Tristan so much, and how did I brush off the animosity between them so easily?

	Mei leans over to speak to Tristan, and his gaze scans the crowd, landing on me. When he notices the dress, his lips twitch into a small smile, an expression that I return before quickly looking away.

	“Come on,” says Louis, pulling me deeper into the crowd of other dancers. He keeps hold of me for two more songs before I’m able to beg off another.

	I make my way through the crowd and back to the food and drink along the wall. I guzzle down some water and then load another plate since my first one seems to have disappeared. 

	“You look beautiful,” says a soft voice from my left. Tristan.

	I awkwardly swallow the cracker in my mouth before speaking. “Thanks.”

	He grabs his own glass of water and leans against the wall beside me, taking a few sips. My gaze follows the actions of this throat for a moment before I force myself to stare down at the floor.

	“So…you’re here with Dumont?” 

	I cough. What am I supposed to say? “Sort of? It was kind of…unexpected.”

	He glances at me from the corner of his eye. “Do you think he’d mind if I stole you for a dance?”

	I huff out a laugh. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” I glance up at him, biting at my lower lip. “What happened the other day… it can’t happen again. You’re with Mei now and—”

	“You don’t understand. The thing with Mei is—”

	“No,” I say. “I won’t be a part of either one of you losing your powers, and I sure as hell don’t plan to be anyone’s mistress.”

	“Then, we’ll find a way to break the spell.”

	“You already know that’s impossible.”

	He takes my hand. “I’m not going to marry her. She doesn’t want that, either.”

	“I don’t think anyone’s wants factor into the situation. I can’t do this.” I tear my hand away from his then retreat back to my spot near the food table along the wall. When I reach the corner of the room, a weird sensation tingles down my spine—the feeling of a non-witch supernatural, but not a shifter or a vamp.

	There’s a fae here. One that definitely isn’t Nikiforov.

	I quickly scan the room, but if the fae is actually inside, I can’t pick it out from among the crowd. Not that a fae is likely to be anywhere near here without being cloaked in glamour. But what do I do?

	I set the plate down and scan the room again, trying to let that weird magical instinct guide me. Still nothing. But the fae hasn’t left, either.

	“What is it?” asks Tristan, walking over to stand beside me, his forehead creased with concern. “What’s wrong?”

	“Nothing,” I mutter. “I’m just…I’ve gotta go.”

	Without another word, I walk toward the center of the ballroom, looking from right to left as I go. I still don’t see the fae, but the sensation is also growing more distant, like the fae has left the ballroom. As if I’m playing that game where people tell you if you’re hot or cold, I lean one direction and then the other, following the strongest sensation. Gradually, the fae leads me out of the ballroom, through a back door, and into the woods behind the building.

	Not once do I pause to consider that maybe this isn’t the smartest course of action.
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	The noise of the ball fades behind me as I continue deeper into the trees. I don’t follow the trail, instead tracking the fae in a straight line through the underbrush, my shoes crunching through the leaves and the bushes tugging at my dress. Eventually, I’m far enough away from the main part of campus and its lights that I can barely see where I’m going, so I call up a small ball of illumination and hold it out in front of me. 

	And that’s when it finally hits me: blindly following an unknown fae is one of the stupidest things I’ve ever done. When did I become some horror movie heroine—or victim since those are often interchangeable—who wanders off into the dark forest with zero back up? 

	I force myself to stop walking. What the hell am I doing?

	I’m not skilled enough with either fae magic or witch magic to defend myself if this fae turns out to be an enemy and, given my odds with the fae, it will be. Between the last two fae I met, one attacked Basil and bound my powers, something that might have eventually killed me, and the second one killed Jason and would have killed me. Basically, every fae I’ve met besides Nikiforov has had violent, if not downright murderous, intentions.

	Not exactly a ringing endorsement for making friends with the fae.

	I turn to go back just as the sensation of someone—or something—watching itches at the back of my neck and draws a chill down my spine. The fae I was following is close. And it knows I’m here.

	Or maybe it always knew. Maybe it led me here.

	I take a step backward, half instinctively, but I don’t have a chance to go any farther. An overly large golden wolf steps out from between the trees, directly into my path. My senses tell me it’s a shifter, but not in the way I know of shifters. Even though the thing has taken the shape of a wolf, it doesn’t feel the same as when other shifters are in wolf form. I’m getting no sense of how powerful it is or any other instinctual indicators that tell me where in the pack hierarchy it might fall. 

	But I do sense a hell of a lot of magic and a type of otherness that points my internal sensors to fae— but not in the way Nikiforov feels to me.

	A true shapeshifter.

	I know little more than that they exist and that they’re fae creatures, but that’s what this thing has to be, something that can take any shape it wishes. Except for the oddly metallic shimmer to its fur and its size, the creature is a perfect imitation of the wolf shifters I grew up with. If not for being able to sense its magic, the shapeshifter would have fooled even me.

	But what is it doing here? Is it part of the Wild Hunt?

	I glance from side to side, looking for anything to explain its presence or purpose, but there’s nothing. The shapeshifter tilts its head to the side, studying me with an inhuman intelligence that’s coldly clinical, a very fae-like expression in other words.

	I call the barest trickle of magic into my fingertips, hoping to figure out a way to distract the thing, but before I can even form an energy ball, the faewolf narrows its eyes then springs toward me. I barely have enough time to instinctively cross my arms in front of my face and neck as the shapeshifter barrels into me and takes me to the ground. The impact knocks the wind out of me, my lungs stuttering as I gape like a fish trying to pull in air.

	The sound of a yell in the distance reaches my ears, but I’m frozen in the shifter’s gaze. Its eyes move through a slide show of colors, going from gray to green to blue to the same dark brown as my own. Is it trying to mimic me? 

	The creature’s mouth opens, but whatever it says is too distorted by canine vocal cords for me to understand. Or it’s talking in the fae language, which I don’t know.

	It huffs when I don’t respond to whatever it said, leaning closer and—

	“No!” someone yells.

	Something deep in my chest lurches, and a blast of energy comes from off to the side. The shapeshifter flies off of me, crashing into a tree and shifting, no forced back into human form.  Or rather, a heavily glamoured female fae form. How she managed to hold her glamour even after being hit with that burst of power, I have no idea.

	I roll to my side, coughing and sputtering, then shove to my feet. Tristan’s standing there, his chest heaving and his mouth twisted into a snarl of such absolute hatred I want to recoil. The expression reminds me way too much of Louis’s last night.

	And all that anger must’ve fueled a hell of a spell. I’ve never heard of anything that can force a shift except an alpha’s command. Although I’m not sure if the same rule applies to whatever magic controls that thing’s shift.

	Tristan’s gaze meets mine, and his rage drains away. For a second, I see a flash of vulnerability, of fear, in his eyes, but the emotions are quickly hidden away. Moments pass as we stare into each other’s eyes, saying nothing. 

	“So, uh…” I finally start, shuffling my feet and darting a glance to where the fae fell. She’s gone.

	Tristan’s eyes follow the direction of my gaze and widen for a second before returning to me. “Where did it go?”

	I shrug, lost for words.

	“And how did you force a shift? I thought that was impossible.” 

	My mouth opens, but nothing comes out. How does he not know he’s the one who threw the spell?

	“It was going to…I thought I was going to be too late.” He steps closer until he’s only a foot in front of me and extends his hand toward me.

	The sense of another fae tingles along my spine, and a black bird swoops toward Tristan, talons aimed directly at his face. Tristan stumbles backward, and the bird turns sharply in the air before landing and quickly shifting into Nikiforov.

	Tristan stares open mouthed, glancing back and forth between the two of us. “What the fuck…?”

	I kind of share the sentiment. Basil told me that regular fae could shift into one animal form of their choice, but this is the first time—No. That afternoon when I was practicing in the woods with Isobel and Adrian. The bird must’ve been Nikiforov watching us, maybe even drawn there by the blast of magic I’d sent into the air.

	“You are more of a fool than I thought,” snaps Nikiforov, pulling me out of my thoughts. “What have I told you about using your fae powers like that? Last night was one thing. You were off campus. But to do so here within the school’s wards…You’ll draw them right here. Do you want to get us both killed?”

	Tristan goes pale and takes a step backward.

	Nikiforov stares at me, ignoring the movement completely.

	“I…I didn’t do anything.” My gaze involuntarily slides to Tristan and Nikiforov’s follows

	 Something in the fae’s eyes tells me what he’s about to do. He’s going to take Tristan’s memories or force him into something else with a geis. What good it would do at this point, I have no idea.

	Power flares in my chest. I step away from Nikiforov, moving in front of Tristan. “You will not.”

	Nikiforov narrows his eyes. “You have left me no other option. He must be silenced.”

	Tristan, normally so quick with his words, still hasn’t recovered from the shock of the teacher’s transformation, his gaze darting between me and Nikiforov.

	“That's not an option.” I curl my fingers into my palms. “You’re too busy thinking about yourself that you can’t see the big picture here. The more people you glamour, the more complicated it gets. You can’t control every aspect of a person, and there’s no way to know what would happen if there are a bunch of people running around whose stories don’t match up.” 

	Nikiforov narrows his eyes, his voice going cold. “And you would like it to stop with your little boyfriend?”

	“He’s not—that’s not the point. The lies have to stop somewhere. Did you ever think that bringing more people in might help?” Flickering flames of magic ignite in my hands as I hold my ground. 

	He scoffs, looming forward. “Your power is no match for mine.”

	“It doesn’t have to be,” I say, slowly raising my hands. “If you make one move to glamour him, I will light this forest up with the biggest beacon you’ve ever seen. You fae and your stupid Wild Hunt be damned.”

	“You’d rather he dies by their hand then?” A smirk curls at the edges of the fae’s lips.

	“What’s that supposed to mean?” But the sinking feeling in my stomach tells me I already know. After all, Tristan’s grandfather was able to use a sigil everyone thought has lost its power.

	“They will not be so discriminate as to limit their hunt to you and me. They will hunt down any witch with even a drop of fae blood, and St. James there has quite a bit more than a drop. In fact, he—” Nikiforov pauses, tilting his head to the side, then the color drains from his face until his skin almost blends in with his silvery hair. He turns to me, eyes wild. “What have you done?”

	This time, I’m the one to take a step backward. I haven’t seen Nikiforov like this since the tournament—and maybe not even then. He moves so fast I can barely see it, sketching out a sigil into the air and blasting it toward me and Tristan, freezing both of us in place.

	I guess my threat was a little emptier than I thought.

	Nikiforov takes four long strides until he’s directly in front of Tristan. Cocking his head in a manner oddly reminiscent of the fae during the tournament—inhuman, but inquisitive—Nikiforov leans forward, placing one hand on Tristan’s chest.

	This isn’t a glamour or a geis. I don’t know what this is.

	A few seconds later, Nikiforov removes his hand and drops his chin to his chest. He waves his other hand in a dismissive motion, and the magic holding me in place releases. And then, he laughs. It starts as a breathy chuckle then devolves into a sound that’s half maniacal and half despondent. Tristan and I share a look, one that says we’re not quite sure if our teacher is losing it or what.

	Nikiforov goes silent, and his sharp gaze focuses in on me. “When did you do it?”

	“Do what exactly?” I’m still not sure whether I should be scared of him or simply worried for the fae’s sanity.

	“The Sealing?”

	“The what now? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say.

	“You’ve begun the process of merging magics.” He stalks toward me. “Were the two of you intimate?”

	My mouth opens and closes as heat gathers in my cheeks.

	“No,” replies Tristan. Great. Now, he decides he has something to say. “Unless you mean…generally?”

	Nikiforov shakes his head. “Then a tumultuous event. Perhaps emotions were high? You would have been together?”

	“The party…” says Tristan mostly to himself.

	“Hello? I’m still here,” I say. “Would one of you care to explain what it is you’re talking about?”

	“There are spells that can merge two people’s magic, similar to how part of the engagement spell connects my magic to Mei’s.” Tristan pauses. “It seems the fae can do it without spells.” He turns to me, his expression somewhere between hurt and wary. “Unless you cast a spell on me?”

	“Since you’re still in one piece, we can probably assume no spell cast by me was placed on you,” I say dryly.

	Nikiforov’s head jerks up, his attention focusing somewhere behind me. “Someone’s coming.”

	“Selene? Are you out here?” Louis.

	Nikiforov gets that feral look on his face, like a cornered animal, one who’s about to lash out. As much as I dislike Louis, I can’t say I want him dead.

	“I’ll take care of it,” I say, sharing a look with Tristan. “We’ll take care of it.”

	Somehow.

	Nikiforov looks Tristan up and down, unimpressed, then moves his gaze to me. “He is your responsibility. Do not make me regret this.”

	“I understand,” I say, but Nikiforov is gone before the words are out of my mouth.

	Louis calls out again. “Selene?”

	“Um, over here,” I say.

	Louis comes crashing through the trees. “What in the world are you—” He stops in his tracks, his eyes narrowing as he notices Tristan standing beside me. “St. James.”

	Tristan does that douchey chin jerk thing that guys do. “Dumont.”

	Louis moves around to stand beside me, but his attention stays on Tristan. “I don’t think I should have to tell you what a bad idea this is.” His gaze darts to me, a flash of hurt reflected there. “Either of you.”

	What is he…? Oh. He thinks Tristan and I were out here for some kind of make-out session.

	“It’s not like that,” I say quickly.

	Louis quirks a brow. “Really?”

	“Selene thought she saw something in the woods. I followed to protect her in case there was anything out here.”

	“To protect her…” says Louis slowly.

	I nod. The lie isn’t the best, but I have no idea what else to say.

	Louis sneers at Tristan. “Some protector. It’s freezing out here.” He strips off his suit jacket and drapes it around my shoulders. Something heavy in one of the pockets bounces against my leg. “I’ll take her back to her dorm. Why don’t you go find your fiancée? She was looking for you.”

	Tristan holds my gaze for a moment before nodding stiffly. “Of course. We’ll talk later, Selene.”

	I nod.

	Louis leads me back toward the dorms in silence. In the hall outside my room, he sighs and stops walking, pulling me to a halt beside him and gripping my upper arms. “What really happened tonight?”

	“Nothing,” I say. “I thought I heard—”

	Louis reaches up and pulls some leaves from my hair. “The back of your dress is covered in them. As if you were sitting.” He pauses. “Or lying down.”

	I open my mouth, possible responses swirling through my head, but he places his fingers over my lips before I can speak.

	“I know we’re just friends, but I don’t want to see you hurt. His mother already tried to kill you once. What do you think she’d do if—”

	“How do you know that?” I ask. “About Bernadette.”

	“Burke kept some pretty detailed records,” he says after pausing to think. “On you in particular.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“There were…discrepancies in your regular file. My mother had me look a little deeper, and we found a hidden drive that held Burke’s more detailed notes on you.” He takes my chin in his hand, forcing me to meet his gaze. “Tell me what’s going on. You can trust me.”

	His expression is earnest, but something in his eyes is off.

