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      “Listen carefully,” Kai said, his low voice muffled by his black headgear, the bottom piece covering his lower face. “This will be tricky.”

      I bobbed my head fervently, clutching my weapon to my protective vest. We were crouched behind a broken wall, our hiding spot cast into shadow by a wooden tower on the other side. Beyond the fragile protection of the crumbling plaster, shouts and cries for help echoed among the derelict structures.

      Kai leaned so close his visor clacked against mine. “The enemy has the better position, but they’re hemmed in and can’t maneuver. We can.”

      “I’m hit!” someone howled off to my left.

      “Team Two is down,” Kai observed with a clinical glance in the direction of the outcry. “It’s up to us now. Our primary targets are in the second tower. How should we approach?”

      He was asking me? Gulping, I poked my head over the wall to survey the terrain. An overcast sky shed diffused gray light across the scattered bodies that lay amidst broken walls and small buildings with empty windows. The second tower loomed eighty feet away, surrounded by open space, except for a rusting van parked almost underneath it.

      The enemy was inside the tower, two shadows moving in the darkness beneath its low roof.

      Without any cover, sneaking under the tower to climb the ladder would be impossible. If we’d had more team members, we could’ve created a distraction, but it was just me and Kai, and call me a coward, but I’d rather stick close to the most competent guy on the battlefield.

      I evaluated the buildings one more time, then ducked down again. “If we can reach that two-story building south of the tower, what are the chances you could make it to the van?”

      He peered over the wall. “If you cover me, I think I can make it, but the van is exposed to the tower. They’ll snipe me from above.”

      “That’s why you need to go inside the van.” I grinned behind the vented plastic shielding my lower face. “The sliding door is open, see? While I cover you, you get in the van, climb across the passenger seat, then bam! You’re under the tower.”

      “Hmm.” He checked his weapon, making sure it was ready to go. “All right, let’s do it. Lead the way.”

      I knew why he’d decided I should lead, but still. Didn’t he want to make it through this alive?

      Grimacing, I straightened my helmet, hefted my heavy black gun, and launched forward. Kai followed on my heels as I sprinted away from the sheltering wall, making a beeline for an open doorway.

      Enemy fire burst from the tower. Brightly colored projectiles shot past us and exploded on the hard-packed dirt. I dove forward, came down on one shoulder, and rolled through the doorway before popping up on the other side.

      Kai rolled in after me and together we cut across the interior and leaped through the empty window frame at the other end. I ducked behind a cluster of barrels as enemy fire burst against it in a spray of pink and green liquid. Kai opened fire on the tower. I sprinted to the next doorway, then shot at the tower while Kai ran to join me.

      We were in the two-story building. Now we had to reach the north-facing window so Kai could make the final run. We crept through empty rooms, colorful evidence of past battles marking their walls. The floor of the second story had caved in and I glanced nervously at the dark gap overhead as Kai and I inched toward the north-facing window.

      A crunching footstep above us.

      Kai whirled, his gun swinging up, and he fired before I even spotted the dark silhouette at the gaping ceiling’s edge. Yellow liquid peppered the man’s chest and he staggered back into a wall, then slid limply down it, his gun clattering to the floor.

      More shots erupted—and green exploded across Kai’s back. He pitched forward as I whipped my gun up, shrieking for no particular reason as I pulled the trigger on the second man. Paintballs flew wildly over his head as he sprang off the opposite edge of the gap and landed in a roll beside me. His leg swung out, sweeping my feet off the floor, and I fell.

      He caught me, flipped me onto my front, and pinned me down.

      “Gotcha,” he declared.

      A click. Kai, lying on his side three feet away, aimed a black pistol and pulled the trigger. Pop pop pop.

      The weight vanished off my back, followed by the crunch of a collapsing body. I lurched up and grabbed Kai’s arm as his aim wavered.

      “Kai!” I gasped. “Kai, stay with me!”

      He groaned, the pistol flopping out of his hand. Swearing, I turned to my attacker and pulled his headgear off.

      Ezra grinned hazily, his chest splattered with yellow.

      “I knew it was you,” I complained.

      He caught my arm, mismatched eyes widening in emphasis. “Tori … avenge me.”

      “We’re on different teams, Ezra.”

      His grin flashed again, then his eyelids drooped and his hand fell off me. I gulped back a wave of anxiety. Mythics took paintballing to a whole new and extreme level—and I wasn’t sure I liked it. It was downright alarming.

      Grabbing my gun, I crept to the window and stuck the weapon outside, dangling it by the handle.

      “I surrender!” I shouted as I dropped my gun to the ground.

      A hidden enemy wolf-whistled. Rolling my eyes and ducking back inside, I picked up Ezra’s paintball gun, the hopper heavy with ammo. Oh yeah, baby. I put my back to the wall beside the window and waited, ears straining and an evil smile pulling at my lips.

      When I heard steps rasping across the dirt, heading toward my window, I sprang out from behind the wall. Loosing a banshee scream, I blasted the four enemy mythics advancing on me.

      They shouted and flailed, unprepared for my sudden attack. I cackled wildly as green goop sprayed across all four before they could get their guns up.

      Stinging pain burst over my torso and pink liquid splattered off my vest. More shots flew from the tower—damn snipers—and I stumbled back from the window. As rapid numbness spread through my limbs, I staggered to Kai and fell onto my protective kneepads.

      “Together,” I slurred, collapsing beside my teammate’s unmoving form, “into the sweet release of death.”

      The next thing to penetrate my awareness was cold liquid hitting my forehead.

      I gasped and got a mouthful of something horrifically bitter. Gagging, I opened my eyes. Sin’s smirking face, framed by long teal hair, hovered above mine as she held a flask over my forehead.

      “Nice finish,” she said.

      “Thanks,” I replied hoarsely. My throat was sore. I needed to remember not to scream every time I fired my gun.

      As Sin pulled off Kai’s headgear and poured the antidote on his face, I pushed myself onto my elbows. Ezra was already sitting up, his headgear beside him as he tugged his gloves off. His dark brown curls were tangled and damp, his forehead beaded with Sin’s potion.

      “You were fantastic,” he complimented, smiling broadly. “I hope we’re on the same team next time.”

      I didn’t know if it was the smile, the compliment, or his smooth-as-silk voice, but my stomach fluttered like a drunken butterfly. Damn it.

      “Where’s Aaron?” Sin asked as Kai stirred awake.

      “Upstairs,” Ezra answered. “Kai got him. Usually, I’m the one with stealth issues.”

      Chuckling, Sin wandered off in search of the stairs.

      “Tori.” Cearra’s head and shoulders appeared in the empty window frame, her blond ponytail splattered with green potion. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      “Did what?” Ezra asked.

      The apprentice sorceress glowered at me. “She called out that she surrendered and threw her gun outside, then fired on us when we moved in to capture her.”

      Ezra blinked—then burst into laughter. My innards did another dumb somersault.

      “It’s not funny!” Cearra burst out. “It was underhanded and dishonest and—”

      “And something you should have expected.” Andrew, the fiftyish-year-old team leader, stopped beside her, framed in the window. He pushed his goggles on top of his head. “That’s exactly the kind of trick a cornered enemy might pull.”

      I tried not to look too smug.

      “But,” Kai interjected as he sat up, rubbing his shoulder, “don’t go out in a blaze of glory in real combat, Tori. We can’t rescue you if you’re dead.”

      “Did I hear that right?” Aaron leaned over the gap in the ceiling, peering down at us with bright blue eyes, his copper hair tousled. Behind him, Sin capped her antidote bottle. “How many did you take out, Tori?”

      “Four,” I answered, my smugness intensifying as I smirked at Cearra.

      Aaron laughed and the blond sorceress stormed off, her ponytail swishing.

      We gathered our things and returned to the starting point in a big, chattering crowd. Teammates reunited with one another, laughingly commiserating over their unlucky “deaths” while Sin quizzed them on the potion’s effects.

      “I still don’t get how it can knock us out through our gear,” Liam, our short and weaselly telekinetic, told her as he rubbed his shoulder like it hurt. Which it probably did. I remembered firing that shot early in the game. “Sleeping potions need skin contact, don’t they?”

      “It isn’t actually the paintball that knocks you out,” Sin replied. “It’s the draft I had everyone drink at the start. Inhaling the paintball vapors activates it.”

      A safety feature, I was guessing. No unlucky passersby could be knocked out by our paintballs.

      “Hurry up,” Andrew called to the seventeen Crow and Hammer members—two teams of eight, plus Sin, who’d been in charge of potions and antidotes—as we milled into the parking lot after depositing our gear. “We need to get back to the guild and clean up before the monthly meeting starts.”