	I tear my gaze from his. “Nothing’s going on.”

	“Okay.” He nods slowly, releasing my face. “If that’s what you want to go with. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

	“Sure,” I say, forcing a smile.

	Louis walks off down the hallway, and I watch him go, apprehension twisting in my stomach. His assertion that we’d talk tomorrow felt more like a threat than anything else. But that’s something for me to worry about…tomorrow.
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	Ten minutes later, there’s a knock on my door. Great. I suppose getting rid of Louis was just a little too easy. Maybe I could get away with not answering…

	Another knock.

	I sigh, pausing in the process of removing bobby pins, then go answer the door with half my hair hanging around my shoulder.

	“I told you nothing—” I stop mid-sentence, suddenly speechless. Not Louis. Tristan. “What are you doing here?”

	He raises his brows. “Did you think I was going to leave things like that? We clearly need to talk.”

	He’s right. Of course, I need to explain things to him, but I was hoping I wouldn’t have to do it until…later. Tomorrow. Next week. Never.

	“Give me a sec,” I say, before shutting the door. I wiggle out of the dress, leaving it on the floor by the dresser then pull on a pair of leggings and a T-shirt. I quickly remove the remaining bobby pins and then sweep my hair back into a messy bun, securing it with a ponytail holder. Now halfway decent—and as comfortable as I can be for this conversation—I open the door again and gesture for Tristan to enter. He strides inside and takes a seat on the couch while I plop down on other end of the same piece of furniture.

	I rub my eyes, moving my fingers to massage my temples. Where do I even start?

	“I’m sorry,” I say finally.

	“Sorry? For what?”

	“Everything? I don’t know. What else am I supposed to say? I’ve been lying to you, well not directly, but still, and apparently, I linked you to me or your magic to me or something. That’s just like what you didn’t want with Mei.”

	“Selene, that’s not—”

	“It happened at my grandparents’ party, right? When I drank the fae wine and kind of threw myself at you? I’m still not exactly sure what happened or how, but either way I did something without your consent, and who knows what the repercussions might be. Given the little I’ve learned about fae magic, it’s probably permanent and—”

	Anything else I have to say is cut off by his lips on mine. He pushes me gently backward until he’s leaning over me, my shoulder blades resting against the armrest of the couch. His hand curls around the back of my neck as he pulls back to lean his forehead against mine, breathing heavily.

	“I’m not here for an apology. I don’t care about the spell or the sealing or whatever it is,” he says before moving in for another kiss.

	 And the feeling of his lips against mine is so good—so right—that I don’t immediately push him away. I lose myself in the kiss and block out everything else but the press of his mouth and the touch of his hand. My weakness lasts a good minute or two before I finally gather the strength to place a hand on his chest and gently nudge him backward.

	“We can’t do this. The engagement…”

	“Doesn’t matter,” he murmurs.

	“It matters to me,” I snap. “I can’t let myself hope for this—for you.”

	He laughs. The asshole actually laughs.

	I scowl back at him.

	“Don’t you remember? Basil said he knew of no way to break the spell without a prior magical claim,” says Tristan. He breaks into a smile, and his golden-brown eyes sparkle with a level of hope I thought long gone. “You have a prior magical claim because of the whole fae binding thing since it happened before I ever met Mei.” His cheeks flush. “I mean, if you want it.”

	My jaw drops. With everything that happened tonight, I never even thought of that.

	“But what about Mei?”

	“She’ll be just as happy as I will to be rid of this engagement,” he says. “Like I said before, there’s nothing between us, not romantically at least. We’ll explain it to her. I’m sure she’ll be on board.”

	My mind is racing. “But…”

	“There’s nothing to worry about.” He tilts my chin up with two fingers until I meet his gaze. “I’ve missed you so much.”

	Before I can think of a reply, Tristan presses his lips down on mine again, this time licking across the seam of my mouth as if requesting entry. I grant it. His tongue slips into my mouth and dances with mine as he lets out a low moan and tightens his grip on my waist.

	Before things can go any further, we’re interrupted by a tap on the door from outside. Now who’s here? Tristan lets me up, then I walk over and swing the door open.

	From behind me, Tristan says, “Speak of the devil.”

	“And she shall appear,” says Mei, smiling. She winks at Tristan, likely taking in his disheveled appearance and making assumptions before turning her attention to me. “This looks promising. Have you guys finally decided to make up then?”

	I stare blankly at her, not quite sure how to answer that.

	“Mei, can you please tell Selene I’m not your type?”

	“He’s not my type,” she says, shrugging. She laughs, presumably at whatever look Tristan is giving her behind my back, then grins at me. “Seriously. If you want to get technical, you’re more my type than he is.”

	Oh. Well, that explains a lot.

	“My parents are very…traditional,” she continues. “They’d never allow a love match, not for me, so Tristan was just as much my ticket out as I was his.” 

	“But…”

	She glances at Tristan again. “If you guys have found a way to break the spell, then you have my blessing. Hell, even if the spell can’t be broken, you have my blessing. There’s no point in allowing this mess to make all of us miserable if it doesn’t have to.” She tilts her head to the side. “Have you found a way to break the spell?”

	“Well…” I let the word trail off, unsure what to say. How much should I tell her?

	Tristan comes up behind me and places his hands on my shoulders, squeezing gently. “It’s okay. You can trust her. I might not want to marry her, but we are friends.”

	Mei’s brows pull together, but she shoots me a small smile. “That sounds ominous. What’s going on?”

	There are so many ways to answer that question I don’t even know where to start.

	Tristan wraps his arms around my waist, as if sensing my discomfort. “We haven’t found a way to break the spell exactly, but it is possible. I think.”

	“How?” asks Mei.

	“Selene has a prior magical claim on me.”

	Mei rolls her eyes. “Yeah, that totally clears things up, thanks.”

	I chuckle, and the dam holding back all my secrets breaks. “I kind of accidentally merged our magic or something when my fae powers went a little haywire one time.”

	Mei blinks at me, cocking her head to the side. “Fae powers…?”

	I take a deep breath. “It’s a really long story, but I’m half fae.”

	“Okay…” says Mei, her eyes widening. “I think we should go sit down for this conversation.”

	“Sure.” I step back, gesturing for her to enter my room. “We can—”

	A loud tone sounds, and the lights flash three times, then three more. I’m about to ask what’s going on when a disembodied voice fills the air.

	“Attention students and faculty.” Callahan. “There was a major security breach this evening.”

	Tristan must notice my confused look because he explains. “Campuswide emergency alert system.”

	I nod absentmindedly. That’s new.

	“As you are aware, last semester there were many security issues on campus,” continues Callahan. “A rogue shifter posing as a student, an attack against a teacher, and the death of a student. Due to the seriousness of these events, OSA ordered that many additional safety measures be taken this semester. You’ve all experienced some of them, the curfew, the tracking of entrances and exits, and the scans when you arrived. Another one of those measures was an additional set of wards designed specifically to track any aberrations in the magical flow on campus. Tonight, those wards registered a breach by a person or persons unknown. It is believed the trespasser or trespassers were shifters using the ball as a distraction to make contact with whatever operatives they still have on campus.”

	Oh, shit. The fae triggered something. Or I did. I swallow. And now, it’s going to come back on the shifters.

	A sudden surge of magic flows through the room, strong enough to make me shudder.

	“Did you feel that?” asks Mei.

	“Yeah. What was it?” I ask.

	Tristan’s jaw is tensed, his shoulders rigid. “Some sort of locking ward. A very powerful one.”

	“What? Why?”

	“I don’t know,” says Tristan. “But it isn’t good. We’re now all effectively trapped on campus until the person who set the ward releases it or the anchor for it is destroyed.”

	Callahan starts talking again. “I have just initiated a campuswide lockdown. Until every student has been questioned, no one will be permitted to enter or leave campus or the Ravencrest grounds. Hopefully, this process can be completed quickly and without much interruption to your regular schedule, but that will take your complete and total cooperation.” There’s a long pause. “If you have nothing to hide, that should not be a problem.”

	The three of us all glance at each other.

	“At this time, all students need to return to their assigned rooms immediately. Any student who does not report to their room will be considered a person of interest in tonight’s security breach and subject to possible arrest. The questioning will begin in the morning, and we’ll be pulling students alphabetically.”

	Tristan glances nervously at the door. “I’d better go. If I were arrested, my mother would…” He lets his voice trail off, then pulls me into a hug and kisses my cheek. “We’ll talk more tomorrow. Don’t worry.”

	Then he’s gone, and I’m left alone with Mei.

	She eyes me for a second then flashes an impish smile. “You think they’ll arrest me if I sit next to the wall in your room and pretend to be in mine?”

	“Maybe?”

	She shrugs. “Worth the risk. I want to hear the rest of this story.” She walks to the wall between our rooms and sits cross-legged on the floor. “Come on over here and start talking.”

	So, I do. For the first time, I sit down and tell someone absolutely everything.

	I tell her about the day Basil was attacked and about the fae who bound my powers. I tell her about Isobel’s notebook and the reason for her missing memories. I tell her about the tournament, about Jason, about Nikiforov, and about the geis.

	But I don’t stop there. 

	I tell her about my shifter family, about Penny, about how much I miss Isobel, and how lonely and scared I am no matter that Basil puts on a happy face every day like everything is going to turn out okay.

	Because on some level, I’m not so sure he’s right.

	When I finally stop talking, my throat is dry. I stare down at my hands, waiting for Mei’s reaction.

	“You know none of this mess is your fault,” she says, placing a hand on my shoulder. I dart a glance at her from the corner of my eye, and she smiles. “I can’t imagine how tough all those secrets must’ve been for you. You didn’t ask for any of this, and you have nothing to feel guilty for.”

	“But Isobel…”

	“Made her own choices and, by the sounds of things, she wouldn’t be thrilled with you blaming yourself for that.” Mei slumps down, turning away from me. “I know we got off to a weird start, but I’d like to think we’re friends, and friends get to tell you when you’re acting stupid.”

	We share a smile.

	“Thanks,” I say.

	“No problem. I’m glad I could help.” She shoots me a mischievous grin. “Now, I want to know everything about you and Tristan. He’s been close-lipped about the whole thing, but I’ve heard so many stories. Is it true that you punched him in the face the day you met?”
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	After a night of restless sleep, I’m out of bed and dressed before dawn. My name falls near the beginning of the alphabet, so OSA could come for me at almost any time. I have a couple tests on Monday that I could study for, but my thoughts are too scattered to concentrate, so I end up mostly staring at the wall and going through possible questions OSA might ask and how I could answer.

	I’ve been questioned by OSA before, but this is the first time I can actually screw things up, for myself, for the shifters, for Nikiforov… As much as it pains me to say, this mess makes me sort of miss the geis. At least with that in place, I couldn’t slip up and get caught in a lie or give OSA information that they don’t need to know.

	Also, every other time I’ve been questioned, my grandfather’s attorneys were there to protect my interests and let me know what questions I can refuse to answer. I don’t have that kind of help now.

	Can I ask for an attorney?

	Should I ask for an attorney, or would that just make me look guilty?

	I have no idea how this process works or what my rights are. If only I’d paid a little more attention to the process over Winter Break…

	What I wouldn’t give for a cell phone right now. Or just to have Isobel here since she often has answers for pretty much everything. She’d know exactly what to do in this situation, and I’d feel much better about all this if she were here to give me some advice.

	Sometime later, after I’ve worked myself up into a cyclone of anxiety, there’s a knock at my door. This must be it. I don’t move quickly enough and the person at the door knocks again before I can get over there, this time a little more forcefully.

	“I’m coming,” I call out. I swing open the door to find two OSA agents in the hallway. They look vaguely familiar, probably from seeing them around campus, but I don’t know their names or anything.

	One of them has a tablet. He glances from the screen to my face. “Selene Andras?”

	I nod.

	“Please give verbal confirmation.”

	“Um, yes. I’m Selene.”

	The guy nods, and the second agent pulls out a wristband that looks a lot like the anti-cheating bands from the entry test and the tournament. “Pursuant to Executive Order 9347 and the emergency powers granted to the Order of Supernatural Affairs, you are required to submit to a truth talisman during your questioning.”

	Wonderful. A magical lie detector. 

	I hold out my arm—I don’t appear to have much of a choice—and the second agent fastens the band around my wrist.

	The first agent scrolls down the screen of the tablet. “Please be advised that all sessions are being recorded and the recordings can be played back at any time.” He glances up at me. “Do you understand and agree?”

	“Do I have a choice?”

	“No,” says the agent in a dry voice.

	“Then, yeah, I guess so.” The band on my wrist glows a steady green. Must not be the most sensitive thing then since it’s a stretch to say I agree with this whole thing. Good. That might give me a little much-needed wiggle room with my answers to OSA’s questions.

	“Come along then,” says the second agent.

	“Wait. You guys aren’t doing the questioning here?”

	“No. Agent Callahan is leading this investigation, and he requested that he question you personally in his office.”

	I hold back a curse. So much for this being simple. There’s no way I’m going to get by Callahan. Not again. He already knows too much, and now, I don’t even have the geis to protect my secrets.

	But what other choice do I have?

	I reluctantly follow the two agents out of the dorm, through the quad, and into the main building. Callahan is waiting for me in a bland office on the fourth floor, and he breaks into an odd smile when the agents lead me into the room.

	“You two are excused,” he says to the agents. The second agent closes the door as they leave, and I’m left alone with Callahan.

	“Take a seat,” he says, gesturing to the chair in front of him.

	I comply.

	“So,” he says conversationally, “what was it?”

	I blink at him, confused. “What was what?”

	“Whatever was on campus last night?” His expression is blank, but there’s a calculating look in his eyes.

	I open my mouth, then close it again, not sure what to say. I was expecting him to blame this all on the shifters, but…

	“I know it wasn’t a shifter,” says Callahan, watching my face carefully.

	My eyes widen.

	His brows twitch, taking in my reaction, then he cocks his head to the side. “I had an interesting conversation with Kostis yesterday about Penelope Martin. Well, I suppose the interesting part came in when I found out no one at the detention center remembers her. Something similar happened to your former roommate, right?”

	All I can do is nod. His gaze darts to the truth talisman on my wrist glowing a steady green.

	“So, I looked a little deeper,” he continues. “Were you aware the witches allegedly killed by the rogue shifters had injuries very similar to Kostis’s?”

	I’m silent, too stunned to speak, not that I’d know what to say anyway.

	“Well? I thought you’d be jumping up and down to tell your side of things now. You were so insistent Kostis’s attack wasn’t a shifter at first, but then your story changed. Strangely enough, the records from the tournament show a magic surge similar to the one last night. So, what was it?” He narrows his eyes. “You know, don’t you?”

	“I—”

	Someone bangs on the door before I can answer.

	“What?” snaps Callahan.

	Louis shoves the door open and enters the room, Marie close behind him.

	Callahan narrows his eyes, the tension between all of them stretching tightly.