      Sin and I joined Aaron, Kai, and Ezra, and we piled into Aaron’s SUV. Letting Sin take the middle spot, I guiltily stretched my legs out. I didn’t miss Aaron’s old sports car with its almost nonexistent backseat, and that made me feel worse about its early demise. Aaron was still half-heartedly searching for a new vehicle, and he’d rented a boring SUV in the meantime.

      The drive passed quickly as the guys compared notes on their strategies, successes, and failures. Sitting beside Kai and Sin, I found my gaze lingering on Ezra as he twisted in his seat to see Aaron. The scar that ran down his forehead, across his pale left eye, and partway down his cheek stood out starkly against his warm bronze skin.

      “Well, Tori?” Kai prompted. “Where did you go wrong with your strategy?”

      I let my head fall back against the seat. “Um … the building we used was too obvious a choice. It was the closest to the tower, so the enemy expected us to go there.”

      “And,” Aaron concluded triumphantly, “you walked right into our ambush.”

      “Don’t you mean you walked right into Kai’s paintballs?” I shot back.

      Kai and Ezra snickered. A minute later, Aaron pulled into the guild parking lot. Andrew’s SUV and the guild’s communal monster-sized van squeezed into the tiny lot after us, and everyone piled out. I automatically headed for the back door that led into the kitchen, but Andrew and Kai herded the group around to the front entrance. We mashed through the threshold, and I barely noticed the icky surge of fear the spell on the door, used to repel humans, caused me.

      The pub awaited us, its ceiling striped with dark beams. Wood-paneled walls enclosed the polished tables that dotted the space, and the bar stretched across the back so the bartender—aka moi—could watch over her patrons and the door.

      “Hey!” I barked as two guys bumped a table while loudly bantering about something. “Cooper, Bryce! Watch it.”

      Cooper—our greasy, lazy weekend cook—and Bryce—a handsome thirtyish telepath—shot me guilty looks over their shoulders, and everyone clustered closer to avoid knocking into my tables. Yeah, that’s right. Fear Tori’s wrath.

      Ramsey poked his head through the kitchen’s saloon doors. He grinned, black hair hanging in his face and dark liner dramatizing his eyes. “How did it go?”

      “Red Team won!” Cameron yelled, and half the mythics threw their fists up with a cheer.

      As Aaron and Ezra shouted their victory, Kai and I exchanged dark looks.

      “We got a great demonstration of a new technique,” Laetitia announced. “It’s called the Tori Feint.”

      My head snapped around. “Huh? What?”

      Liam wormed between Aaron and Sin to throw a skinny arm around my shoulders. “No, we should call it the Tori Bluff and Blast.”

      “How about the Tori Cheat?” Cearra suggested nastily.

      “Sore loser much?” I asked as I shrugged off Liam’s arm.

      She stiffened. “My team won.”

      “Uh-huh.” Flipping my ponytail over my shoulder—then flipping the bird at Cameron and Darren when they called out new suggestions for my patented fake-surrender strategy—I led the way to the stairs. The laughing, bantering group followed.
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      We split into the men’s and women’s showers, and I joined Sin as we waited for Gwen, Laetitia, Cearra, and Alyssa to fight it out over the two shower stalls. Lost in thought, I tugged my t-shirt over my head.

      “Tori?”

      “Eh?” I realized I was standing in just my bra, holding my shirt in front of me. I quickly lowered it. “What?”

      Sin frowned. “You okay? No lingering potion effects?”

      “No, just tired. The gang takes these games way too seriously.”

      “Well, it’s more training than play,” she pointed out, stripping off her damp top. She hadn’t been running around getting shot at, but she’d been wearing the same hot gear as the rest of us. “Speaking of training, how’s that going?”

      I peeled off my jeans. “Good, I think. Aaron says I’m making excellent progress. I should be, considering how hard he and Kai push me.”

      She sat on the bench in front of the scuffed green lockers to pull off her socks. Gwen and Laetitia exited the shower stalls, wrapped in towels, and Alyssa and Cearra took their places.

      “What about Ezra?” Sin asked. “Does he help with your training?”

      “No.” My mouth twisted. “He doesn’t help. He …”

      She waited a moment. “He what?”

      He wasn’t even there, that’s what. Not anymore. Which was freakin’ stupid, considering he lived in the same damn house where I trained for two hours, four days a week.

      I’d thought everything was okay between us. He knew I didn’t hold the fact he was an illegal demon mage against him. I didn’t care—much—that he had a real live demon embedded in his body, or that it occasionally tried to control him. He was my friend, and that’s all that mattered.

      Yet, he’d begun to withdraw. First, Kai or Aaron had begun taking me home instead of letting me sleep over at their house, which I used to do almost every weekend. Then Ezra had stopped coming to the Sunday and Monday dinners I cooked for the four of us. Then he’d stopped joining us for my workouts and training. I’d scarcely seen him in the last two weeks.

      Having learned not to ignore the things that bothered me, I’d asked Aaron and Kai what the deal was. Ezra was having trouble sleeping, they’d said. Apparently, his insomnia was so bad he’d been missing workouts and napping at weird times—like my twice-weekly dinners. When I asked if he’d seen a healer, they’d hesitated. Any mythic looking at him too closely was a risk; what if the healer somehow detected the demonic spirit inside him?

      A hand waved in front of my face. I straightened sharply, blinking the changing room and Sin’s concerned face back into focus.

      “Sorry,” I blurted, then hastily changed the subject. “Are you excited for Monday?”

      Her eyes lit up. Topic change successfully completed.

      “I can’t wait!” she gushed. “It’ll be so cool hanging out with you and the guys for a week. I’ve been dying to see the Sinclair Academy since my sister started there. It was really nice of Aaron to arrange for me to visit.”

      A faint blush tinted her cheeks at the last bit.

      “He’s a pretty cool guy,” I teased. “We’ll have a blast. It’s too bad you can’t stay for the whole two weeks.”

      “My parents wouldn’t like it if we missed Christmas with them,” she pointed out. “They’ve been moping since September, and it’s only Lily’s first term. Are they going to sulk for the next five years?”

      I snorted. My dad would’ve loved dumping his kid at boarding school.

      “Besides,” Sin added, “Aaron probably wants some time with his parents and best friends without me and my sister hanging around.”

      I cringed. My Christmas plans were still a source of chagrin for me. Not that I didn’t want to spend two weeks on holiday at a fancy mage academy with the guys, but there were … complications.

      “Something wrong?” Sin asked, watching me closely.

      Cearra and Alyssa had just stepped out of the shower stalls, so I smiled reassuringly and grabbed my towel. “Nothing. Let’s get cleaned up.”

      I brooded through my shower, meaning I took too long. Sin was already getting dressed when I got out, scrunching my blazing red curls with a second towel. She headed upstairs and, alone, I hurriedly dried off and dressed in a pair of jeans and a royal blue V-neck sweater.

      A few guys were hanging around the fitness equipment at the center of the large room, its walls covered in action movie posters from the eighties. With more guys waiting to rotate through their showers, there was probably still a line.

      Upstairs, chatting voices washed over me. More members besides our paintball party had arrived for the monthly meeting, bringing the total number of mythics in the pub up to nearly thirty. New energy added a bounce to my step as I cut behind the bar and grabbed my apron. Ramsey stood at my usual station, filling a row of glasses with ice.

      “Hey!” I greeted, eyeing the group at the far end of the bar. They were clustered around something, but I couldn’t see what. “Thanks for covering for me.”

      “No problem,” he said with a grin. “Tell me about the Tori Bait and Switch.”

      “Why does it need a name?” I gave him a quick rundown of my antics as I watched the cluster of members, which included Darren, Cameron, Cearra, and Alyssa, my least favorite guild bullies. No group of people was perfect.

      I nodded at them. “What’s going on over there?”

      Ramsey slid two glasses of ice toward me. “Moscow Mules,” he requested as he poured bourbon into a shaker. “Over there … well, that would be—”

      The group shifted, opening a gap, and I saw it wasn’t an object that everyone was focused on. It was a person. A person so petite I hadn’t seen her over the others’ heads and shoulders.

      “… our elusive new contractor,” Ramsey finished. “She just arrived.”

      My brightening mood soured again. I grabbed two lime wedges and squeezed them violently over the glasses of ice.

      Our new demon contractor, Robin Page, was the final reason I’d scarcely seen Ezra. Because of her, he’d been avoiding the guild entirely. That, at least, I understood. Ezra was an illegal demon mage, so he avoided all contractors as a precaution.

      She’d taken away his one haven outside the guys’ house, and though she had no clue about any of that, I was still pissed at her.

      Reaching past Ramsey, I lifted a bottle of vodka from the well. “In the five weeks since she joined, she’s shown up, what, twice before this? Real dedicated, isn’t she?”

      “I heard she had the flu,” Ramsey replied with a shrug. He slid me a can of ginger beer.

      “Likely story,” I muttered darkly as I poured vodka into the two glasses, then added the beer.

      Robin stood amidst the mythics with her shoulders hunched. She barely topped five feet, her figure and features equally petite. Her thick brunette hair brushed the tops of her shoulders and her slender hands were twisted in the long sleeves of her black sweater. She looked painfully uncomfortable.

      “Well?” Darren demanded aggressively, his voice carrying over the other conversations. “What’s your training background? How long have you been contracting?”

      Robin shrank in on herself and irritation flashed through me. Didn’t she realize letting Darren get away with that crap attitude was a big mistake?

      “You killed the unbound demon, didn’t you?” Cearra asked, sniffing like she totally could have done it herself, given the chance. Never mind she hadn’t even participated in the hunt on Halloween. “How did you manage it?”

      I knew how, but only Robin was aware that me, Aaron, Kai, and Ezra had been present when she and her demon had slaughtered the unbound beast.

      Robin mumbled something too quiet for me to hear.

      “Why are you a contractor, anyway?” Darren sneered, his assholery worsening the longer it went unchecked. “What use does a little girl like you have for a demon?”

      “Who ordered the Moscow Mules?” I yelled. “Come get ’em before I throw them at you.”

      Gwen and Cameron hurried over. Darren was looming over Robin, waiting for a response, while she stared at the floor. Holy hell, this girl. How hard was it to hold a conversation?

      I glanced across the mythics surrounding her—and noted the complete lack of smiles on their faces. No friendliness in their eyes or their questions. Darren was the most obvious bully, but no one was exuding warmth or welcome.

      Right.

      Until recently, I’d been the new girl—and seven months hadn’t done a whole lot to dim the blah memories of my first week here. The hostility levels had been off the charts. The Crow and Hammer was a haven for most of its members, and we didn’t appreciate strangers butting in.

      I glowered at Robin’s bowed head, then let out a disgusted sigh and raised my voice. “Hey, new girl! Over here.”

      Blue eyes, half hidden behind dark-rimmed glasses, flashed in my direction, then Robin slipped around Darren in one quick move that left him blinking stupidly. She minced up to the bar.

      I pointed at the stool in front of my station and she obediently climbed onto it—so short she looked like a kid getting into a booster seat. Eyes downcast, she waited a long moment, then peeked up at me through thick lashes.

      We studied each other. Six weeks had passed since I’d witnessed her and her demon’s unbelievable victory over the unbound demon—and she’d witnessed me and the guys flee the scene. If she told anyone we’d been there, it would raise a lot of awkward questions. Possibly dangerous questions.

      She wilted under my assessment. Jeez. How had a girl this easily intimidated become a contractor?

      I stuck out my hand. “I’m Tori.”

      Sliding her small hand into mine, she shook my fingers. “Robin.”

      “Want something to drink?”

      “Um—”

      “Hey!” Darren shoved his way over, followed by Alyssa and Cearra. “Where’s your infernus? Are you even a contractor or just a wannabe pretending—”

      “Darren,” I snarled, “shut your hole before you contaminate my bar with your stupidity.”

      His jaw flexed. “I’m just asking what everyone else is think—”

      “No one asked you, dipshit.” Leaning closer to a wide-eyed Robin, I added in a low voice, “Don’t let him push you around.”

      Her uncertainty waned as a new thoughtfulness entered her expression. She straightened on her stool and, turning to face the others, slid her hand under the neck of her sweater. She pulled out a flat metal disc on a silver chain, its face carved with runes—her infernus, which housed her demon’s spirit.

      “Would you like to see my demon?” she asked in a light alto. “Right now?”

      I resisted the urge to face-palm. Politely doing what Darren wanted wasn’t what I’d meant. Not even close.

      He smirked and folded his arms. “Yeah, let’s see it.”

      She ran her thumb down the side of the pendant. Crimson light shimmered across it, then the eerie glow burst from the metal. Power spilled onto the floor beside her stool and stretched upward, forming a humanlike shape. The glow solidified, then died away.

      A demon stood in the pub.

      Gasps rushed through the watching members. I didn’t move, clutching a bottle of vermouth so hard my fingers ached.

      Compared to the other demons I’d seen—and fought—this one was like a puppy next to a timber wolf. A couple inches shy of six feet tall, he was the epitome of lean and mean. All hard muscles on a slender body. He looked fast, even standing still—or maybe I only thought that because I’d seen how swift and agile this creature was.

      I hadn’t gotten the best look at him in the park, but now I studied his strange clothes—a mix of light armor, leather straps, and dark fabric that left much of his reddish-brown skin exposed. Small horns poked out of his tangled black hair, and a thin tail snaked behind him.

      I took one glance into the demon’s glowing crimson eyes and looked away. Bad memories.

      “Seriously?” Darren’s scoffing voice broke the tense silence. He stepped closer to the demon as though to show everyone that he, a mere human asshole, was taller and broader than the scary fiend from hell. “This is your demon? I’ve never seen such a small, pathetic demon in my life!”

      I controlled my expression. Aside from me, no one here had seen this demon in action. They didn’t know how lethal he was.

      Cearra whispered loudly to Cameron, “Do you think she got it for cheap because it’s a runt?”

      Robin’s lips thinned unhappily but she said nothing.

      “Forgetting something, dumbasses?” I said acidly. Why did I feel the need to defend this girl? Ugh. “Robin and her demon killed the unbound one on Halloween. Obviously they’re not weak.”

      “Not weak?” Darren blustered, reaching for the demon. “This thing couldn’t—”

      “Don’t touch him,” Robin interrupted mildly.

      Darren hesitated, then contemptuously shoved his palm into the demon’s armored chest—and lurched off balance when the demon didn’t budge, as solid as a brick wall.

      Robin rubbed her thumb over her infernus.

      The demon’s hand flashed out. He grabbed Darren by his throat, swung the larger man around, and rammed his back down onto the bar. I jumped away as the demon, hand wrapped around Darren’s neck, bent the sorcerer painfully over the bar, with his spine curved backward and legs kicking helplessly.

      Robin nudged her glasses up her nose, swiveled on her seat to face the bar, and smiled hopefully. “Could I have a water, please, Tori?”

      I glanced at her demon. He was unmoving, crimson eyes staring vaguely at Darren as he held the man down on the bar with one hand. Darren spluttered and struggled, unable to break free, while everyone else gaped uncertainly.

      Laughter bubbled up in my throat but I swallowed it down. Oh man. This girl had more spunk than I’d realized. She was showing Darren—and everyone else—that she wouldn’t be pushed around.

      As I grabbed a rocks glass and reached for my ice scoop, Darren wheezed and scrabbled at the demon’s wrist. The hellish creature didn’t move, still as a statue—then his head snapped up.

      His crimson eyes swept past me, seeking something at the other end of the bar.

      Red power blazed over his body. His form dissolved into light and streaked into Robin’s infernus. That fast, the demon was gone again. Robin slid the pendant back under her sweater, giving Darren the side-eye as he shoved off the bar and staggered away, massaging his throat.

      At the other end of the bar, Aaron, Kai, and Ezra stood in surprised silence. Their hair was damp from the shower and Aaron held a hoodie in one hand, his white t-shirt rumpled. They must’ve just walked in from the basement. They’d walked in and …

      And the demon had looked at them.

      Tension prickled through me as I faced Robin again. She gazed around the bar, avoiding my eyes, acting like nothing strange had happened. But I knew what I’d seen. At least … I thought I did.

      Demons couldn’t make a single move without their contractor’s command. Why had Robin made her demon look at the guys? Could she see through the demon’s eyes—and if she could, what had she seen? Whatever had happened, I didn’t like it.

      I filled the glass with ice and water and slid it in front of her. I’d wondered if Ezra’s avoidance of contractors was on the paranoid side, but now … now I was glad for his caution. He needed to stay away from Robin.

      Which, unfortunately, meant staying away from his guild.
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      How could my wardrobe fail me now? I rifled desperately through the hangers in my closet. No, no, no. Why didn’t I have a dress that was sexy and classy, formal without being stuffy, flirty but not too flirty, and most importantly, expensive looking?

      I dropped my hands to my sides. Well, the last one was easy. I didn’t have any expensive-looking dresses because I was too broke—and too cheap—to buy an expensive dress.

      Groaning, I sat on my bed and asked myself, again, why I’d agreed to this plan. Wait, had I agreed? I remembered the conversation, but I didn’t recall explicitly saying yes.