	“Agent Callahan,” says Marie in a clipped tone. “Ms. Andras has already been questioned extensively and, given Nikolas’s insistence on the presence of attorneys, I can only hope you realize the danger to your career if you continue this without notifying him first.”

	Marie walks forward and wraps her hand around my upper arm, the grip firm but not painful. Close though. She tugs until I stand. I’m not so sure Marie is any better than Callahan, but if she’s going to let me talk to my grandfather—or his attorneys—that is definitely preferable to continuing being interrogated by Callahan.

	“I’m taking Ms. Andras back to my office where I will conference her grandfather in.”

	Callahan rises to his feet. “You don’t have the authority—”

	“I am the director here, not you,” hisses Marie, her fingers digging into my arm painfully. 

	“Director or not, OSA has given me the authority to question whomever I see fit.” Callahan’s gaze passes over her and lands on me. “Ms. Andras, you’re not in trouble. I’ve uncovered a lot of discrepancies in various shifter-related cases, and I would request that you stay so that we can finish our conversation.”

	“Selene, don’t listen to him,” says Louis. “You should talk to your grandfather before doing anything else.”

	“Um…” I glance back and forth between Callahan and Marie. As much as it’s sort of a relief that Callahan finally wants to know the truth, I’m not so sure if telling it is the best choice since I have no idea what Callahan will do with that information. He hasn’t exactly made a secret of his dislike for shifters or for me. For all I know, he just wants to lock me up for lying to OSA. Maybe talking to Nikolas first is the best course of action. “I’ll come back after I talk to my grandfather.”

	Callahan presses his lips together and narrows his eyes at Marie.

	“Come.” Marie tugs me out the door, Louis following behind, as Callahan looks on silently.

	When we reach Marie’s office, she tells Louis to remain outside and gestures for me to take one of the seats in front of her desk. This is a position I’ve been in many times, but none has felt more ominous than this one.

	“Don’t worry. We should be able to reach Nikolas easily,” she says as she moves to the corner where a small mini fridge sits. “Would you like some water?”

	“Sure,” I croak through a dry throat. “Thanks.”

	She smiles to herself, then pulls a bottled water from the fridge, and hands it to me. I crack the seal, place the bottle to my lips, and take a long drink. A faint, almost metallic taste registers on my tongue—something distinctly out of place—and my body goes cold.

	Crap. I don’t know what I just drank, but I doubt it’s anything good. 

	Whatever potion or drug Marie slipped me takes effect quickly, the room around me going distant and hazy, and my body feeling like I’m floating in my seat. The world turns a little fuzzy, almost dreamlike, and I sway in place. I grab the arms of the chair to steady myself, my knuckles going white with the strength of my grip.

	“There’s no need for this any longer,” she says, leaning over and removing the band from my wrist before tossing the talisman into the top drawer of her desk. She glances at her watch. “Lovely concoction, isn’t it?”

	I blink at her, my tongue too heavy to form words.

	“We struggled to find a good balance between relaxing a subject and making them fall asleep. The worst of it will pass in a moment.”

	I blink again.

	“Don’t worry,” she says. “There will be no lasting side effects.”

	That is so not what I’m worried about. As the fuzzy feeling fades, my fae magic begins to vibrate in my chest, clearly not at all pleased with whatever I just ingested.

	“In the end, you won’t even remember our little talk.” She leans closer. “Fae blood has some rather interesting properties when you ingest it.”

	For the moment, I’m grateful for the disconnected state I’m in as it’s the only way I’m able to control my facial expression enough to not react to her words. First of all, how in the hell did OSA get their hands on fae blood?

	Second of all… gross.

	She glances at her watch again. “It should be about time to get started. So, let’s test it out. Who is your mother?”

	“Aileen Monroe.” The words fall from my lips with zero input from my brain. Wonderful. As if this wasn’t bad enough, whatever potion she gave me is some sort of truth serum.

	Marie huffs. “I wish he had found a way to make it not quite so literal.”

	She presses her lips together in irritation, and it dawns on me that she’s not very practiced in the use of this potion. She doesn’t know how to ask questions to get the information she wants. Plus, if she’s worried about the potion being too literal, that means wording is important and not only for the questions. If I’m careful, I might be able to avoid giving too much away. I don’t know what information she’s after, but I’m damn sure I don’t want to give it to her if I can help it.

	“Who is your birth mother?” asks Marie.

	“Helen Andras.”

	She nods to herself. “And your birth father?”

	“I don’t know.” And I’ve never been more grateful for that fact. Something tells me I don’t want Marie to know the answer to that question.

	“I suppose that would have been too easy…” she mutters to herself. “What is your relationship with Sergei Nikiforov?”

	Weird question, but easy answer. “He’s my teacher?” 

	“Do you know where he is?”

	“No.” I mean, I’m sure he’s around, but I don’t know exactly where, so the potion allows the lie of omission. I hold back a grin.

	“When was the last time you saw Sergei Nikiforov?”

	“Last night.”

	“Do you know why the wards registered a disturbance last night?”

	“No,” I say after a slight pause. I know there was a disturbance, know what caused the disturbance, but I don’t really know anything about the wards. I fight back a smile. I’ve spent years watching Reid figure out ways around his dad’s alpha commands. I might have to tell the truth, but unless she asks me the right questions, my answers aren’t going to do her any good.

	“Useless,” she mutters as she eyeballs me. She shakes her head to herself. “Louis, come in here please.”

	The door opens behind me and Louis walks in. He props himself on the edge of the desk diagonally from me. His gaze passes over me, a flash of something on his face when he takes in my blank expression, then he turns his attention to his mom. “Yes?”

	Marie crosses her arms over her chest. “If Nikiforov is what we think, she doesn’t know about it.”

	Not good. They must suspect Nikiforov of being fae, though how they would have figured that out, I have no idea.

	“You dosed her already?” he asks, his voice rising. “Have you at least been timing it?”

	Marie nods. “It’s been a little under five minutes.” 

	Louis rolls his eyes, then tilts his head to the side, and runs his tongue over his teeth as he studies my face. “I wish you had waited for me.”

	She snorts. “And I wish your stupid truth potion was easier to use.”

	Louis’s potion? I know damn well he’s not fae, so how does he have access to fae blood?

	“I’ve spent months perfecting that potion. Not even grandpa could do any better.” He studies my face. “I warned you of the limitations. Now, you’ve wasted the last of the batch, and it will take at least another month before I can have more ready.”

	Marie sighs. “If you’re done bitching, why don’t you give it a try?”

	Louis nods then adjusts himself to sit fully on the desk facing me. He smirks. “What is your relationship with my brother?”

	Marie makes a noise of disapproval, but Louis holds up a hand. “Just getting a baseline, Mom.”

	“He’s my friend.”

	Louis’s expression moves from bland to calculated with an edge of malice. “So, you never fucked him?” 

	This time Marie’s noise is one of disgust.

	The potion won’t let me react like I want to, but I can answer. “No,” I say firmly. “He’s a friend. That’s all.”

	“And St. James? What—”

	“This is not a productive line of questioning, Louis,” says Marie, annoyed.

	He holds his hands up. “Fine, I’ll stop. I was mostly just curious.” His face goes serious, then he asks, “What do you know about the Wild Hunt?”

	“It’s a fae thing,” I reply slowly. “Some sort of bounty hunt.” 

	“Did you draw them here?” asks Marie.

	“No.” My magic did.

	Marie huffs. “We know it wasn’t Barrington or Kostis, even though they were attacked, and Erolith claims none of the dead witches had a high enough concentration of fae blood to start the Hunt. Are you positive she’s not the one we’re looking for?”

	I’m almost thankful for the stupid potion, since without it deadening my reactions, I wouldn’t be able to hide my shock. Who the hell is Erolith? Could he be fae?

	Louis shakes his head. “She didn’t react to the iron I put in her tea the other night at dinner.”

	Great. The asshole drugged my drink again. Why am I not surprised? At least it didn’t kill me or, apparently, clue Louis in to me being half-fae. 

	Louis thinks for a moment, tapping a finger against his chin before focusing in on me again. “Who taught you about the Hunt?”

	“Nikiforov.”

	Louis’s brows pull together, and he glances at Marie. “What exactly did you ask her about him?” Marie repeats the questions she asked before and my answer. Louis snorts. “Why am I the only person in this family with any brains?”

	“Because something had to make up for your lack of power,” snaps Marie.

	Louis sneers at her. “Yes, but my brains took care of that issue, as well as the issue of my darling little brother sticking his nose where it didn’t belong.” 

	Adrian? My stomach drops. In everything that’s happened since Friday night, I completely forgot about what Louis said to those shifters about his brother: He’s a little out of your reach. I highly doubt that means Adrian’s at some academy on another continent.

	Marie averts her eyes and doesn’t respond.

	“Is Sergei Nikiforov fae?” asks Louis. 

	I fight the answer, but it comes out anyway. “Yes.”

	He directs a wry look at his mom. “Simple question, simple answer. It’s really not that difficult.” He rubs his chin. “I think she’s still hiding something, but thanks to you, we don’t have enough time to push the subject.”

	Marie waves a hand in a dismissive gesture. “Once we lock down another fae, we’ll have plenty of time for you to tinker with the potion, and then we can bring her in for another round of questioning. It’s only two weeks into the semester after all.”

	“Fine,” says Louis. “I need to leave before it wears off.” He looks me up and down. “She still needs to trust me.” He leaves the room, shutting the door behind him.

	Marie looks at her watch again, then says something in French, by the tone of it most likely a curse. Her gaze focuses in on me, staring at my face.

	I blink at her.

	She waits.

	When nothing happens, her brows furrow, and she taps a finger on her watch.

	The dreamlike effects of the potion completely drain away. I wait the space of a breath for my mind to be wiped clear, for my memories of the last twenty minutes or so to slip away, but nothing happens. I remember everything. Every word. Every question. Every betrayal. A side effect of my own fae magic? Or a protection? Either way, I can’t let her or Louis know I’ve retained my memories.

	I blink again and then force my expression into one of mild confusion, trying to mimic Louis’s behavior after I glamoured him.

	Marie smiles. “Are you okay, dear? You looked a little out of it there for a second.”

	“Yeah,” I say slowly, giving my head an exaggerated shake. “Just tired I guess.”

	It takes everything I have to keep a bland expression on my face. I can’t let any of my thoughts show because who knows what might happen if she figures out the potion didn’t fully work on me.

	“I’m sorry we couldn’t reach Nikolas. Why don’t you have Louis take you back to your dorm? I’ll make sure Callahan doesn’t bother you again.”

	I nod absentmindedly as I rise to my feet. She takes my arm then leads me out of her office and directly to Louis, a friendly smile ready on his face.

	I should have taken my chances with Callahan.
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	It takes all my willpower to not rip my arm out of Louis’s hold as he walks me back to my dorm room. His touch last night was bad enough, but now…I hold back a shudder. I can’t let on that anything’s wrong or who knows what he and Marie might do to me.

	How could I have been so stupid to have let my guard down, not just with Louis, but Marie as well?

	Tristan told me the Dumonts were bad news. Burke said the same. Nikiforov warned me about them. Hell, even Adrian was very clear on how not fond of his family he was.

	And somehow, I still fell for the act. I cast a glance at Louis from the corner of my eye. I never thought I’d find someone I’d dislike more than Bernadette St. James, but Marie Dumont and her eldest son make Tristan’s mom look like a downright saint. Though, the Dumonts haven’t actually tried to kill me…yet.

	My throat is too thick, my mind too full to even attempt conversation. Thankfully, even though Louis stays with me all the way to the door of my dorm room, he waits until we get there before saying anything. “Are you okay? Do you need me to come in?”

	“No. I’m just tired or something. I’m not quite sure what I did, but I’m exhausted.” I let out a nervous chuckle and about face-palm at the sound. I’ve got to get rid of him, and I don’t want him any more suspicious than he already is. “I think I’m just going to take a nap.”

	He narrows his eyes at me, and I force myself to meet his gaze and smile. 

	“You know I was serious last night; you can tell me anything,” he says. “Anything at all.”

	“Nothing to tell. It’s just been a long morning,” I reply, forcing a smile onto my face. I push open the door to my room then slip inside, blocking Louis’s entrance by angling my body in front of the opening. “See you at dinner?”

	He nods slowly. “Sure. See you then.”

	I give him an awkward wave as I sort of shut the door in his face, then I turn and let myself fall backwards onto my bed. I really am tired at this point, but I won’t be napping, not with so much going on. There’s so much I need to process, so much I need to do that I don’t even know where to start.

	My first instinct is to go to Basil for help, but he said he was ‘going on a field trip’ today. I’m not sure exactly what that means except that he’s not here. So, that idea’s out. 

	I know I need to find a way to warn Nikiforov that Marie and Louis know about him. But how? I have no idea where he is, and I’m not supposed to leave my room. I’m sure he can find a way to hide until later, right?

	A beeping sound comes from nearby. I glance around the room. What…? My gaze catches on Louis’s suit jacket, which is hanging on my closet door, the one he draped over my shoulders last night and never took back. Another beeping noise.

	I rush over to the jacket and slip my hand into the pocket. My fingers connect with a rectangular object. A very recognizable type of object. Before I even get the thing into view, I know what my hand holds: a cell phone.

	It has to be the same one Louis had at dinner the other night, the same one that’s altered somehow to allow it to work on campus. The notification light is blinking, so I slide my thumb over the screen. The thing is locked of course. I don’t know why I expected anything else. Louis is an asshole, but he isn’t stupid.

	Still, message preview is on so I can make out part of the text message Marie just sent him.

	Inventory is in my desk…

	Another message comes in.

	Initiate the spell.

	And another.

	Nikiforov is still on campus.

	My stomach twists. I don’t know what spell she’s talking about or if it even has anything to do with Nikiforov, but I’m not taking the risk that it does. I need to get to Nikiforov now. But first, I have to find him, which means going against OSA orders and leaving my room. Here’s hoping I don’t end up arrested.

	I walk to my door, pressing my ear against it. The hallway is silent, so I slink out and slowly shut the door behind me, then carefully make my way downstairs. The agents didn’t have to use the ward lock earlier, so I’m assuming that means it might be off. I approach the door, close my eyes, and slowly push, breathing out a sigh of relief when it opens without trouble.

	One problem down, who knows how many more to go…

	There’s no one on the quad but being out in the open is a crap idea, so I walk as quickly as possible over to the main building. The ward locks are off there, too, and getting inside isn’t an issue. Deciding where to go, however, is.

	 The longer I’m out of my room, the more likely it becomes that I’ll run into an OSA agent or maybe even Marie or Louis. I get the feeling I wouldn’t be leaving her office a second time today.

	Which means trying the obvious first: Nikiforov’s office. I head to the small room near the Potions classroom. The door is shut, but there’s a light underneath, indicating the room is probably occupied.

	I tap my knuckles against the door. If the wrong person answers, I can just leave.

	“Who’s there?” calls out Nikiforov from inside.

	I release my breath in a rush and push open the door without responding to his question. “We’ve got a big problem.”