      “Again!” Kai had commanded during a training session weeks ago. “Don’t slow down.”

      “I—I can’t,” I panted, my legs trembling and arms as limp as marshmallows bobbing in hot chocolate right before dissolving into sugary goo. “I need a break.”

      “Keep going!” he barked, holding the blocking pads between us.

      Teeth gritted, I jumped forward and unleashed the pattern of blows I’d been repeating for the last … I didn’t even know. So many repetitions my limbs would be twitching in my sleep. Pounce, right jab, left hook, side kick, retreat. Pounce, right jab, left hook, side kick, retreat. Over and over and over.

      “Good,” Kai finally said. “Take a breather.”

      I stumbled back and braced my hands on my aching thighs. “You’re a sadist. I’m glad I’ll be getting a break from this over Christmas.”

      “Who said we won’t be training over Christmas?” Aaron asked, the words interspersed with panting breaths as he ran hard on the treadmill. Sweat darkened the back of his t-shirt. “We never go more than a few days without a workout.”

      “You can’t make me workout on my own,” I informed him with petulant satisfaction. “I’ll have a blissful two weeks to eat Christmas cookies nonstop on my sofa while you three are gone.”

      Kai smirked in a way that made my spine prickle with warning.

      “No, you won’t.” The treadmill beeped as Aaron slowed to an easy jog. “You’re coming with us.”

      I straightened out of my exhausted slouch to peer at him. “Coming with you where?”

      He arched his eyebrows. “My parents’ place? We’ve only been talking about it since November.”

      “Yeah, I know.” And I’d shrivel with jealousy and loneliness every time they brought it up. “I don’t see what that has to do with my Christmas.”

      “Well, initially, nothing,” Aaron admitted. “But that’s only because you left us with the impression that you wanted to spend Christmas with your brother.”

      “But then,” Kai said, “you let slip that your brother will be in the Netherlands.”

      Uh, had I mentioned that? Oops. “You guys have your own holiday traditions and I don’t want to—”

      “—ruin our Christmas by staying home alone?” Aaron finished for me, rolling his eyes. “Obviously we’re not leaving you behind.”

      “But—”

      “We already bought your ferry ticket,” Kai added.

      My head was spinning. “But—”

      “Besides,” Aaron concluded airily, “it wouldn’t be a family Christmas without you.”

      I might have teared up at that point.

      But right now, I was the opposite of emotional. Glaring at my insufficient closet, I considered whether I could get out of their diabolical plans to ensure I wasn’t alone on a holiday. It wasn’t that I didn’t want to spend Christmas with them, but this was Aaron’s family. As in Aaron’s parents.

      As in his rich, powerful, famous parents.

      They ran the Sinclair Academy, the most prestigious mage school/guild on the west coast. Did I mention they were rich? Like, “Aaron bought a house with his trust fund and didn’t even put a dent in it” rich? Whereas I’d spent my formative years learning to tightrope walk the poverty line.

      Grumbling, I threw another pair of jeans onto my bed beside my suitcase, then grabbed my phone and texted Sin. We needed to make an emergency shopping trip for a dress. What kind of fancy-ass academy threw a formal party to celebrate the end of term? And why did I have to attend it?

      “Noooooo!”

      At the high-pitched howl, I leaped up so fast I staggered. I lunged for the door and whipped it open as a crash echoed through my apartment. I flew into the room in time to watch a second lamp hit the floor, the bulb smashing.

      “Stop!” The shriek came from the short green faery standing on the back of my couch, his oversized hands flailing. “Give it back!”

      Up at the ceiling, a second fae hovered, her long silver tail undulating. Her pink eyes glowed, antennae twitching as she watched Twiggy shake his fists. In her small front paws, she held the TV remote.

      “Mine!” Twiggy snarled—and before I could speak, he grabbed a framed photo off the end table and threw it.

      Hoshi darted out of the way. The frame hit the ceiling, glass shattering, then fell to the floor and snapped in two. Hissing, the silvery sylph dive-bombed the faery and knocked him off the sofa with a snap of her tail. Twiggy hit the floor, bounced up, and launched at her with a high-pitched WWE roar.

      Diving forward, I grabbed him out of the air, then barked angrily, “Hoshi!”

      The sylph guiltily released her prize—while still hovering at the ceiling. The remote dropped eight feet and hit the floor. Bits of plastic skittered in every direction.

      “No!” Twiggy howled as he twisted out of my grasp. He seized two pieces and tried to force them back together. “It’s broken! My favorite show is on! If I miss it, I’ll never find out if Margaret’s terminal limp-foam-moms will be cured before—”

      “Twiggy, calm down.” Why had I gotten the pop-culture-obsessed faery addicted to afternoon soap operas? So much regret. “And do you mean lymphoma? Terminal lymphoma?”

      “Limp-foam-moms,” he repeated with certainty, then his face crumpled again. “She might die in this episode!”

      Yep. Definitely needed to ban soap operas next.

      “She won’t die,” I told him. “She’s the main character.”

      “But she might!” Heaving a sob, he looked up. “This is all Hoshi’s fault!”

      He hurled the broken remote. Hoshi dodged the projectile and it soared across the room and collided with the wall, leaving a nice chip in the paint. The sylph lashed her tail and hissed at him. Yelling furiously, Twiggy leaped onto the coffee table.

      I caught him around the middle and tucked him under my arm. He writhed in protest, his twig-like hair scraping me. Hoshi dove from the ceiling and swirled around us, hissing and sticking her small pink tongue out at Twiggy.

      I grabbed her as well and trapped her under my other arm. “You two are worse than a pair of toddlers! Why can’t I leave you alone for even—”

      “Uh … Tori?”

      Choking, I whirled around.

      A man stood at the bottom of the stairs that led to the front door, a green-and-gold gift bag in his hand. His shocked hazel eyes flicked between the two fae.

      “Oh,” I said breathlessly. “Hi, Justin.”

      My brother cleared his throat. “The, uh, door was unlocked, so I …”

      “That’s fine,” I said, forcing a cheerful note into my voice. “Um, I guess you haven’t met my … roommates.”

      Hoshi flicked her tail. Twiggy sniffled loudly, muttering under his breath—something about “Margaret” and “doomed.” I didn’t want to know.

      I released Hoshi and she faded out of sight, too shy of strangers to hang around. I carried Twiggy over to the TV and reached around to the hidden row of buttons on the back. With a press of the power button, Margaret’s anguished face filled the screen in all its soft-focus soap-opera glory.

      As Twiggy gasped in disbelieving delight, I plopped him in front of the TV, turned the volume down, and hurried over to Justin.

      “Sorry about that. When they get bored, they start fighting.” Just like toddlers—extra destructive toddlers. At least they hadn’t used any magic … this time.

      With difficulty, he dragged his stare off Twiggy and focused on me. I’d told him about the two fae, but he’d never seen them before—his fault, not mine. He wanted nothing to do with the mythic side of my life, which was about ninety-five percent nowadays.

      I smiled hesitantly. “Thanks for coming. I wasn’t sure …”

      As awkwardness settled over us, quiet sorrow weighed me down, but it was an oddly familiar feeling. This wasn’t the first time Justin and I had struggled to connect. We’d had this problem on and off for as long as I could remember—mainly because he’d repeatedly abandoned me to go off and live his own life. Not that he wasn’t allowed to do that, but it was kind of a dick move when your sister depended on you.

      This time, I was the one living my life and he, by his choice, was staying behind.

      I blurted the question without thinking. “Are you sure you don’t want to catch a few beers with—”

      “No.”

      I scowled. He scowled back. If he would just meet my mythic friends, he’d realize we weren’t a bunch of magic-wielding criminals. Once he got to know the guys, he’d figure out they were awesome. I was sure of it.

      Giving up, I stumped to the breakfast bar, ignoring the broken photo frame I’d need to clean up before I finished packing. Justin followed me and slid onto a stool.

      “Excited for your Netherlands trip?” I asked politely. “It’s a work exchange thing, right?”

      “Yeah, it should be fun. We’re starting in Amsterdam with their Drug Unit to learn how they run things there.” He propped an elbow on the counter. “You’re still going to Vancouver Island for two weeks?”

      “Yep. Aaron’s family lives about thirty minutes outside Victoria.”

      “But you two aren’t dating anymore.”

      “We haven’t been dating since late summer. It’s mid-December.” I gave him a hard look. “Why is this so difficult to remember?”

      “I remember it just fine, but I don’t understand why you’re spending the holidays with the parents of a guy you aren’t dating.”

      “He, Kai, and Ezra are my best friends.” I pressed my lips together, feeling mutinous. “We’re practically family.”

      Hurt and anger flashed in Justin’s eyes.