	“Bigger than you realize,” says Nikiforov in a tight voice. He’s facing away from me, but he turns as I come into the room. “Close the door behind you.”

	What the...?

	Nikiforov is in full fae glory, all pointed ears and inhuman beauty. His glamour is completely gone, even more so than at the tournament. He presses his lips together. “You can see the problem, yes?”

	“Yeah.”

	He closes his eyes and sighs. “There is something dampening my magic. I was hoping it was a fluke, that the fault was with me somehow, but….”

	“It must have something to do with the spell.”

	“What spell?”

	“I think Marie or Louis cast something to try to catch you.” I let out a shaky breath. “They know what you are. I’m sorry. I tried, but they had this potion…”

	“What happened?” he asks, his voice hard.

	“I was taken in for questioning by Callahan. Marie swooped in to ‘rescue’ me. Then, she took me back to her office and dosed me with some kind of truth potion. She started asking me all sorts of weird questions about you and about the Hunt. I was doing fine until she called Louis in. I guess he’s the one who made the potion and knew how it worked. I’d gotten around her questions, but I couldn’t lie when Louis asked me directly if you were fae.”

	“A truth potion? Those are ridiculously hard to come by.”

	“There was more to it than that. Marie mentioned something about ingesting fae blood.”

	 Nikiforov recoils. “That is…no…She could not have…”

	“Not have what?”

	He swallows. “Magically speaking, fae blood has a very short shelf life.”

	I process that for a second before I get what he’s saying, and my eyes widen. “She knows another fae?”

	Nikiforov’s face tightens. “Or, knowing the Dumont family, has imprisoned one.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“It would not be the first time one of my kind was taken and experimented on. It would not even be the first time it was done by a Dumont.” He blows out a breath, his nostrils flaring. “You’ve heard, of course, of the practice some families have of awakening their children’s powers early?”

	“Yeah…” 

	“Most would have you believe that this is a long-held practice, but in reality, it’s only been around for two generations or so. Fabian Dumont was the one who perfected the technique. It is little more that forcing an influx of fae magic through the child to trigger their witch abilities. The fae magic lingers, uncontrolled, because witches are not designed to channel it, so the conclusion of the awakening spell anchors it to objects that are—”

	“Focuses,” I say.

	He nods. “Once the fae magic completely dissipates, a process that can take months to decades, depending on the strength of the…donor, the focuses become only useless trinkets.”

	“I see.” We stare at each other for a moment. “Why didn’t you tell me about all this before? I would have stayed away from Louis if I’d known.”

	Nikiforov sighs. “I had no proof Louis and Marie were involved with or even aware of Fabian’s…methods.”

	“And you thought I wouldn’t believe you?”

	He raises his brows. “Because there is so much trust between us?”

	Okay. I guess he has a point. Moving on.

	“Marie mentioned a name I didn’t recognize, but it sounded like it might be fae.” I close my eyes, wracking my brain to call up the memory. The potion may not have taken my memories, but things are still a little hazy. “Ero-something?”

	What little color there is in Nikiforov’s face drains away. “Erolith?”

	“I think so.”

	Nikiforov thumps down into his chair, a shaky hand over his mouth. His gaze is fixed on the floor, but I don’t think he’s seeing it. He sits there for what seems like an hour but is really only a couple minutes. Then, as if coming to a decision, he nods to himself and rises to his feet.

	He goes to the shelf that holds his potion ingredients then starts pulling down bottles until the back of the shelf is revealed. He taps his fingers on it, closing his eyes. Some sort of sigil combination flares into sight before vanishing again, revealing an empty space behind the back of the shelf. With shaking hands, Nikiforov removes a fabric wrapped object, then waves his hand over the space, and the hole disappears, the layered sigils flashing again. He brings the object over to his desk and carefully unwraps it.

	It’s a small knife of some kind, the blade only a few inches long. A dagger? I’m not sure.

	Next, he opens the locked drawer in his desk and pulls out the signet ring I saw last semester, placing it on the top of the desk next to the dagger. Nikiforov pricks his finger with the knife and lets his blood drip onto the ring. The blood fills in the grooves of the design as Nikiforov whispers under his breath. Something must happen, because Nikiforov closes his eyes and takes a slow, deep breath. When he opens his eyes again, they’re shimmering as if he’s about to cry.

	“You need to find out where she’s holding the fae. They’ll have a lab somewhere, not a regular OSA facility, not for this,” he says, an odd emotion in his voice that I can’t place.

	“How the hell do you expect me to do that?”

	He hands me the ring, completely ignoring my questions. “Show him this and he’ll trust you. It will also help me locate you later.”

	“Okay. That’s great, but it still doesn’t solve the issue of how I find out where he is.”

	“Search her office. She hasn’t left campus. There are almost assuredly some records there.”

	“Search her office? Are you crazy? I’m not—”

	“Selene,” he says harshly. “The fae in Marie’s custody is important. This is not only a matter of life and death, but a matter of starting a war, one your realm has no hope of winning.” He grabs the dagger, then puts it into my hand, and curls my fingers around the handle. “Take this.”

	“And do what with it exactly?” I attempt to pull out of his hold, but he just tightens his grip.

	“If the worst comes, this can protect you.” I want to ask him what the hell that means since the tiny thing looks barely more dangerous than a letter opener, but he’s already ushering me toward the door. “Wait fifteen minutes and then head for Marie’s office. I will create a distraction.”

	“A distraction? What is that supposed to mean?”

	His expression goes cold. “Marie is looking for fae. I shall give her one.”
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	I wait twenty minutes before poking my head out into the hallway. The building is quiet. If Nikiforov managed his distraction, it wasn’t very flashy. I tuck the small dagger into my back pocket—not the safest place, but it’s not like I carry around a sheath—and make my way upstairs. The door to Marie’s office is closed, and there’s no light coming from underneath. Both good signs. Here’s hoping it’s as deserted as it looks.

	I press my ear to the door. Nothing.

	I tap my knuckles once, ready to jump backward should anyone actually answer. No response.

	Ever so slowly, I turn the knob, my eyes squeezed shut.

	Please be unlocked. Please be unlocked.

	The knob turns and I release a slow breath. Well, that was much easier than I expected, but I guess Marie’s been a little busy today. I push the door open and make my way back to Marie’s office.

	The empty water bottle is still in Marie’s trash can and I shudder as I walk past. I never want to feel that out of control again. The idea that what I experienced was probably a lessened effect makes it even worse. 

	I flip through the papers on top of the desk. Nothing helpful. The drawers are locked, but from what I can see, it’s just a simple locking ward. I poke at the ward with my magic, letting the magic trace over the ward and figure out how it works. Well, in theory anyway.

	Satisfied the ward is what it appears to be, I send a gentle jolt toward the center of it. Pain skewers through my head, and I fall to my knees as an invisible vise clamps around my temples, squeezing until black stars form at the corner of my vision, and I can barely hold my eyes open. Tears leak from my eyes and trail down my cheeks, and I fall onto my side.

	Some sort of trap triggered by magic?

	Has to be.

	Why did I think it would be that easy? I’ve got to stop underestimating people.

	The pressure on my head increases, and I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to push it away. I can’t…

	I have no idea how long I lie here before the sound of voices from the hallway reaches my ears. Someone’s here. And I’m in plain view on the floor. If they find me…

	With every ounce of strength I possess, I drag myself into the corner behind the desk. Still, this position is only marginally better. It might take ten seconds instead of two for whoever just entered the outer office to find me here.

	I have to…

	Steeling myself against the pain, I pull as much magic as possible and cast what I’m hoping is a good enough illusion to hide my presence. And thank goodness the witch magic comes when called. If I had only my fae magic, it would be probably dampened like Nikiforov’s, and I’d be screwed right now.

	The light in the office clicks on and someone enters. All I can see are their shoes under the desk. The person walks about halfway into the room stops then walks from one side to the other.

	“There’s nobody here,” says Louis. Great. He’s the last person I need to run into. The only one worse would be—

	“Are you sure?” says Marie from the outer office. Shit. “I set those wards myself.”

	Another pair of shoes appears—Marie. She drifts closer to the desk than Louis did. I push more power into my makeshift illusion and have to bite back a whimper as the vice on my head tightens further, threatening me with unconsciousness.

	Marie’s face appears over the top of the desk, and she runs her gaze over the entire wall, her eyes skipping right over me. Her eyes narrow, but she turns back to Louis. “Do you think it was a ploy?”

	“What?”

	“Either whatever triggered the alarm here or the sudden surge of fae magic on the other side of campus.”

	So, Nikiforov did manage a distraction. It just wasn’t as…distracting as he’d hoped, at least not in the face of whatever alarm I set off here.

	“No clue, but this pressure is killing my head. Can you get rid of it?”

	Marie does something I can’t see over by the doorway, and the vice on my skull releases. I hold back a sigh of relief, instead gripping my illusion spell tighter and holding it with everything I’ve got. Maintaining the spell is easier now, but that could stop being the case at any moment.

	Marie returns to the desk, collapsing into the chair, which rolls back until it’s only inches from my knees. She pinches the bridge of her nose and rests her elbow on the surface of the desk. “I think she tipped Nikiforov off. Somehow, your potion didn’t work on her like it was supposed to.”

	“Impossible,” says Louis.

	“Then why haven’t we located him yet?” snaps Marie.

	Louis doesn’t respond, and the two of them sit in silence for a few minutes before Marie lets out a huff.

	“We’re running out of time, and we’re no closer to success than we were four months ago,” she says.

	Four months ago? 

	“Success is relative,” says Louis, walking over to perch on top of the desk with his feet hanging over the edge.

	Marie scoffs. “No, success is success. There’s nothing relative about it.”

	“So, we’ve run into a few…complications. We’ll get past them.”

	“The thing with your brother was much more than a complication,” she replies in a dry voice. “It’s one thing to take from the dregs of society or the shifters, but eventually, people will notice he’s missing.”

	My stomach drops. I don’t like the sound of that. What actually happened to Adrian?

	Louis makes a dismissive noise. “Once we’ve perfected the process, it won’t matter.”

	Marie sighs. “You’re the only thing we can call a true success, and that was pure chance.”

	My eyes widen. What does that mean? The offhand comments about Louis not being very powerful come back to me. And then the memories of the overpowered spells he was throwing at those shifters the other night. They amped up Louis’s power somehow, but whatever ‘process’ they’re talking about shouldn’t be possible.

	“We have plenty of avenues to explore,” says Louis dismissively. “And now that OSA and the shifters are even more at odds, they’ll forget about the dead wolf walking and the alpha kid. Plus, with you as director here, we’ll have the opportunity to acquire a whole new variety of test subjects once we use up the ones we have.”

	Test subjects? I’m not sure I really want to know what they mean by that, but clearly, the fae isn’t the only person Marie and Louis have imprisoned. The ‘dead wolf walking’ is probably Penny, and the alpha kid has to be the one Reid was telling me about, Kody. What the hell are Marie and Louis doing?

	And how exactly are they ‘using up’ test subjects? Whatever Louis means by that, it can’t possibly be good.

	Marie sighs. “If it wasn’t for Helen…”

	This just keeps getting worse and worse. How does my birth mother figure into any of this?

	Louis huffs. “If it wasn’t for Helen, you wouldn’t have caught the fae at all. So, she destroyed some research on her way out? You’re further along now without her.” Louis snorts. “At least you don’t have to put up with her idiot offspring.”

	The feeling’s mutual, asshole. I scowl in his direction, even though I know he can’t see me.

	Marie chuckles. “I suppose there is that. It’s a shame Selene isn’t what we thought. She would have made an interesting test subject.”

	“She still could be,” says Louis. “We do need another subject whose powers weren’t awakened early.”

	Marie shakes her head. “Too risky at this point. Nikolas is much too invested. We’ll need someone who’s easier to make disappear.”

	 Louis is silent, rubbing his temple with two fingers, as if he has a headache. 

	“What?” asks Marie

	Louis gives his head a brisk shake. “It’s nothing. Just a weird feeling, like there’s something I’m missing.”

	Yeah, like your memories from Friday night. Crap. Is the glamour failing? Could whatever spell they used to strip Nikiforov of his physical glamour be affecting what I did to Louis?

	“It will all come together in time,” says Marie. She blows out a breath. “Go find the girl and see if you can charm her into telling you more about Nikiforov. I’ll go play nice with Callahan. He’s suspicious, and I don’t want him looking any deeper than he already is. He’s become a much bigger problem than I expected.”

	Louis snorts. “If only he knew…”

	If only he knew what? This is so irritating. Movies and books have led me to believe overheard conversations are much more useful than they actually are. All this one has done is left me with even more questions than when I started.

	Marie waves him off, and Louis leaves the office. She walks over to the bookshelf.

	“I’ll figure out your secret,” she says and, at first, I think she’s talking to me—though I don’t know how she’d know I’m here—before she moves forward another step to reveal the small portrait of Burke hanging in a line with the other past directors. She taps Burke’s painted nose with one sharp nail then leaves the office without another word.

	I wait a good five minutes, sweat beading up on my forehead with the effort of holding up the illusion, before dropping it. Leaning against the wall, I let out a slow breath and try to gather my thoughts.

	Finding whatever lab or holding facility they’re using just became even more critical. Not only are they holding the fae there, it sounds like they might have Adrian and the missing shifters, too. I rise to my feet then return to the desk. The ward is still there, but I don’t think Marie reactivated whatever extra security measure she had on there before.

	Well, at least I damn sure hope so. I doubt I’d get away with setting it off a second time. Closing my eyes, I poke at the locking ward and send a jolt of magic into it. The ward falls without anything else happening.

	I quickly rifle through the top drawer, finding nothing interesting, only pens, the band Marie removed from my wrist, and a cell phone—likely the one Marie used to contact Louis earlier. The second drawer holds stacks of admissions paperwork for various students, but nothing out of the ordinary. The last drawer is just as disappointing, and I’m about to give up when I hit the jackpot. The bottom drawer is shorter than all the rest, and when I pull the files forward, I find a small indentation at the bottom of the back panel.

	I slip a fingernail into the indentation and tug, lifting away the back panel of the drawer and revealing a single folder. I tug it out and let the drawer slide closed again.

	The first stapled stack of papers looks like lab reports or something with five unlabeled columns of numbers. The first column is highlighted and contains numbers much higher than any of the others. No, on second look, the numbers in the first column are only higher in most of the rows. Three of the columns have numbers nearly equal to the first, but not in the same rows.

	I flip to the next set of papers. More lab reports, these ones medical in nature with things like blood count and TSH levels, but nothing that particularly stands out to me. The last thing in the folder is a single sheet of paper, an invoice of some sort. Or maybe, like Marie’s earlier text mentioned, an inventory?

	Autoclave

	Centrifuge

	Iron tablets

	Medical grade tubing

	6 units of AB+

	Whatever it is, the list on its own isn’t very helpful, but the address at the top definitely is. If I had to guess, I’ve found what I’m looking for, and this will lead me to where Maire and Louis are keeping their ‘subjects’. I memorize the address, repeating it over and over in my head until I’ve got it, then replace the folder and slide the drawer closed as I release a slow breath.