      “And if you’d just meet them, you’d realize why I—”

      “Hey, I’ve been wondering,” he cut in. “Have you and your great new friends murdered anyone else recently?”

      The floor dropped out from under me as visions flashed through my mind: the dark hilt of Ezra’s short sword in my hands; a foot of deadly steel disappearing into a man’s back; the gurgling gasp of his last breath as he collapsed; the blood spreading beneath his body, steaming on the cold, dirty concrete.

      The shock of the memories was too much for me to hide, and Justin lurched backward, almost toppling his stool. His question had been sarcastic; he hadn’t expected a confirmation.

      “Tori—” he rasped. “You—you didn’t—”

      “N-no,” I stammered. “I mean, it’s not what you think. It was—”

      He shoved off his stool, retreating in disgust as though I were covered in contagious murder germs. “I don’t want to hear it. Don’t even try.”

      “Just let me—”

      “You’re right, Tori.” He turned away, breathing hard through his nose. “I don’t even know you anymore, so I guess those guys are your family now. Have a nice Christmas.”

      “Justin, wait!”

      He was already across the room, his boots thumping up the stairs. The door at the top slammed shut.

      I stood beside the breakfast bar, my hand stretched toward him. Slumping back onto my stool, I stared at the gift he’d brought me. I hadn’t had a chance to give him his.

      With a shimmer of air, Hoshi reappeared. Her small paws touched my shoulder and she nudged her cool muzzle against my cheek.

      Eyes stinging with forbidden tears, I stroked the sylph’s smooth neck. What would I have said to Justin anyway? I had killed again, and there was no way my explanation about how I’d had no choice but to stab an unresisting, injured man in the back would fly with my protector-of-justice brother.

      I had no time to fix this. We were leaving first thing in the morning, meaning Justin would have two whole weeks to stew about how his sister was a bona fide hit woman in a magic gang.

      “No!” Twiggy burst out in a broken-hearted wail. “Margaret died! I knew she would die! This is the worst show ever!”

      I sighed. At least I’d get a break from my roommate drama over the holidays.
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      “It’s colder than a witch’s britches out here!” Sin complained, tugging her jacket tighter around herself. Her breath puffed white and the icy wind whipped the mist away from her lips.

      “This is tradition,” Aaron replied, leaning against the deck’s railing.

      The ferry’s stern jutted out beyond the rail. Churning water flowed away from the stern, the choppy gray ocean stretching toward the shadow of the terminal from which we’d set sail. Heavy white clouds hugged the coast, obscuring any view of the land.

      “Is that snow?” Sin pointed accusingly at the sky. “I just saw a snowflake.”

      “It’s winter. Snow happens occasionally,” Kai, standing on Aaron’s left, told her. Ezra was beside him, gazing across the iron sea.

      “But we don’t need to stand in it, do we?”

      Aaron put his back against the railing, the wind mussing his copper hair. “You’re cheerful. Who spat in your coffee this morning?”

      “Ew.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m just … you know …”

      “Nervous?” I guessed, burying my numb fingers in my coat pockets.

      She grimaced.

      “What are you nervous about?” Aaron asked. “You’ll get to see your sister and hang out at the academy for a week, and we’ll be around the whole time too.”

      Sin and I exchanged knowing looks. Aaron and Kai were rich kids with rich parents—even if Kai had ditched his family at seventeen. He’d promptly moved into Aaron’s home, so did that even count? They had no concept of what it was like to visit a famous academy as two nobodies.

      I angled my head to look around Kai. “Ezra, when did you first visit the Sinclair Academy?”

      He straightened off the railing and turned, his mismatched eyes thoughtful. My gaze skittered down and lingered on his jawline. To my surprise, he’d shown up this morning clean-shaven for the first time I’d ever seen. Normally, dark scruff accentuated his lower face—more than a five o’clock shadow, but not enough to call it a beard.

      It was sexy as hell, but freshly shaven was just as good. It showed off the strong, clean lines of his jaw.

      “Hmm,” he mused. “This will be my sixth Christmas at the academy, but Aaron and Kai are right. You don’t need to worry. Just stay away from the moat and you’ll be fine.”

      “The … moat?” I repeated blankly.

      “Aaron’s family lives in a castle, you know.”

      I peered at his grave expression, then snorted loudly. “Nice try, Ezra.”

      He widened his eyes innocently. “I’m serious.”

      Aaron laughed.

      Sin gave up on enduring the cold, and Aaron and Kai followed her into the ferry’s warm interior. Ezra, however, didn’t move, so I turned to watch the frothing water tumble away from the ferry’s stern. The engines growled noisily and cloying fumes mixed with the briny ocean scent on the breeze.

      “Should we be worried?” I asked him, propping my elbows on the railing. “For real?”

      “Aaron’s parents will welcome you with open arms,” he assured me. That didn’t mesh with the tiny bit I knew about Mr. and Mrs. Sinclair—mainly, that they didn’t approve of anything their son did. They didn’t like his guild, his career choices, or his girlfriends. “Aside from them, the academy has three types of mythic: the students, the staff, and the non-staff guild members.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Sinclair Academy is a school and a guild. When students graduate at eighteen, they can join the Sinclair guild or move on to a different one, like Aaron and Kai did. If they join the Sinclair guild, they continue with advanced training and might eventually take a staff position.”

      I studied the shadow in his eyes that meant he was holding back his true thoughts.

      “The staff are professional,” he murmured, choosing his words carefully, “but the older students and the members in advanced training can be …”

      “Rich snobs?” I suggested. “Arrogant twits? Condescending snowflakes?”

      “Judgmental,” he finished with a laugh. “I’d call them judgmental. Nearly all the mages at the academy are gifted, and in their eyes, everyone else is lesser.”

      “You aren’t lesser,” I snapped, firing up immediately. “You’re stronger than Aaron or Kai and you—”

      “As an aeromage, I have below-average power,” he interrupted matter-of-factly. “I don’t care what they think, but be prepared for some attitude from the academy alumni.”

      Huffing, I folded my arms. “Good thing Aaron isn’t an arrogant, judgmental twit.”

      Ezra made a noncommittal noise and absently ran his thumb over his chin, then paused as though surprised to find it clean-shaven. As I watched his hand drop, my pulse did an odd, twitchy patter. I reached up and stroked my fingertips across his smooth jaw. He blinked, his gaze darting to mine.

      “What’s with the new look?” I asked, my tone light and teasing.

      “Aaron’s mom prefers it. She can’t stand ‘half a beard.’”

      I bit the inside of my cheek, then blurted, “You shouldn’t change your appearance just because she doesn’t like it.”

      “It wasn’t any trouble. It took less than five minutes.”

      “But—”

      He swept his arm around my waist and scooped me against his side. “Let’s find the others. I can’t feel my ears anymore.”

      I gulped as he pulled me through the door. He held me casually close as we walked past rows of blue-cushioned seats on steel frames bolted to the floor. Panoramic windows offered an endless view of steely water, the faint silhouette of land in the distance.

      Ezra didn’t lower his arm until we’d reached Aaron, Kai, and Sin, who were lounging on seats. I scooted past their legs and took the spot beside Sin. Ezra slid in after me and sat on my other side. Stifling a yawn with one hand, he slouched on the cushions and let his head fall back.

      My heart tumbled all over itself as I exhaled an entire lungful of air. I whipped out my phone and started scrolling, pretending to be absorbed in my third cousin’s baby-daddy drama.

      So … I maybe had a small problem.

      Aaron, Kai, and Ezra were my best friends. Like family. I’d dated Aaron for a couple of months before the relationship fizzled out, but our friendship had solidified in the aftermath and was stronger than ever. Kai was mouthwateringly gorgeous, but he was also a playboy—sort of a playboy—and that alone would’ve been all the “no” I needed had he ever shown interest in me. Besides that, he was in love with someone else.

      Then there was Ezra. He was my sweetheart of a terrifying demon mage. Thoughtful, generous, always had a smile for me no matter what was going on. He could make me laugh with the perfectly timed arch of his eyebrow. His buttery smooth voice soothed my worries, and his touch …

      His touch, his embrace—they used to calm me.

      Hunched in my seat, I glared at my phone. It was all Aaron’s fault. At the end of our first workout together, he’d made me sit on Ezra during competitive pushups to sabotage the aeromage’s victory. The combination of hot exertion, flexing muscles, and the motion itself had triggered something in my horny brain, and I could. Not. Stop. Thinking. About. It.

      For six freaking weeks!

      Every time Ezra got close to me, the memories all came rushing back. His body radiating heat, his skin slick and steaming, his breathing heavy. Hard muscles bunching and flexing under my thighs.

      My breath whooshed out of my lungs. Sin glanced at me, then resumed her conversation with Aaron. I slid down in my seat, guilty and flushed.

      Beside me, Ezra’s head was tilted back, his eyes closed. Maybe I couldn’t get past the pushups thing because I hadn’t seen him enough lately to … desensitize … or whatever. Yeah. That was probably it.

      Probably. If it wasn’t, I didn’t know what the hell I would do.
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      Aaron’s SUV wound along the twisting road. Trees crowded the pavement, barren branches reaching toward the gray sky. Monstrous evergreens and spruces stood proudly among their leafless cousins, thick boughs dusted with crisp white snow—rare for this climate. Usually, it rained nonstop.

      “How much farther?” I asked, leaning over the center console to peer through the windshield. Ezra was in the passenger seat, head bowed forward as he napped.

      “Almost there,” Aaron replied, watching the road as flakes twirled down and melted on the wet pavement. “We entered the academy grounds at the last turn.”

      “When was that?” I muttered, trying to remember a turn.

      “Ten minutes ago,” Kai told me. “The academy owns, what, twelve hundred acres of forest?”

      “About that,” Aaron answered as he slowed the car. “The academy buildings are that way.”

      He slowed further as we passed a left turn, and I glimpsed a white building through the brush. My stomach did a nervous dance on top of my kidneys. Or liver. Or whatever organ my stomach was on top of. The narrow road continued and the forest gave way to manicured trees and smooth lawns, still green despite the frosting of fresh snow.

      Directly ahead, an old-fashioned stone wall peeked through the thick branches of the mature trees lining the road.

      Aaron took a hand off the wheel and tapped Ezra’s shoulder. “Wake up, buddy. We’re almost at the house.”

      Ezra inhaled sleepily and sat up straighter. “Already?”

      We zoomed toward the stone wall, which was growing larger, then the road curved. I craned my neck, my eyes going wider and wider. The car rolled alongside the building, then pulled underneath a covered carriage porch that stretched across the road—no, not the road. The driveway.

      The moment the car stopped, Sin threw her door open and leaped from the vehicle. I was right behind her. We scrambled into the cold air, strode out from under the stone roof that arched over the car, and looked up. Way up.

      Car doors banged shut as the guys got out. I didn’t even care that my mouth was hanging open as I backed up to bring more of the structure into view.

      Aaron gave his home a passing glance. “Surprised?”

      “But that’s … that’s a castle.”

      Ezra appeared on my other side. “I tried to convince Tobias to add a moat, but no dice.”

      I pointed like they hadn’t noticed the building towering over us. “A castle? You live in a castle?”

      “Well … not anymore.” Aaron shrugged. “Shall we—oh, hey Dominic.”

      A man wearing a crisp white dress shirt, gray vest, and black tie had walked out the castle’s front door. “Good afternoon, Mr. Sinclair. Would you like me to take care of your vehicle and luggage?”

      “That’d be great, thanks.”

      Aaron lifted his keys. They zoomed out of his hand as though tied to an invisible string and flew toward the other man.

      “Welcome home,” Dominic added as the keys landed neatly on his waiting palm. “Your mother is in the living room.”

      My attention wandered from the telekinetic butler back to the Sinclair family home. The castle stretched a hundred feet to the east and to the west, the walls interspersed with huge Tudor windows, the ancient masonry clad in tangled ivy. The gable roof featured peaked dormers above the fourth-story windows, and in the center, a blocky tower rose eighty feet. An actual tower, with battlements and everything. Rapunzel could’ve thrown her damn hair off the top.

      “Let’s go!” Aaron called, standing on the steps in front of the entrance, Kai beside him. I hastened to join them, and Ezra followed behind me. Sin, yet to rehinge her jaw, trailed after us.

      Inside was a reasonably small vestibule, and I almost relaxed—until I saw the man in a uniform identical to Dominic’s waiting for us.

      “May I take your coat, Mr. Sinclair?”

      “Thanks, Brett.” Aaron handed over his jacket, and Kai shrugged his off and passed it over.

      Ezra was unzipping his too, so I nervously followed suit. Sin and I gave the butler—footman? I didn’t even know—our coats, then followed Aaron into the … entrance hall. What else could I call it?

      The vaulted ceiling arched two stories overhead and was crisscrossed with dark timber trusses. Antique chandeliers hung on long chains, softly illuminating the glossy, elaborate wainscoting. Twin staircases stood on either side of us, leading to a second-floor balcony, and directly ahead was the biggest sandstone fireplace I’d ever seen, flanked by two twelve-foot Christmas trees with ornaments and flickering gold lights sparkling on their boughs.

      Aaron and Kai breezed past the fireplace and Christmas trees, heading right down a wide corridor. Ezra followed, and I crowded behind him. Sin bumped my side, hovering just as close. The blue carpet, which ran down the center of the corridor, absorbed our footsteps. Aaron and Kai disappeared through the first door on their left.

      “Aaron, darling!”

      The female voice floated out of the room, and I gave up all pretense of composure and grabbed the back of Ezra’s shirt. Sin clutched my shirt, and we cowered behind him in a conga line of wimpiness as he walked in.

      The room wasn’t as imposing as I’d expected. I was still intimidated as hell, but at least I could breathe. Elegant furniture formed a cozy sitting area around another, more modest, fireplace. A bar ran along the opposite side of the room, and a huge window filled the back wall, letting in streams of hazy sunlight. Another gargantuan Christmas tree, this one decorated in shades of blue and teal instead of white and gold, filled one corner, so perfect it could’ve been photographed for a home décor magazine.

      “It’s so wonderful to have you back!” A slim older woman kissed Aaron’s cheeks, then peered into his face. “You must visit more often. I tell you this every year.”

      “I know, Mom.”

      She swept to Kai, her hands went on his shoulders, and she kissed his cheeks like a proper French lady. “Kai, how are you more handsome every time I see you! Have you kept my Aaron out of trouble this year?”

      “As best I could, Valerie.”

      She turned and spotted the rest of us. Her smile widened, perfect white teeth flashing and delicate wrinkles gracing her features, the only sign that she was a youthful fifty and not thirty. Her raven hair was twisted in an elegant bun and she wore an outfit I could only describe as “expensive”—pale peach slacks that looked impossibly soft, a chic ivory blouse, and a matching blazer with three-quarter-length sleeves. A bracelet bursting with diamonds sparkled on her wrist.

      “Darling Ezra!” She swooped down on him, caught his shoulders, and stretched up to kiss his cheeks too. Sin and I ducked behind him. Dignity? Who needed that?

      “You look pale, honey.” She frowned at him. “Are you feeling under the weather? Should I call the healer?”

      “I’m fine. Thank you, Valerie,” he said. “Just tired.”

      “Well, you can sleep all you like while you’re here. Is that guild working you boys too hard?” She tsked—then suddenly she was sweeping around Ezra. Her cool hands caught mine. “You must be Tori! Aaron has told me so much about you. Welcome to our home.”

      I gaped, then dusted off my manners. “Thank you for having us, Mrs. Sinclair.”

      “Oh, call me Valerie.” Next thing I knew, her lips tapped my cheek on one side, then the other. “And this must be Sin. Hello, my dear. Your sister is such a delight.”

      “Y-you know Lily?” Sin stammered.

      Valerie laughed throatily, then captured Sin for cheek kisses. “Of course, of course. I know all our students.”

      “Mom is the Administration Director but also the school’s unofficial guidance counselor,” Aaron said, already slouched in one of the sofas, his shoes propped on an antique coffee table that probably cost more than all the furniture in my apartment put together. “She’s always checking up on everyone, making sure they have everything they need or want.”

      “Our students’ comfort is a top priority. They can’t learn if they’re distracted by inconsequentialities.” She brought her hands together in a businesslike clap. “Now, Aaron, did you review the itinerary I emailed you last week?”

      He pulled a disgruntled face.

      She withdrew a folded paper from her pocket and offered it to him. “I made a copy for you. Most important, here”—she prodded the page—“is a visit from the Olympus guild master on Friday morning. He’s making a special trip from Greece to see you.”

      Aaron sank deeper into the sofa, pointedly not looking at the paper his mom was holding under his nose.

      “The Olympus guild?” Sin mouthed silently from behind Valerie’s back, her round eyes revealing her amazement. I was going to go out on a limb and guess it was a famous guild.

      “Did you leave me any free time?” Aaron asked, sarcasm leaking into his voice.

      Since he wasn’t taking the page, Valerie dropped it on his lap. “If you want to cancel the Ursa Major interview, I can arrange that. They’re making an excellent offer, but even a famous Arcana guild is still …” She shrugged delicately.