	I have a destination to go with my vague plan of ‘get to lab then rescue fae and others’. Now, all I need to do is figure out how to get past the lockdown wards and off campus and, as with most things, I’m sure that’s much easier said than done.
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	Once I get back to my room, I realize I have another problem: transportation. Sure, I could walk the forty or so miles to the Dumont’s lab, but that’s not really an effective use of my time. At all. Not to mention, I don’t think I can keep up the charade with Louis, so I need to get to the lab as soon as possible. As in, today.

	I’m not thrilled about the idea of dragging anyone else into this mess, but I don’t think I have much of a choice. I guess I’ll get to test how serious Mei was about wanting to help. She’s not back from questioning yet, but her last name isn’t that much farther down the list from mine, so she shouldn’t be too long. I stand by the door to wait for her return.

	More accurately, I pace back and forth, worrying about all the things that could go wrong with my plan and hoping I won’t be too late.

	 As soon as I hear someone out in the hallway, I peek out my door. Seeing that the person is Mei, I grab her arm and tug her into my room.

	“I need your help,” I say.

	She raises a brow. “Okay…I take it something happened during your questioning?”

	“You could definitely say that.” The entire story comes pouring out of my mouth. Callahan’s suspicions. Being drugged by Marie. My conversation with Nikiforov and subsequent trip to Marie’s office. When I finish, Mei presses her lips together and furrows her brow in thought. 

	“So, can I borrow your car keys?” I ask.

	“You could, but they won’t do you any good, considering I don’t have a car here,” she responds then pauses. “But Tristan does.”

	Of course, Bernadette returned his car to him now that he’s going along with what she wants.

	“Great! Do you know where he keeps his keys?”

	Mei blinks at me and then cocks her head to the side. “Wait. Are you seriously thinking you’re going to go off on your own to deal with this?”

	“Um…”

	“You are.” She shakes her head. “Not happening. And I’m pretty sure Tris would say the same.”

	“I don’t want anyone to get hurt.” Anyone else.

	“And doing this alone would prevent that? I don’t think so. You have no idea what you’re going to be up against.”

	“Mei—”

	“No.” She holds up her hand to stop any further protest on my part. “We’ll wait for Tristan. One way or another, you’re going to need as much magic as possible. Do you really think you can just blast your way into this lab without being noticed? Not to mention, you’re going to need someone with finesse since you have none. I’d go, but my powers are wrapped up with Tristan’s, and that means both of us need to go.”

	She has a point.  “Fine. You’re right.”

	“I often am.” She winks. “We can just wait here in your room. I have no doubt he’ll head here first.”

	Heat gathers in my cheeks, but I don’t deny her assumption.

	Mei retreats to her own room for a few minutes to change then returns to mine. I grab some snacks, and the two of us sit on the couch and watch TV while we wait. Well, she watches and I zone out.

	It’s well past noon by the time Tristan finds us. He’s a little confused to see Mei here with me, but he takes me into his arms regardless and presses a kiss to my forehead.

	“Everything go okay?”

	I let out a harsh chuckle. “Not really.”

	“What happened?”

	I give him the same run down I gave Mei.

	“So, you want to go break into a secret lab run by the Dumont family? Is that really—” He clamps his mouth shut at my glare.

	“I’d go to Basil if he was here, but he’s not, and the only other choice would be to involve OSA. I think Marie and Louis are acting alone and the lab isn’t sanctioned by OSA, but I can’t be sure, and I’m not risking people’s lives to find out. At the very least, Penny and a kidnapped alpha heir are prisoners there, and I’m pretty sure Adrian is, too. Then there’s also the unknown fae. You guys didn’t see Nikiforov’s face when I mentioned the name. If that fae is as important as I think he is, I don’t want OSA to get their hands on him any more than I want the Dumont family to have him.” 

	“I get it. And you’re right.” He sighs, and his worried gaze finds mine. “I still don’t like it.”

	“I don’t either, but…” I shrug. “I can’t think of any alternatives.”

	Tristan nods, a grim expression on his face. “Let’s get going then.”

	After Callahan announces that all the interrogations have been completed and students are now free to move around campus, Tristan, Mei, and I make our way down to the student parking lot. Mei slides into the backseat of the car, and I take the front while Tristan gets behind the wheel. He drives slowly toward the back gates, looking over his shoulder a few times like he expects someone to follow us, but no one does. He pulls to a stop at the gate then stares at the barrier as if waiting for something.

	“It’s supposed to open on its own,” he says. “But I guess the lockdown wards weren’t lifted when all the questioning was done.”

	“I’ll figure it out,” I say.

	Tristan eyeballs the gate and then glances back at me. “You don’t honestly think you’re going to be able to break the school wards, do you?”

	“No, not break,” I say, opening my door and stepping out of the car. “But I’m sure I can figure out some way to get past them.” I walk closer to the gates, one hand out in front of me, but Tristan grabs me and pulls me backward.

	“Are you crazy? You don’t even know what the wards do or how they’re reinforced. Fae magic or not, you can’t just think you’re going to walk through them.” 

	“Not to mention that you might set off some sort of alarm,” says Mei.

	I wince at the memory of the alarm in Marie’s office. He’s right. They both are. But what are my options here?

	I bite at my lower lip and wave my hands toward the empty air in front of us. “Can you make them visible or whatever? Like you did that time at your house when we were rescuing Isobel?”

	“Maybe?” says Tristan. He takes a deep breath and closes his eyes. Now that I know about the link between us, I recognize the feeling of him pulling magic, and I can almost picture how he’s shaping it into whatever spell he needs to make the wards visible. I glance at Mei. Can she feel it, too, since her magic is connected to his? 

	Tristan presses his lips into a thin line, his eyes still firmly closed, then pushes his hands outward as if shoving magic at the wards. Which is probably exactly what he’s doing.

	There’s a flash of light, and then the wards shimmer into view. I suck in a sharp breath. They’re the most complicated things I’ve ever seen. Multiple wards, many I don’t even recognize, are woven together in a tapestry of magic that forms a dome-like shape, presumably that covers the entire campus.

	“Wow,” says Mei.

	Tristan scans the wards. “I don’t think we’re getting through there. The spells holding this all together are way above my skill level.” He points to something near the ground. “And you can see the reinforcement wards here”—he points to another spot in the center of the gates at about eye level— “and here. They’re keyed to something, but I can’t tell what just by looking at them.”

	“What do you mean keyed to something?” I ask.

	“Like a blood ward,” he replies. “The only way to get past the reinforced wards is with some sort of key, but I don’t even know if it’s an item or a person.”

	I drift closer to the wards, studying the colors and lines. Wards have never been my strong point, and I have even less of an idea for what to do with spell-laced wards like these. But… if only the reinforcement wards need a key, maybe I can trick them?

	Last semester two fae got on campus without anyone knowing, so fae magic must be able to neutralize wards in some way. I just have to figure out exactly how. If I had any skill at glamour, I’d try making myself look like Louis or maybe Marie, but I don’t think I have enough ability for that.

	But I do have plenty of skill with sigils… 

	None of the ‘mainstream’ sigils will work, but what about one of the lost ones? Not Shield. Not Cease. But I did cast both Shield and Cease without first learning their form, so maybe I just need to let my instincts guide me. How did I do that before? Both were cast in the heat of the moment. I simply thought of what I needed the sigils to do and the right one came to me. 

	So, maybe there’s a sigil that goes through wards? Or maybe…the wards themselves might not matter. All I really need is for the gates to open. I stare at the metal slats of the barrier, attempting to tap into my ‘sigil sense’ or whatever and drawing a complete blank.

	“What are you doing?” asks Mei.

	“Trying to figure out a sigil that can open the gate,” I reply.

	“But sigils don’t work on inanimate objects,” says Tristan.

	“They do if you’re me.” I pause. “Or maybe if you’re fae? Or maybe if you simply know how? I’m not entirely sure.”

	I run through as many variations of ‘open’ as I can, taking a moment to concentrate on each word to see if I feel something.

	Nothing happens.

	I need to come at this problem a different way then. Maybe the gate isn’t the problem. Maybe it’s the keyed wards.

	Keys go into locks, so maybe…Unlock?

	Magic tingles at my fingertips, and a shape forms in the back of my mind. I close my eyes and try to bring the shape forward, but the second I narrow in on it, the whole thing disappears. Apparently, I need to trust my subconscious enough to handle this.

	I let the magic guide me and sketch a shape into the air. Whatever I create doesn’t shimmer like the sigils I saw the fae cast during the tournament—hell, it isn’t even visible—but it’s there. I push the sigil toward the ward in the center of the gate and the ward stutters then fades away.

	Well, that was kind of cool.

	Mei stares at me open-mouthed. “That was awesome.”

	Tristan has this tiny smile on his face, both impressed and affectionate. It figures magic would do it for him. He steps forward, closely studying the area where the ward was, then waves a hand through the air. “It’s completely gone. Not even a trace.”

	“Great. We can all talk about how awesome I am on the way. Let’s get out of here.”

	As Tristan drives us away from Ravencrest, I watch the campus recede into the distance, a strange sense of melancholy coming over me. I have no idea what’s ahead of us, but I get the feeling my school days might be over.
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	Tristan’s GPS takes us down interstate 81 and out past Lexington. He follows the robotic voice through a series of windy roads and sharp turns until we end up at the bottom of a long driveway that disappears back into the trees.

	I eye the drive skeptically. “Are you sure this is the right place?”

	Tristan points to the GPS. “You put in the address.”

	“There’s a mailbox,” says Mei. She points off to the side. “It has the right number on it at least.”

	Tristan turns and starts up the driveway slowly as Mei and I keep an eye out for anything out of the ordinary. Though we’re headed to a semi-evil scientist’s secret laboratory, so ‘out of the ordinary’ is probably to be expected.

	At the top of the drive, the trees part to reveal… a house. Granted, a sinister-looking gray building or whatever a secret lab might look like would stick out like a sore thumb, but this place looks nothing at all like I expected. The place is big, a modern monstrosity made up of sharp lines and lots of glass, but it looks more like some rich person’s woodland vacation home than anything else. 

	Tristan pulls to a stop at the edge of the walkway leading to the front door.

	“It looks…deserted,” says Mei. “Shouldn’t there be guards or something?”

	And that’s the other thing that’s off about this place. There’s absolutely no one here. It gives me the creeps.

	“There are probably wards,” says Tristan. He bites his lower lip as he stares at the building. “Are you sure about this, Selene?”

	“Yeah. This is the address on the invoice.”

	“No,” he says. “I meant are you sure we should do this on our own? I know you don’t want to bring in OSA, but we could go to your uncle and—”

	“I don’t want to bring my family into this,” I say. “What if OSA does know about the lab? I don’t want the shifters getting blamed if something goes wrong.”

	“Okay,” he says. He reaches over to squeeze my hand. “I’m with you. We’ll get this done.”

	The three of us pile out of the car and stand at the top of the driveway. Tristan waves his hands through the air and mutters a spell—I assume the same one he used to make the school wards visible. 

	That would be a handy spell to learn.

	Tristan’s voice trails off, but no wards pop into view. His brows furrow, and he squints his eyes. “That’s…weird.”

	“What?”

	“There are no wards out here.”

	“None?”

	“No.” He slowly walks toward the front door, motioning for me to follow. “Maybe they’re inside?”

	We reach the front door, and I point out a ward reader like the ones we have at school that allow us to unlock any doors keyed to our magical signature. 

	“Maybe Marie thinks this is good enough? How hard are those things to fool?”

	Tristan shakes his head. “Not very.”

	“Maybe she isn’t all that worried about security way out here,” says Mei. “She’d have no reason to think anyone would stumble across this place, and even if they did, it looks nothing like a secret lab.”

	Tristan purses his lips. “I still don’t like it. This is too easy.”

	“Well, we’re here now.” I reach toward the ward reader and zap it. “And, if all else fails, I can just blow things up. That’s all people think I do anyway.”

	I push the door open, and the three of us file inside. The interior of the house is surprisingly normal. The style is minimalist, with massive windows showing expansive views of the mountains being the focal point of every room. Clearly, there’s no lab up here, which means this house is all for show, a pretty face for what’s hiding underneath—in this case, probably literally. Aren’t secret lairs always underground? We need to find a way to get to the basement. 

	With Tristan and Mei close behind me, we comb through the house, trying every door. It isn’t until we find another ward reader near a door in the back corner of the kitchen that I think we’ve found the right one.

	I zap this ward reader, too. At this point, I might as well. If all goes to plan, Marie will know someone was here anyway.

	The door opens to reveal a well-lit stairwell going down. Unlike at Tristan’s house, there’s no need for any spells to light our way, but the overly bright fluorescent lighting is somehow just as creepy as if we were tromping around in the dark. We reach a thick metal door at the bottom of the stairs, which practically screams ‘mad scientist lab through here’.

	Which I guess is exactly what this place is.

	After zapping another ward reader, that door opens into a long hallway, one that covers more distance than the length of the house. If I had to guess, I’d say this subterranean level is larger than the house itself. There are sets of double doors lining the hallway, and I peek inside each one as we pass. They’re mostly storage as far as I can tell. At the end, the hall divides into a T-intersection. To the right, there’s another large metal door, this one with yet another ward reader. Since the best place to hide things is behind a lock, that’s the direction I head.

	Another zap.

	Another door.

	But this area is different.

	I suck in a breath as my eyes adjust to the lower light in this area. Cages line one wall. They’re empty, but at least one of them is made of pure silver, and it’s large enough to hold a full-grown shifter. Thankfully, it’s empty.

	Along the wall, there are sets of shackles hanging on hooks. Silver? I walk over to the restraints and brush a finger over the metal.

	A shock runs down my arm, and I grit my teeth against the pain.

	“I don’t think you should be touching those,” says Mei.

	“Yeah, well…” 

	Tristan grabs my hand, tugging me away from the shackles. Around the next corner, there’s another hallway, this one lined on either side with metal doors with small, barred windows at around eye level. Cells. Looks like we’ve found the prisoners—or ‘test subjects’ as Marie and Louis called them.

	I step up to the first door and peek through the window. This room on the other side is empty, but it’s clearly a cell. Metal cot with a thin mattress, toilet and a sink in the corner, and little else. The next cell has an occupant, but they’re lying facing away from the window, and the lights inside are off so I can’t see their face.

	“Hello?” I call out softly.

	The person on the cot rolls over. I don’t recognize him. He’s young, somewhere in his teens, and my senses tell me he’s a shifter. The missing alpha heir Reid told me about? What was the kid’s name? 

	“Kody? Dakota?”

	He growls and pushes himself as close to the wall—and as far from the door—as he can get.

	“I’m here to help. I’m going to get you out of here,” I say.

	I reach for the door handle, but Tristan grabs my hand before it can make contact.

	“That one is warded.” He shakes his head, a soft, kind of fond smile on his face. “Sometimes, I forget you grew up not surrounded by magic, but then you do things like blindly reach for warded doors… You have to stop being so reckless.” He whispers a spell, and the ward on the door becomes visible. He studies it for a moment before adjusting a couple lines and then shoving one hand palm forward through it. The ward breaks away. 

	“Wait here,” I say. “I don’t want to scare him.”

	I open the door to the cell and walk slowly over to where Kody is still cowering. He’s dirty, unkempt, and skinny in a way almost no shifter ever is. I reach a hand out. “It’s okay. I’m here to help. You probably know my uncle Connor. He’s the alpha of the Blue Ridge region. Your dad is the Appalachian alpha, right?”

	The suspicion doesn’t leave Kody’s eyes, and he bares his teeth at me. “You’re a witch.”

	“Yes,” I say. I tilt my head and show him the pack mark by my ear. “But I’m also pack. It’s a long story. Do you know if anyone else is here? Maybe another shifter? Or a witch?”

	“There was another shifter,” says Kody, his voice cracking with disuse. “I heard someone saying she was going to be neighbors with the vamp since they knew each other.”

	A vamp? I cock my head to the side. Since when does Penny know any vamps? I’ve never even met one. Maybe Kody misheard.

	I motion for Tristan to come in, and Mei follows close behind. Kody stiffens and his upper lip curls into a silent snarl. I hold my hands up in a placating gesture. “These are my friends. They’re here to help.”

	Tristan helps the still wary Kody to sit up while Mei gets him a drink from the sink. I’m not sure what kind of tests they’ve been doing to the kid, but he seems mostly okay. Physically, anyway.

	I exit the cell and walk down to the next one. Empty. As is the one after that. After three more empty cells, I reach the next to last one, which is slightly different from the others. The glass in the window is tinted and the illumination inside is red.

	Instead of waiting for Tristan, I practice my newly learned Unlock sigil, and the door clicks open. I push inside slowly, poking my head around the door. As I take another step forward, the prisoner glances up at me from under a mass of dark hair with a familiar pair of brown eyes.

	“Adrian?” I breathe out a sigh of relief and rush forward.

	“Don’t!” he yells as I cross the threshold. He curls in on himself. “Go back out. Shut the door. It’s been too long…” The words trail off on a deep inhale followed by a low moan. “Please,” he whispers. “Not you.”

	“I don’t understand.” I take another step forward, one hand out. “I’m going to get you out of here.”

	Adrian is off the bed and right in front of me before my eyes can register the movement. He slams me into the wall with a strength he didn’t have before. His whole body is shaking, and he has his face turned away, his eyes tightly closed as he takes shallow breaths in and out of his mouth. 

	“No!” he shouts, but I don’t think he’s talking to me. He spins us around and shoves me toward the door. I go flying over the threshold and land on my butt on the floor in the corridor. 

	“Adrian…what…?”

	He steps all the way to the doorway, one hand resting on either side of the frame, and it’s the first time I can really see his face. There’s a pallor under the tan skin, and deep bags under his eyes as if he hasn’t slept in a month.

	“Sorry,” he says after a long silence. “This isn’t exactly an ideal place to learn control, and she’s provoked me so many times…” He glances up at me. “It’s good to see you. But you have to go.”

	“What…”

	He bares his teeth at me.

	No, his fangs.

	Adrian Dumont…is a vampire.
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	Adrian holds the semi-threatening pose for a few seconds, then his shoulders slump, and he squeezes his eyes closed as if holding back tears. Which he very well could be. He turns away from me, hiding his face in the shadows of the doorway as my brain struggles to process this new reality.  

	I was pretty sure Adrian was down here and that, even if he wasn’t, nothing good had happened to him. But this…

	I suppose this explains what Kody meant when he overheard the shifter knew the vamp. 

	“H-how…when…?” I stutter out.

	Adrian lets out a bitter chuckle. “I told you my family was crazy, but not even I realized how crazy. I saw them bringing someone down here the day before New Year’s, so I followed. They were surprisingly happy to see me. After all, a test subject they could control was so much better than some random vamp. Plus, the experiments on Bitten witches weren’t getting anywhere, so they wanted to try some on a Turned witch.”

	I rise to my feet and take a step toward him. He moves backward.

	“Don’t.” He moves his gaze to the floor. “I don’t want to hurt you. I…” A tear drips off his chin. “I had to feed. They wouldn’t let me have bagged or bottled and…”

	“What happened?”

	“Devin…”

	The name is familiar, but it takes me a moment to place it. “Your old roommate?”

	Adrian nods. 

	“I thought he transferred…”

	“So did I until I saw him down here. They needed someone they thought no one would miss and whose powers hadn’t been awakened early. I don’t know all the details of what’s going on, but it has something to do with the fae and figuring out how to bind fae magic to a witch or give a witch access to fae powers. Devin never made it to the other academy. Instead, he ended up down here. When they didn’t get the results they were looking for, Devin was Bitten. When it was still unsuccessful… I had just been Turned. I didn’t…” His voice trails off, and he turns his face away.

	“It’s not your fault,” I say softly.

	He sneers at me, an expression that makes him look so much like Louis it’s eerie. “Of course, it’s my fault. If I’d been in control…”

	“You didn’t have anyone to teach you control, and like you said, they provoked you,” I say. “Come with us. We can find someone to help you learn.”

	He shakes his head rapidly. Farther down the hallway, I hear Mei and Tristan talking quietly to Kody. They must have gotten him out of his cell already.

	“Come on, we need to get out of here.” I hesitantly reach out my hand toward Adrian.

	He gives me a sad look and backs farther into his cell. “I can’t.”

	“You can,” I say. “If it wasn’t possible for you to learn control, all vamps would be locked up.”

	“What’s taking so long? We need to…” Tristan’s voice trails off as he walks up beside me and takes in the situation. “Dumont?”

	“St. James.” Adrian sniffs then does that chin jerk greeting thing. The whole exchange is so ridiculously normal that I huff out a laugh. 

	“I can’t say I’d ever imagined a time I might be glad to see you,” continues Adrian. He gestures toward me. “You need to take her out of here.”

	“I’m not going without you,” I say firmly.

	Tristan takes hold of my arm. “Selene, vamps are unpredictable. I think—”

	“I got this,” says Mei. She walks into the cell and right up to Adrian with her wrist out. “One of my exes was a vamp. I know how to stop you if you can’t.”

	I blink at Mei. She dated a vamp? Interesting.

	Adrian glances from me to Mei and then to Tristan. “I…”

	“You might as well do it, Dumont,” says Tristan. “You’ll find Mei is pretty good at getting her way.”

	Adrian shoots Mei an awkward smile. “And who are you exactly?”

	“Mei Daoming. I’m Tristan’s fiancée. Sort of.”

	A variety of expressions cross over Adrian’s face. Shock. Confusion. Interest. Mischief. His lips quirk into a ghost of a smile. “Seems like I’ve missed out on some drama.”

	“Resolved drama,” I say as Tristan puts his arm around my shoulder. “Mostly.”

	 “Yup, just this pesky engagement spell to get rid of,” says Mei.

	Adrian takes Mei’s arm with both his hands and raises it toward his face. “You’re sure about this, right?”

	Mei chuckles. “Absolutely. To tell you the truth, I always found the whole thing a little hot, especially when she drank from my neck.”

	That’s a bit TMI for me, but Adrian breaks out into a genuine smile, fangs and all, the first one I’ve seen since we got down here. He even waggles his eyebrows a little. “So, are you an equal opportunity blood bank or…”

	Mei winks. “Sorry, just the one type for me.”

	Adrian nods then turns his attention back to her wrist. Mei makes one sharp inhale but is otherwise silent as Adrian bites her. His throat bobs as he swallows.

	After about a minute, Mei flicks Adrian in the forehead. “Time’s up.”

	The corner of Adrian’s eye twitches, but he releases her arm, turning away to wipe the back of his hand over his mouth.

	“Thanks,” he whispers so low I almost don’t hear.

	“No problem,” says Mei.

	Tristan’s moved on to the next cell, and he’s peering in through the window. “Selene? I think you need to come over here.”

	“What? Is it the fae?” I ask as I walk to his side.

	He shakes his head, his expression grim. “Penny.”

	I move over and lean up to see through the window. The gasp escapes my throat before I can stop it. A gray wolf sits curled in the corner of the room, but that’s not the horrible part. There’s a metal collar around its—her neck—what’s left of the skin around it blistered and bright red. Her fur is patchy and dull, and the top of one of her ears is missing.

	“Get the door open,” I say.

	“Are you sure?” asks Tristan.

	“Yes.”

	Tristan releases a long breath, but does as I ask, making the ward on the door visible, then tearing it down.

	“Penny?” I call as I take a step into the cell.

	A low growl starts up from the wolf, and Penny slowly rises to her feet, her shaky legs barely holding her weight. She lowers her head, flashing her teeth as the rumbling grows louder and saliva drips from the corners of her mouth. Her eyes show nothing human, only the animal.

	“Get Kody,” I say. “He’s young, but he’s an alpha. He should be able to get through to her at least enough for us to get her out of here.”

	Mei helps Kody walk down the hall to Penny’s cell, stopping just outside the door.

	“I’m not strong enough to force a shift,” says Kody. “I don’t even know how.”

	“That’s fine,” I say. “Do you think you can get her to tone down the aggression? Make it so she doesn’t attack us?”

	“I can try,” says the teen. He clears his throat. “Be calm. Do not attack these people who have come to help.”

	Penny snorts and shakes her head, but the fur on her back goes flat, and she straightens up a little. Kody takes a tentative step forward, and Penny matches the movement. She’s clearly unsure of this young alpha, but she’s probably been catching his scent for a few weeks now. Kody holds out his hand, and Penny leans forward to sniff at his fingers then tilts her head to the side, baring her neck.

	Kody lets out a nervous laugh. “Well, she’s recognizing my authority for now, but we need to get her to a real alpha.”

	“We’ll go straight to my uncle’s from here. He’ll know what to do.” And hopefully won’t be too pissed about me dropping yet another problem in his lap.

	On to the next item on the agenda… “Do you know where they’re keeping the fae?”

	“The fae?” asks Kody, eyes wide.

	Adrian slowly exits his cell, gaze darting around wildly. He pauses, closes his eyes, then takes a deep breath, calming himself. “There’s some sort of holding cell around the corner at the end of the hall. I know there’s someone in there, but they’ve never let me near it.”

	I nod, then stride down the hall, something tingling at the edge of my senses. Not a spell, not a ward, something else. I hold my hands out in front of me as I feel my way forward, letting my magic brush up against whatever it is.

	A sigil flares into view as I round the corner. Contain. Well, that’s pretty self-explanatory, I guess. The air here feels sticky, like I’m walking through glue, but I push past the sigil and the feeling goes away. 

	I walk to the single door at the end of the hall and push it open to reveal a small…suite I guess you’d call it. It’s a studio, but there’s still a bed and a kitchen and a small couch and a bookshelf. Still a prison, but a nicer one for what appears to be a longtime occupant.

	How long has Marie been keeping this fae prisoner?

	There’s a guy sitting on the couch, his legs tucked up underneath him as he reads a book. Shiny, stick-straight black hair falls over his shoulders and almost to his waist. He’s definitely the fae I’m looking for. Even if I couldn’t see the pointed tip of one ear, his near ethereal beauty would give him away. 

	“Still lacking in results?” he asks in a cold voice without looking up. “I cannot lie, so you must know I told you the truth when I said it couldn’t be done.”

	“Um, hi? You’re Erolith, right?” I ask.

	His head jerks up, and his gaze flies to me. Brows pulling together, he looks me up and down. “Who are you?”

	The fae appears to be in his early thirties but so does Nikiforov, so that could mean anything. His eyes are black and either pupil-less or the pupil is lost in the darkness of his eyes. He tilts his head to the side, waiting for an answer.

	“My name is Selene.”

	“Does she think to fool me again?” Erolith mutters to himself. He rises to his feet and stalks toward me, a predatory grace in his movements, then grabs my chin with his long, slender fingers, pulling my face up so I’m forced to meet his gaze. Something flickers in his eyes, but I don’t know enough about the fae to know what it is. After a moment, he releases my chin. “You are not her creature.”

	“Her creature?”

	“The shapeshifter,” he says. I don’t have time to process that revelation before he continues, “You are witch and…” His nostrils twitch and his eyes widen. “One of ours.” 

	Eyes narrowing, he takes a step backward then cocks his head from side to side in a birdlike movement, silently watching me. It’s freaking unnerving as hell.

	“What court do you belong to? Who are your parents? How is it that you were permitted to live as a halfling?” His voice grows harder with each question, and his lips curl upward to bare his teeth.

	“None of that matters right now. I’m here to get you out.” I fumble the ring Nikiforov gave me from my pocket. “He said to show this to you so you’d know you could trust me.”

	Erolith reaches one of those long-fingered hands forward then plucks the ring from my palm. He runs his thumb over the raised signet. “I see. Very well then.”

	He steps toward me and the two of us exit into the hallway. When we reach the sigil barrier, he stops and turns to me expectantly. “Only one of us may exit.”

	“What?”

	He holds his hand up and uncurls his fingers to reveal the ring. “The one who gave you this, he is … a traveler—I think would be the closest translation. He activated the ring with his blood, yes?”

	I nod.

	“That is what allowed you to pass through the sigil, but I assume there is only one ring?”

	I nod again, my mind spinning through options.

	Erolith picks up the ring and holds it out to me. “If my fate is to be a prisoner, I have already resigned myself to that.”

	“No,” I say. “You go. I’ll be fine.”

	Erolith’s brows rise. He doesn’t argue, but he probably hasn’t considered that even though I’m half fae, I have the ability to lie. “You are certain?”

	“Yes. Nikiforov said you’re important, that your captivity could start a war.” I pause, closing my eyes. “But I need you to do something for me. My friends won’t leave without me, not unless…” I can’t bring myself to finish the sentence, but the fae nods in understanding.

	“I will do as you request,” says Erolith. “What would you like them to think?”

	I explain to him exactly how I’d like him to shape the glamour, then he slides Nikiforov’s ring onto one of his fingers and steps through the sigil barrier. He rounds the corner, and I hear a couple shocked noises, but Erolith speaks in a slow, soothing voice, making my friends forget their apprehension.

	And, for now, making them forget about my presence here. There will be hell to pay once they make it safely to Connor’s and Erolith’s glamour dissipates, but they’ll send a rescue party for me.

	I’m not entirely sure how they’ll get me out, but that’s a problem for later.
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	I kill time as I await my—hopefully imminent—rescue by wandering around Erolith’s former cell, flipping through the books and generally poking around, anything to avoid thinking about how livid Tristan is going to be when he figures out what Erolith did.

	What I did.

	Hopefully, he’ll understand I didn’t have any other choices. Kody and Penny were too weak to defend themselves. I don’t even know what Adrian’s new limitations are and he probably doesn’t either. And despite my ‘prior magical claim’ or whatever weird fae bond I share with Tristan, his magic is still linked with Mei’s. If they aren’t together, neither one of them can defend themselves. I went with the only option that kept everyone safe.