      “I’m not looking for a new guild.” He tossed the paper on the coffee table and rose to his feet. “I want to give Tori and Sin a tour of the academy.”

      “Of course.” Her bright smile returned, a sharp contrast to Aaron’s scowl. “Dinner is at seven, and I also had the chef prepare a light snack.”

      She waved to the bar—or maybe it was a sideboard?—where dainty sandwiches, cut into quarters, were heaped on silver platters. I also spotted fruit, little dessert squares, and a covered dish I assumed contained soup, based on the bowls stacked beside it and the steam escaping from beneath the lid.

      “I should get back to work myself,” she added. “Ladies, please make yourselves at home. Anything you need, ask Aaron, myself, or any of the house staff.”

      As Valerie swept from the room in a swirl of peach fabric and vanilla-rose perfume, Aaron and Kai approached the sideboard thing with a predatory gleam in their eyes. They didn’t seem to notice or care that those little sandwiches were the fanciest things I’d ever seen as they started eating.

      Curious, I picked up Aaron’s itinerary and scanned it. Whoa. He hadn’t been kidding about the lack of free time. Interviews, meetings, lunches …

      Sin peered over my shoulder. “Aaron, are you teaching this week?”

      “Does it say I am?” he asked grumpily as he shoved a sandwich triangle in his mouth. “Then yeah.”

      “You’re giving a lecture on”—she squinted—“advanced cognitive visualization on Wednesday afternoon.”

      He took the bowl of soup Kai offered him. “I tell them every year I just want to visit and relax.”

      Sin and I stared at him, and I figured she was stuck on the same idea as I was: that of rambunctious, troublemaking Aaron as a teacher. I tried to imagine him wearing glasses, which seemed like a prerequisite for anyone giving a lecture with “advanced” in the title.

      “What’s cognitive visualization?” I asked.

      “It’s an important part of switch training,” he answered, referring to the tools mages used to refine their magic. He blew on a spoonful of soup. “You visualize what you want to do with your magic while making a specific gesture with your switch. It’s about training your brain to associate the simple motion with a complex actualization of your magic.”

      My jaw hung open. Maybe it was unfair of me to be so surprised, but “complex actualization” wasn’t part of his everyday vocabulary.

      “It’s like muscle memory, but trickier.” He gulped down his soup. “We’ll go to the arenas first so you can see for yourself. At least one class will be working with switches, guaranteed.”

      Oozing impatience, he set his bowl on the sideboard and waved at us to follow him. As he vanished through the door, Kai snorted wordlessly and continued eating.

      Noticing my worried look, he added, “He’ll wait for us. Come eat.”

      I handed the itinerary to Sin and selected a mini sandwich. The white bread was so fluffy it might’ve been a bread-shaped cloud.

      “Jeez,” Sin muttered, reading the schedule more carefully. “Olympus, Ursa Major, Tales of Aether, Azalea Inc., MerlinQuest … these are all really famous guilds. Is Aaron interviewing with all of them?”

      “Most of them,” Kai said with a shrug. “They’ll make an offer, he’ll politely turn it down, and he’ll disappear into obscurity for another year.”

      “Look.” She pointed at the page. “On Boxing Day, he’s supposed to fly to Los Angeles to meet with Maximus Productions about a—”

      “I’m not going.” Aaron stuck his head back into the room. “I told Mom I wasn’t leaving the grounds this time. The whole point is to visit with my family, not fly all over the damn planet. Are you slowpokes ready?”

      We each stuffed our faces with one more sandwich triangle, then filed after him. As he led the way through the grand castle, I had to admit his childhood home didn’t intimidate me as much as the realization he was being headhunted by famous guilds from across the worldwide mythic community. With so many one-in-a-million opportunities, why had he chosen a small, unknown band of misfits to call his guild?
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      The Sinclair Academy split its students’ time across three areas of study—training their magic, training their bodies, and training their minds. The first one was obvious—of course they learned how to wield their elemental powers—but they spent an equal amount of time learning how to weaponize their bodies.

      Magery was the most physically demanding class of magic. Intense magic use rapidly exhausted mages, and the only counter was boosting their physical endurance. That’s why Aaron, Kai, and Ezra trained so hard and were so ridiculously fit. And had insane stamina. And were all deliciously hard muscle literally everywhere.

      From daily workouts to classes dedicated to fitness and proper diet, the school hammered the lessons in. Other classroom time was devoted to Elementaria theory, technique, and history, as well as a basic but thorough understanding of the other magical classes.

      And last but not least: practicing their magic.

      I sat against a hard concrete wall, my butt planted on an equally hard concrete floor. Sin and Ezra sat on either side of me. Across the barren arena, ten fifteen-year-old mages waited in a quiet line, watching the small group of adults in the center.

      Aaron and Kai stood with a tall older man, his copper hair streaked with silver and his eyes electric blue behind stately wire-rimmed glasses. Tobias Sinclair. Aaron’s father, the headmaster of the academy, and instructor of this class.

      As Tobias described something to his students, an assistant passed two simple steel swords to Aaron and Kai. Looked like they’d be giving another demonstration.

      “I don’t get it,” I whispered to Ezra. “Why does every class want Aaron and Kai to help with the lesson?”

      I could get why Tobias would invite his son to participate, but this was the third time since we’d begun our tour of the academy. At least it would be the last of the day—the small windows, set high up on the walls, glowed orange as the sun sank below the tree line.

      “They’re academy legends,” Ezra murmured. “Best of their year, and among the most talented alumni to ever graduate.”

      I scrunched my nose. “Are they really that good?”

      “They were the first mages you saw in combat, so your perspective is skewed. Yes, they’re that good. Watch this.”

      Tobias finished his explanation and gestured to his assistant, a middle-aged woman with her brown hair pulled into a sleek ponytail. She gathered five plain ceramic discs from a bin beside her. As Aaron and Kai moved to opposite ends of the room, the assistant tossed the first disc into the open space between them. As it fell, she flicked the narrow silver stick she held in her other hand.

      The disc stopped mid-fall, hovering three feet above the floor.

      Ezra sighed. “I’ve never been able to do that. I can’t make the air dense enough.”

      Oh, so the assistant was an aeromage? Interesting. She threw the next four discs and, with the same flick of her wand-like switch, caught each one in the air until all five floated motionlessly above the floor between Aaron and Kai.

      “Now,” Tobias said to his students in a clear, deep voice, his laser-like stare all too reminiscent of Aaron’s. “Any of you could destroy those discs, one by one, without a switch, but that’s a first-year skill. This month, we’ve been practicing using a switch to achieve discorporate ignition. Now Aaron and Kai will demonstrate why we’re learning it—and what a mastery of discorporate ignition can accomplish.”

      “Discorporate what?” I muttered.

      “Ignition,” Ezra whispered. “It means creating magic away from your body instead of starting with your hands or switch.”

      “Aaron, Kai,” Tobias called. “Please turn around.”

      As Aaron and Kai turned their backs on the floating discs, whispers of disbelief ran through the observing students.

      “Aaron and Kai are employing spatial imaging to target the discs, even though they can no longer see them,” Tobias explained, emphasizing what I assumed was a term on the kids’ next exam. “Now they’ll use cognitive visualization as they engage their switches.”

      Aaron and Kai lifted the plain swords. Aaron held his sideways, the blade’s edge parallel to the floor and one hand pressed against the flat steel. Kai aimed the point of his sword at the ceiling, the blunt edge aligned with his nose.

      “Three,” Tobias called, “two, one, now.”

      Aaron swept his hand down his blade. Kai twisted his sword sharply.

      Five fireballs burst over the hovering discs. At the exact same moment, electricity erupted over the centermost disc, then bolts speared the remaining four. Broken ceramic rained down on the concrete.

      The students whooped and clapped appreciatively.

      Ezra nodded at his friends’ display of skill. “Discorporate ignition on five small targets would challenge most mages, let alone doing it blind.”

      “Can you do it?” I asked.

      He smiled ruefully. “I can only manage discorporate ignition on a single target.”

      A vision flashed through my mind: an ice-cold and dark loading bay. As I’d plunged off a steel mezzanine, wind had whooshed beneath me, the dense air cushioning my fall.

      Discorporate ignition. Ezra had created a dense pocket of air underneath me a split second before I’d hit the ground, while in the middle of a deadly battle against two demons. I might not be an Elementaria expert, but I suspected Ezra wasn’t giving his skills enough credit.

      Sin reached around me to pat his shoulder. “It’s tough being the least talented sibling. Lily is a mage prodigy, obviously, since she won a scholarship here. And Anna is only a year older than me but three years ahead in her alchemy apprenticeship. We just have to soldier on, Ezra.”