	Well, except for me, but this place is deserted, and Marie and Louis are locked down on campus, so I’m safe enough. I think.

	And if the others don’t move fast enough, Nikiforov was super anxious about freeing Erolith, so I imagine my former teacher is going to catch up with the other fae as soon as he can. Then, they’ll come for me.

	Probably.

	Fae have a weird sense of honor, and I can’t see Erolith being willing to leave me here—not after I volunteered to stay behind—even if the thought might cross Nikiforov’s mind.

	Too bad Nikiforov didn’t just give me two rings. I guess he can’t have predicted this particular situation, but he had to have considered I might need more than one useful magical thingy—

	Wait. He did. He gave me the dagger, too. Even better, the damn thing is what he used to cut his finger, so it probably still has his blood on it.

	Why couldn’t I have thought of this sooner? Like when I still had freaking transportation out of here and before I did something that’s going to royally piss off my friends.

	I grab the dagger from my waistband and hold it in front of me as I approach the sigil barrier. Then, just like that, I’m through. I grin to myself and start jogging to the exit.

	All the doors are still open, the ward readers probably no longer functioning thanks to me, so it doesn’t take long for me to be out of the creepy mad scientist basement and at the front door. I don’t have a car, and I can’t exactly call an Uber, but I’ll think of something. At least I’m no longer caught in a magical trap.

	I pull the front door open then jolt to a stop.

	There’s a car parked in the place where Tristan’s was previously. Louis’s car, complete with its owner leaning against the hood with his arms crossed over his chest, obviously waiting for me.

	How did he even know anyone was out here?

	As if answering my silent question, he says, “Did you honestly think there was no security here that would notify me of intruders?” 

	“No,” I reply. “But I also didn’t plan on staying for so long.”

	Louis lets out an exaggerated sigh, then shakes his head slowly, making a tsking noise with his tongue. “Why couldn’t you have just been honest with me, Selene? It would have saved both of us so much trouble”

	“Honest with you?” Anger floods through my body. “Like the way you were honest about having your brother locked up in a basement? Or the fact that you and your mother drugged me?”

	He sighs like a disappointed parent. “I’m sorry things had to turn out this way. If you had only listened, we might have had a little fun.”

	“I’m not interested in your kind of fun, Louis,” I snap. “Now, get out of my way.”

	He shakes his head again. “Not going to happen. I can’t let you leave here now.”

	I scoff. “And just how are you planning to stop me?”

	Louis smirks. He brushes two fingers over his arm then uses those same fingers to start sketching a sigil into the air. His motions are slow and jerky, not fluid like Nikiforov or even me, and his face is tight with concentration. How…

	I shake myself. It doesn’t matter how. As his sigil takes shape, I realize he’s going for Flood. Before he’s finished the last line, my hands move automatically to form Fire. Too focused on casting his own sigil, Louis doesn’t notice my counter move until the two sigils crash together, mine overpowering his and singeing the tips of his still outstretched fingers.

	That certainly gets his attention.

	“How did you…?”

	“Same question back to you, asshole.”

	“I’m this lab’s only success.” He raises his brows, looking at me expectantly.

	I give him a saccharine smile. “I come by it more naturally.”

	That is clearly not the answer he was expecting. His brows draw together. “But that’s impossible. We tested you. There were no indications…”

	I shrug. “I don’t know what kind of tests you did—screw you for that, by the way—but they weren’t the right ones.”

	“No,” he says. “I put enough iron in that drink to affect a fae twice your size.”

	“But iron doesn’t affect me.” Except for messing with my powers a bit. At least it’s not poisonous. “You could say I’ve spent the past few months building up an immunity.”

	“I guess we’re at a bit of a stalemate for the moment then.”

	I shake my head. “Not hardly. I might not be great at using my fae magic, but I already know I’m better than you.”

	“But not at witch magic.” He whips off a spell I don’t catch, his lips barely moving. I dodge out of the way, and the spell flies past me and crashes into something inside the house.

	“I don’t want to fight with you, Louis. You don’t need to be a part of your mother’s schemes.”

	He laughs, head thrown back. “You think this”—he gestures toward the house and, presumably, the lab beneath it— “was my mother’s idea? Please. She might be powerful, but she’s not very scientifically minded. This particular lab is mine.”

	I blink, too shocked to think of a response.

	“Not so sure of yourself now, are you?” He stalks forward, his hands up and ready to toss another spell my way.

	“Then why…”

	“Why waste my time with you?” He sneers. “You know who my grandfather is, everyone does. I want to have a legacy like that, but I damn sure wasn’t going to do that with my birth powers. I was barely more than a Blank. So, I put my mind to use finding a way to remedy that problem. Eventually, I discovered a way to drain off some of the fae’s magic and take it for myself. Unfortunately, the effects are only temporary and the fae is fading. When I heard about you, raised as a Blank, and then suddenly all powerful, I thought you might have found some other avenue to power that I hadn’t considered, so I talked my mom into getting the director’s job and put myself in your path. I figured even if you were nothing special, having Nikolas’s granddaughter would give me a kind of legitimacy I couldn’t gain on my own.”

	“So, all that stuff about your parents pressuring you to get married?”

	He rolls his eyes. “They don’t care what I do as long as I increase the family’s power base.”

	He advances on me, and I take a step backward. Distance is good. He can cast a spell faster than I can pull up a sigil, so it’s best for me to stay as far away from him as possible.

	“There’s nowhere to go, Selene.” He smirks at me. “You’re trapped.”

	As subtly as possible, I pull up a trusty old energy ball. It isn’t much, but this is one thing I can do with very little effort. 

	I toss the energy ball toward Louis, but he only rolls his eyes, then bats it away with some sort of spell I don’t know. Crap. That’s not going to work. I run through a mental inventory of my other options and come up with nothing except the only thing I’m good at: sigils.

	I start on another casting of Fire as Louis tugs at the magic around us, pulling it to him and weaving it into a complicated spell. A second later, the spell is complete and heading my way before I drop the incomplete Fire sigil and move my fingers as quickly as possible into Shield, holding it in front of my chest. Louis’s spell bounces off and ricochets into one of the large windows, which shatters into the sound of falling glass.

	My fae magic is obviously stronger than his witch magic. I just need time. The second the thought passes through my mind, the world freezes around me. But not because of something I did. The air shimmers and somehow parts to allow two fae to step through, appearing between one breath and the next. A portal of some sort?

	One of the fae is Nikiforov, so that’s sort a relief. I guess? The other fae I don’t know. She’s taller than Nikiforov and somehow her ageless face is older than his as well. Her bare feet rest in the grass, an intricate braid brushing the tops of her calves. The hair is ink black, almost uncomprehendingly dark. Her eyes, too, are black, like Erolith’s. Is she a relative maybe?

	Louis has gone deathly pale, his eyes wide and a slight tremble in his limbs. I’d probably be scared, too, if I stole something from these people. As beautiful as the fae are, that beauty has a deadly edge that pokes at some primal human instinct for predators.

	“Niviriph,” says the female fae. “You have broken your exile to bring me here. For what reason have you done this?”

	For the first time, I notice that Nikiforov is clutching his side, a spread of blood beneath his hand, and his features are tense.

	“He is alive,” says Nikiforov. “I did not fail him.”

	The other fae narrows her eyes. “I see nothing here to convince me of that.”

	“Selene, where is he?”

	Louis’s eyes about bug out of his head when Nikiforov addresses me directly.

	My gaze darts from the unknown fae to Nikiforov. “You mean the guy they had imprisoned?”

	He nods.

	“Um…I’m not sure? I sent him with Tristan, Mei, and the others when I got stuck behind some kind of sigil barrier.”

	The female fae turns her attention on me. That is not fun. Her gaze bores into me. “What Court do you hail from?”

	Erolith asked a similar question. I still have no idea how to answer it, but something tells me with this fae, I should at least try. I open my mouth, but Nikiforov forestalls me by holding his hand up.

	“My liege, all will be explained in due time,” says Nikiforov.

	 Liege? Doesn’t that mean lord or something? Or even royalty? 

	“It is important we locate Erolith.” His gaze moves to Louis and his lips curl, showing a flash of slightly pointed teeth. “I believe I understand what happened. It was Erolith’s magic which drew us to this location.”

	He must be talking about the magic Louis stole and took for himself or whatever.

	The female fae turns to Louis then cocks her head to the side in that weird expression of curiosity I’ve seen from almost every fae I’ve ever met. “How is it that you’ve come to hold my son’s magic? Has he Sealed with you?”

	Louis opens and closes his mouth a few times as if searching for the right answer, but I don’t think there is one in this case. The fae waits patiently, her forehead only creasing with puzzlement when Louis still hasn’t answered a few second later. She drifts toward Louis, so light on her feet she practically floats. With two pale fingers, she lifts Louis’s chin and stares into his eyes.

	I shudder at the thought of looking too deeply into those twin pools of darkness.

	She purses her lips, her whole expression tightening. “You have stolen that which does not belong to you.”

	Louis shakes his head frantically, but she only tightens her hold on his chin until he can no longer move his head.

	“I will have it back,” she says.

	I don’t see her actually doing anything, but Louis sort of…deflates? Not literally, but it’s as if she sucked out his life essence or something and there’s nothing left but a shell.

	Which very well may be the case.

	She releases Louis, and he crumples to the ground. Still breathing but diminished somehow. Those dark eyes turn on me again. “Are you a thief as well?”

	“No,” says Nikiforov. “She is a halfling.”

	Her expression shifts into mild interest. “Is it she who caused the Hunt?”

	“I believe so, yes.”

	As much as I don’t like being talked about like I’m not here, for this particular conversation, I don’t really mind. I try to form my face into as bland an expression as possible. If this fae is some sort of royalty, the last thing I need to do is unintentionally insult her.

	She stares at me for a moment then waves her hand as if dismissing me. “Recalibrate your casting to locate my son. He and I have much to discuss.”

	“Yes, Your Majesty.”

	Well, that title is not ambiguous at all. This fae is definitely royalty, making her son royalty as well, which I imagine is why Nikiforov said he was so important.

	This means I rescued an actual prince. I smile to myself. Take that patriarchy.

	Nikiforov starts sketching sigils into the air, layering them one by one until they’re a jumble of shapes. I might be halfway decent at fae magic, but I don’t know that I’ll ever reach that level of skill.

	A shimmering line appears in the center of the grouped sigils, and Nikiforov teases it open. “It is ready.”

	The female fae nods once then strides to the gap. “Bring the halfling.”

	Nikiforov dips his chin in acknowledgment, and she steps through the sigil portal or whatever it is.

	“Come, Selene,” he says, holding a hand out toward me.

	“I don’t know if—”

	“You must,” he says. “Things will become clear soon. You need to trust me.”

	I raise a brow but place my hand in his anyway.

	“Do not let go for any reason,” he says before tugging me through the gap and into a maelstrom of noise and color.
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	We emerge at the top of a familiar driveway—Connor’s—and it’s all I can do not to fall on my knees and kiss the ground. Traveling by portal or whatever the hell that was is not at all pleasant. My head is spinning, my stomach feels like it got turned inside out, and my legs are barely holding me up.

	Something must have alerted those inside to our arrival because the front door flies open, Tristan running out first with Reid not too far behind him. Both of them go straight past the two fae in full glory as if they aren’t even here and head right to me.

	Tristan pulls me into his arms, holding tightly as if he was afraid he’d never get the chance to again. “I can’t believe… that was…you were…and I just…” He shudders. “It was like I knew there was something missing, and I knew it was important, but I didn’t know what it was, just that something was horribly wrong. And then we got here, and your uncle asked me where you were…” Another shudder.

	Reid smiles grimly at me over Tristan’s shoulder. “Whatever the fae did went away about two minutes after they pulled up. We’ve been trying to put together a plan for the past half hour, but if you hadn’t shown up just now, your boy here was headed back to get you, prepared or not.”

	“And you’d have been right there with him,” I say.

	“Well, of course,” he replies. “Tristan filled everyone in on what’s going on, and I wasn’t keen on the idea of waiting, either.”

	“What are you doing here anyway? Aren’t you supposed to be at school?”

	“Yeah, but Dad needed me here with all this OSA stuff going on.” Reid gives me an uneasy smile. “I took a leave of absence.”

	The fae queen delicately clears her throat before I can respond to my cousin. Reid turns toward the noise, his jaw dropping slightly, but Tristan only releases me and moves to stand by my side, facing the fae.

	“Where is my son?” she asks, a weird intensity edging the words.

	“Here, Máthair,” says Erolith from where he’s standing on the porch. He strides over to us, his movements fluid and graceful, then kneels before the female fae and bows his head.

	“You may rise,” she says, dipping her chin and motioning him to his feet.

	 The two fae embrace, the gesture oddly formal, but with a hint of warmth. After he releases his mother, Erolith turns to Nikiforov. He places a hand on either shoulder and pulls my potions teacher into an even tighter embrace. He says something close to Nikiforov’s ear then turns back to his mother.

	“Niviriph did not fail me. I failed myself. I would request that you end his exile and reinstate him to his position at Court.”

	Shock flashes across Nikiforov’s face before he quickly wipes it away and drops to his knees, hands resting palm upward on his thighs. The queen appears to consider Erolith’s request for a moment before placing two fingers to Nikiforov’s forehead and saying something in the musical fae language. Nikiforov closes his eyes and tears trail down his cheeks. I’m assuming a return from exile is a really big thing and probably doesn’t happen often.

	The queen wraps up whatever she’s saying then takes Nikiforov’s hands and lifts him to his feet. He opens his eyes, and she meets his gaze, adding something that, even if I don’t recognize the words, I definitely recognize the tone: Don’t fuck this up.

	He nods.

	The whole process is so weirdly familiar, yet also alien that it’s kind of like watching a strange nature documentary. The Social Habits of the Fae or something like that.

	The queen passes her eyes over the area then links arms with her son. “Let us leave this place. There is much to do at home.” She pauses, her gaze landing on me. “But first, I shall grant the halfling a boon. What would you request of me, child? Anything that is in my power to give, I shall.”

	Nikiforov’s eyes widen.

	“I don’t really…” I start, but Nikiforov is shaking his head. Don’t refuse the fae queen, got it. “Um…”

	After the day I’ve had, this is entirely too much pressure. Everything I’ve ever read said you don’t make deals with the fae. I get that she’s supposedly offering this gift with no strings attached, but this is like a genie granting a wish. How literal is this going to be? How carefully do I need to word things to not completely screw myself over?

	I get the feeling that asking for the Hunt to be called off might not go as I expect—if that’s even something considered ‘within her power’.

	So, what’s something small that couldn’t be misinterpreted? I glance at Tristan.

	“The engagement spell,” I say. “I would like you to…” I search for the right words. “Remove the sigil on Tristan’s arm that anchors the spell.”

	That seems pretty clear, right? No room for misinterpretation?

	“Consider it done.” She motions Tristan forward. “Hold out your arm.” He complies with the order, and she brushes the same two fingers she pressed against Nikiforov’s forehead over the sigil on Tristan’s forearm while saying something I don’t understand.

	The Seal sigil inked into Tristan’s skin fades and then disappears.

	“I have removed the fae magic from the binding,” says the queen. “The remainder of the spell will wither and fade with time.” 

	“Th—” Wait. Thanking the fae is bad, right? After what Nikiforov said about myths and the Hunt, I don’t know what things are stories and what things are facts anymore. “I appreciate your generosity.”

	“Niviriph, create the portal.” Nikiforov bows his head and does as ordered. “The halfling comes with us.”

	“No,” I blurt out and not only because I don’t think my stomach can take another trip through one of those things.

	The queen turns her gaze to me, her brows raised in slight surprise. “The odds are high that the Hunt will come for you. It almost certainly cannot be avoided, not as a halfling. If I claim you for the Seelies, you can train with the best of my Court.”

	“That’s very…generous?” I fumble for the words to say I don’t want anything to do with the Hunt or its subsequent competition without actually saying that since the queen appears to think I should be pleased by her offer. “But I would like to stay here with my friends and family.”

	She tilts her head to the side, a quizzical expression on her face. “There has not been a true halfling in the games for centuries. With proper training, you would surely triumph and bring my Court great glory.”

	Okay…I don’t even know how to respond to that one. Presumably saying I don’t want to bring glory or any of that wouldn’t go over well.

	“I’m not—”

	Nikiforov clears his throat. “Before any decisions are made, Your Majesty, there is something you should know.” She gestures for him to continue. “I have reason to believe that Selene may be of your line.”

	“My line? How so?”

	Erolith, silent until now, breaks in, “I believe I know.” He turns to me. “Your mother was Helen. That is why I thought you were a shapeshifter who looked like her.” Not a question, but I nod anyway. “Helen and I were Sealed.”

	Since my brain’s still stuck on how to turn down the queen’s offer without this becoming an ‘off with her head’ situation, Tristan is the first one to put the pieces together. “You’re Selene’s father.”

	“Yes,” says Erolith simply.

	My very first thought is thank goodness I didn’t get his eyes, and I have to laugh.

	The queen’s brows pull together, her face somewhere between confused and angry. “You find this humorous?”

	“Um, no. S-sorry,” I stammer out. “Just surprising, that’s all.”

	“I do not understand,” she says to Nikiforov. “How would this information change my mind? If anything, I am more inclined to insist she accompany us.”

	“She has already begun the process of Sealing with the witch.” He gestures at Tristan.

	“That can be remedied.” By the tone, I’m pretty sure her remedy involves disposing of Tristan or something equally sinister.

	Erolith shakes his head. “No.”

	Thanks, fae dad. Nice to have you on my side.

	He holds his ground, even though the queen is now glaring at him. “You do not understand the bonds formed between humans. It would be unfair.” He smiles kindly at me. “I will stay and train her here.”

	I’m not thrilled about the implication that I’m taking part in the Hunt games or whatever they’re called, but at least it’s better than being dragged off to the fae realm.

	The queen scowls. “I will allow it, but I shall expect you home before midsummer.”

	“I accept your terms,” says Erolith.

	The queen nods stiffly.  “Come then, Niviriph.”

	Nikiforov completes the final steps of his casting, layering the sigils and opening a seam in the air. As she passes through the portal, the queen glances at me, her expression mostly unreadable, but it definitely doesn’t hold the hint of fondness she shows for Erolith. Clearly, she’s not going to be asking me to call her grandma any time soon, if ever.

	After their departure, Tristan and I are left staring at Erolith while Reid stares at me. Finally, Reid snickers, breaking the silence.

	“What?” I ask.

	He gives me a mischievous look. “Remember when you were six and you spent three months insisting on wearing your Halloween costume?”

	Ugh. I do remember, and I’m pretty sure I know where he’s going with this.

	Reid pitches his voice higher, an imitation of a younger me. “But if I don’t wear it, how will I become a real fairy princess?” He chuckles. “Apparently, you were a fairy princess all along.”

	I roll my eyes then reluctantly join in on the laughter, along with Tristan. I mean, Reid’s not wrong. Erolith watches us with a bemused look on his face. I don’t think he gets the joke.

	“So, that was interesting,” I say after our shared amusement dies down. I glance at Erolith. “Do you…How does this work exactly?”

	“How does what work?” he asks.

	I gesture between us. “This whole training thing. Am I actually going to be expected to participate in whatever weird gladiator games you guys have?”

	 “It is possible, but we will try to avoid that.”

	“Good.” I let out a huff of relief. “So, why did you stay then? I get that your mom’s kind of intense and all, but aren’t all fae like that? Don’t you want to go home?”

	“Of course, I would like to return home.” He smiles softly in one of the most human-like expressions I’ve ever seen from a fae. “But I would also like to know my daughter.”

	“Oh.” My cheeks heat, and warmth trickles into my chest. Aileen and George are my parents, adopted or not, but I can’t say it’s not nice to know Erolith cares about me enough to want to spend time with me. “That sounds…great.”

	“Not to interrupt the family reunion or anything, but why don’t we move this inside,” says Reid. He pokes me with his elbow. “There are a few other people anxious to see you’re still in one piece.”

	Reid leads us up to the porch, Tristan and I side by side, and Erolith bringing up the rear. Connor’s waiting in the doorway, and he pulls me into a tight hug as soon as I reach him. 

	Adrian’s next in line, tugging me into his arms then muttering into my ear, “I can’t believe that hottie is old enough to be your dad.” 

	“Nice to have you back,” I reply with a laugh.

	I’m still chuckling when Mei, a now human Penny, and even Kody all give me hugs, too.

	We head back to the kitchen where I’m surprised to find Basil sitting with Burke and Allister, all of them with mugs on the table in front of them. I guess it makes sense that Basil would come here on his ‘field trip’ for information. Burke and Allister only give me nods of acknowledgment, but Basil hops out of his seat and scurries over to give me yet another hug, then he ushers me to one of the other chairs at the table.

	“Sit, sit. You’ve had a very long day I imagine,” says Basil. “You must be exhausted.”

	That’s true. Now that some of the adrenaline is fading, I feel like I could fall over at any minute, but do I really have time to relax? 

	“I can’t just sit here,” I say. “Tristan told you guys what happened with the Dumont’s lab and everything, right? Well, I had a little confrontation with Louis on my way out. While I don’t think he’s going anywhere anytime soon thanks to the fae queen, shouldn’t we at least make sure or head back to campus to confront Marie?”

	“Marie didn’t show up at the lab with her son?” asks Burke.

	I shake my head. “No, last I know of she was going to ‘make nice’ with Callahan since he was getting suspicious.”

	“Marie and Louis left campus not even ten minutes after you did,” says Burke. “Apparently, Louis went to the lab, but nobody knows where Marie went.”

	“Okay…so what now?” I ask.

	Basil shares a look with Burke then turns his attention to me. “For the time being, Desmond and I think it’s best that you don’t return to Ravencrest at all. Jun was able to get a brief message to me via spell, but it appears Callahan has even locked down communications now. I’m not sure what Marie may have told him, but Jun’s message indicated that OSA probably would not be welcoming you or any of us back with open arms.”

	Someone sets a cup of coffee in front of me, and I sip at it absentmindedly as I silently process the idea of not going back to Ravencrest. Strangely, I’m not as broken up about it as I could be. I mostly just feel kind of relieved. After all, I have enough to deal with without adding classes and homework on top of it. 

	Like trying to get OSA off the shifter’s backs and focusing their attention where it’s really needed: locating Maire and Louis and making sure whatever crazy scheme they’re running is shut down for good.

	And eventually figuring out what the hell Callahan is up to at Ravencrest.

	There’s also the whole Wild Hunt situation and whatever training that might involve while getting to know my fae dad.

	My gaze strays to Adrian who’s standing alone in the corner of the room, pale, pensive, and looking so very alone. I guess helping my friend figure out how to live as a vampire is also on the agenda.

	Oh, and finding out exactly what it means to be ‘Sealing’ with Tristan and telling his family—well, Bernadette’s side a.k.a. the insane half—about the broken engagement and how he’s mine now since my fae magic sort of claimed him.

	Out of all those things, I’m a little worried the last one might turn out to be the most difficult, but I’ve made it this far, and I’m not going to give up now.

	 

	Selene's story concludes in Fate Sealed- coming soon.

	 

	While you wait, check out my new urban fantasy series with magic, mystery, and a slow burn romance. The first book, Forbidden Legacy, is coming out in October and it’s available for preorder now!

	 

	Looking for a completed series to binge? Check out my Broken Skies series. Filled with action, adventure, aliens, and romance, it’s perfect for fans of the Lux series, Under Different Stars, and The Fifth Wave.

	 

	A NOTE ABOUT REVIEWS

	If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review.

	Every single one helps, even if it’s only a sentence or two.

	Thank you!

	Amazon

	Goodreads

	Bookbub

	 

	For updates and other fun, join TK’s Reader Café on Facebook!

	Keep track of my newest releases by signing up for my Newsletter, following me on Amazon, or following me on Bookbub.

	 


ALSO BY THERESA KAY

	Broken Skies

	Fractured Suns

	Shattered Stars

	 

	 

	Jax will do anything to save her twin . . . even team up with a teenage alien left behind by the same ship that took her brother. 

	She agrees to help the alien get back home, and in return, he agrees to sneak her into the alien city to find her sibling. 

	Too bad it's not that simple. 

	Jax soon finds that she's drawn to the alien boy with bright green hair and jewel-like scales on his back and he's equally affected by her, the courageous redhead with haunted eyes. But she doesn't know the alien's true motives, and he has no idea that she is much more than she seems.

	Worse, the connection forming between them has unknown consequences.

	The humans and the aliens are both hiding deadly secrets and the forbidden bond linking the two teens threatens to reveal everything. What started as an uneasy alliance and a seemingly straightforward rescue mission could spark an inter-species war.

	 

	 

	★★★★★ "A fast-paced and action-packed start to a series that will leave you reeling as you scramble for the sequel." - Kelly St Clare, USA Today Bestselling Author.

	★★★★ "Broken Skies is a captivating read, and its appeal crosses genres. Whether you like sci-fi, dystopian, paranormal, or just anything with a hint of romance, check it out; it's got something for everyone."- FicCentral

	★★★★★ "I don't want to give too much away but take an alien/human love story, set it in a post apocalyptic type society, feature a strong but damaged heroine, sprinkle in a compassionate but secretive male lead, add in suspense, drama, shake and you have the wildly entertaining Broken Skies."-Shannon from Book Crushin

	 

	 

	ANTHOLOGIES

	 

	 

	“Stability” a short story included in The Telepath Chronicles

	Cora has spent most of her life in a clandestine medical facility, isolated from the world and content to submit to tests and experiments at the request of her keepers. Content, that is, until the day she discovers their end goal: breeding her to create a more stable telepath. So when an attack on the facility gives Cora her chance at escape, she seizes it. But as she gets closer to freedom and learns more about the world outside, Cora finds she doesn’t know whether she’d rather be outside or in—or whom she can trust. 

	 

	 

	“Six Days” a short story included in The Z Chronicles

	The longest anyone has survived a zombie bite before succumbing to the madness is six days. That means, if she’s lucky, Sarah has four more days before she goes full-on flesh eater and she needs every single one of them. The life of her infant son depends on her finding an uninfected person willing to take him before she loses her mind. Her husband is dead, her son is depending on her, and the countdown is on.

	 

	 

	“Protocol A235” a short story included in Dark Beyond the Stars

	Beth is a maintenance tech on the Genesis, the spaceship that will carry her, along with fifty thousand other passengers, to a new home in deep space. But when she comes out of cryosleep to serve her thirty-day solo shift, she finds the ship in disarray, its systems malfunctioning. Worse yet, a previously undisclosed protocol has been put into effect. Protocol A235. And now Beth finds herself facing much more responsibility than she signed up for.

	 

	 

	“Services Rendered” a short story included in Beyond the Star: A Planet Too Far

	Li’hanna, a member of the prized and elusive Kotkaa race, is prepared to do anything to keep the secrets of her clan out of the hands of the evil imperial fleet.

	Captured by one of the imperial hybrids and his human associate, she’s smuggled aboard a transport ship that belongs to the vengeful Jeren Skalos. When she manages to break free, she finds herself assisting the human crew to outwit the enemy—instead of running for her life.

	What starts as a desperate escape attempt engenders something else—a partnership that could be the beginning of a rebellion against the empire.

	 

	 

	“Solar Flare,” a short story included in Beyond the Stars: New Worlds, New Suns

	After crash landing on a desert planet, Gretchen Anderson survives a trek across the sand under the planet’s triple suns only to find herself forced to navigate the power struggle of an insect-like alien race.
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	Theresa Kay writes stories that feature flawed young adult and new adult characters in science fiction, urban fantasy, or paranormal worlds, all with a touch of romance thrown in for good measure. She's constantly lost in one fictional universe or another and is a self-proclaimed "fangirl" who loves being sucked into new books, movies, or TV shows. Living in the mountains of central Virginia with her husband and two kids, she works as a paralegal by day and spends her free time reading tons of books, binging Avengers movies, anime, and Doctor Who, or playing Tomb Raider and Assassin's Creed.

	 

	 

	www.TheresaKay.com

	 

	Keep track of my newest releases by signing up for my Newsletter, following me on Amazon, or following me on Bookbub.

	 


 

	[image: Image]

	 

	 

	First of all, I want to thank my readers for their enthusiasm and support. Given the events of the past couple years, this book was a struggle to write. I’d always thought if I had a bunch of time off, writing would be so easy. It wasn’t. I don’t write well under stress and the world has been one big pressure cooker since early 2020 (and, in some ways, as far back as 2016). I can’t tell you how much it means to me that you’ve stuck with me and I hope I’ve delivered a story you enjoyed reading. 

	Regan- You probably listened to me complain about this book the most and helped me track down all the rampaging plot bunnies when I just couldn’t see my way through to the end.

	Kelly P.- One of my longtime cheerleaders. You might not have had as much input in this book, but sharing and talking books with you is the highlight of my day sometimes.

	Rysa- I’m so glad book signings are happening again because doing those with you is always a blast. I hope we haven’t been ruined for other margaritas for life, but if so, I think those ones at Oyamel might have been worth it.

	Christian Bentulan- You’re a wonderful cover designer and a joy to work with. I can’t wait to see what you come up with for the new series.

	The Rebel Writers- These past couple years have meant no #bookclub and this has been the longest period of time I’ve gone without seeing some of your faces in person. I can’t wait until we can meet up again.

	And, along with my family and friends, there are many other people I couldn’t have written this book without. Whether you’re specifically named here or not, know that I greatly appreciate every single person who has given me a hand up or helped me in my writing career, no matter how small the assistance might have been.
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