      Aaron and Kai did several more mind-boggling demonstrations of their switch control before Tobias concluded the lesson. While he dismissed his class, the two super-mages sauntered over to join us plebian spectators. Sin, Ezra, and I got to our feet.

      “Nice demo,” I said.

      Aaron grinned, oozing satisfaction. “I broke the discs first on the last round.”

      Kai’s dark eyes flashed with annoyance. “We broke them at the same time.”

      “You wish. I’ve always been faster on the draw with a direct line of sight.”

      Ezra rolled his eyes. The two mages continued to bicker as, across the arena, the students filed out.

      “Excellent work, Aaron,” the headmaster said, striding over to us. “Impressive as always. The students will be talking about this lesson for weeks.”

      Aaron’s proud smile returned. He might complain about having to teach while he was here, but he didn’t mind showing off his skills for his father. What boy, even a grown one, didn’t want to impress his dad?

      “And you as well, Kai,” Tobias added. “Thanks for your help.”

      As the headmaster’s gaze turned to his son’s other guests, Aaron quickly introduced me and Sin. I shook Tobias’s hand, feeling oddly starstruck. I had no idea how much weight he and his wife pulled in the mythic community, but I was beginning to grasp that the Sinclairs were on a whole different level than I’d seen in my dealings with mythics so far.

      Clapping a hand on Aaron’s shoulder, Tobias led him to the door. “Are you looking forward to the end-of-term Christmas party? Shane Davila is attending this year. Rumor has it he’s coming to Vancouver to take a crack at their infamous rogue, the—”

      They stepped into the corridor and a wave of noisy chatter drowned out the headmaster’s voice. Students had flooded the hall, ranging from groups of fresh-faced thirteen-year-olds to lanky eighteen-year-olds with lean muscles yet to fill out. As we followed the headmaster and his son into the crowd, I counted three boys to every one girl. Huh.

      The practice arenas were plain concrete boxes, designed to withstand daily magic damage, but spotless white walls, marble floors, and stained wood trim lined the corridors. The classrooms, as I’d seen earlier in our tour, featured high-tech projectors and smart boards, glossy tables and cushioned chairs on tiered floors, plush carpet, honeycomb walls for optimal acoustics, and huge windows that offered breathtaking views of the forest, the coast, or the beautiful Tudor masonry of the Sinclair castle.

      Castle. I still couldn’t believe it.

      Aaron shook off his father and trotted back to us, weaving through the students.

      “Shane Davila?” Kai said as soon as Aaron was within earshot. “A renowned bounty hunter will be a nice change from the usual guest list.”

      “Yeah.” Aaron rubbed his hand over his mouth. “I’d be more excited, except my dad knows I’m a fan of Shane’s work.”

      Kai nodded knowingly, but I was confused.

      “So what if your dad knows you’re a fan of this guy?” I asked.

      “My dad’ll have an ulterior motive for inviting Shane,” Aaron said, unduly grim. “Let’s head to the house. I’ll show you your rooms and stuff before dinner.”

      He and Kai led us into the flow of students, but they didn’t get far before an older teen called out, “Whoa, Aaron Sinclair! I didn’t know you were here.”

      Aaron stopped as a band of boys rushed up to him. A moment later, three sixteenish girls squeezed into the group, their eyes forming heart shapes as they ogled him. Kai was getting almost as much attention, though the students seemed as intimidated as they were awed.

      I tugged Ezra over to the wall as another wave of students flowed past us, chatting about dinner. We shared a look of amused resignation. Across the hall, Sin was talking to a girl with vivid pink hair—probably discussing hair dye.

      The door beside us opened. Men and women walked out, and I figured these were the advanced-training alumni Ezra had mentioned. Twenty to twenty-five years old, the women lean and strong, the men broad-shouldered and sturdy.

      They joined the throng of younger students, some stopping to greet Aaron and Kai. The stragglers halted in the doorway, blocked by the traffic jam. I eyed them curiously. A tall, handsome blond, a shorter guy with an upturned nose, and a woman with long black hair shaved on one side.

      The blond guy glanced dismissively at Aaron and Kai. “Look who’s back,” he said to his friends. “How much do you want to bet Sinclair spent the afternoon showing off in lessons while daddy’s staff kissed his ass?”

      My hackles rose. Holy crap, talk about venomous jealousy.

      “Now he’s soaking up the adoration of teenagers like a complete tool,” the woman sneered. “How can he act like the academy king after years at that trash city guild?”

      The first guy laughed nastily. “Wait till he goes back. His mates will be licking his shoes for a taste of a real guild.”

      Hands balling into fists, I shoved off the wall—and Ezra caught me around the waist. He hauled me right past the savage trio and into the crowd of teens.

      “Let me go!” I hissed. “I’m going to break that guy’s teeth off and jam them into his eye sockets.”

      Ezra laughed like I was joking. “That’s actually kind of scary, hearing you say it like that.”

      “Because I mean it!” I squirmed determinedly and he loosened his arms enough for me to spin around and glare at him. “What those shitheads said is—”

      Some clumsy nitwit thudded into my back on his way by and I bumped hard into Ezra’s chest. His hands tightened on my arms, and when I looked up, our faces were inches apart. Milling students jostled us on all sides and there was nowhere to retreat.

      My anger dissolved in a rush of sizzling nerves. What had I been saying?

      “Nothing we do will change their attitudes,” Ezra said quietly.

      Oh right. The shitheads. “But—”

      “Just forget about them, Tori.” With a smile that scattered my thoughts all over again, he took my hand and pulled me down the hall after Aaron, Kai, and Sin; they’d drifted along with the crowd and were waiting at the doors. I walked at his side, my head a complete mess and my attention frozen on our entwined fingers.
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        * * *

      

      Back in Château de Sinclair, I stood in the center of my guest room, afraid to touch anything. Soft light from the low chandelier shimmered across the rose-red carpet. The dark wainscoting was gracefully lightened by colorful oil paintings, lush drapery with a pattern of cream on ivory, and a pale bedspread smoothed across the monstrous four-poster bed. Its weighty headboard was piled with—I counted—nine pillows of various sizes and fabric cases.

      I walked past a fainting couch, which matched the drapes, to stand in front of the window. The ground sloped away from the castle for half a mile before sinking into a wide lagoon. A narrow strip of land separated it from the churning ocean waves that stretched to the darkening horizon. On a clear day, could I see the mainland?

      Tugging on a lock of hair, I tried to imagine growing up in a place like this. A four-story, twenty-thousand-square-foot castle with butlers, footmen, maids, and chefs. The only son of the headmaster, gifted and impeccably educated, doted on by family and staff. Center of attention. Star of the academy. Amazing opportunities offered to him everywhere he turned.

      But Aaron had left all that to join the Crow and Hammer. No wonder his parents didn’t approve.

      I straightened my spine. Time to stop cowering just because these people had enough money to sink several cargo ships. The guys didn’t care how much money I had, and that’s all that mattered. Grinning, I pivoted on my heel and exited the room.

      Sin was fretting in the hallway outside Aaron’s suite, which sat dead center between the east and west wings. I hadn’t been inside, but I knew it was ridiculously massive. I could tell by the length of the wall that separated my guest room from Sin’s.

      “Let’s go downstairs,” I said confidently.

      She fidgeted with her teal hair, styled into loose waves. “I hope dinner isn’t too extravagant. What if there’s more than one fork?”

      “Just wait for someone else to choose a utensil first,” I advised, leading the way to the spiraling staircase that carried us past the second level. We came out on the gallery halfway between the main floor and second floor. The balcony overlooked the grand entrance hall, while the opposite side was dominated by a truly monstrous window that offered a breathtaking view of the winter-clad front garden, the circular driveway, and a long set of shallow steps that ran uphill toward the academy campus.

      I trotted the rest of the way down the stairs and past the fireplace, now lit with crackling logs. To my relief, Aaron, Kai, and Ezra were already lounging on the living room sofas—along with a fourth, much smaller person with long, mousy brown hair. As we walked in, she sprang up from her spot beside Aaron, her eyes lighting up just like Sin’s did when she was excited.

      “You’re here!” she squealed, then checked her enthusiasm. In an obvious attempt to act cool, she tucked her hair behind one ear. “Mrs. Sinclair invited me to dinner. Pretty sweet.”

      Sin fought back a smile as her sister surreptitiously checked Aaron’s and Kai’s reactions to her coolness. “Hi Lily. Good to see you too.”

      “I was just talking to Aaron,” Lily added, all casual like she chatted with academy legends all the time. “He’s subbing for one of my lessons tomorrow afternoon.”

      “News to me,” Aaron admitted. “It isn’t on my itinerary”—he shot a nasty look at the paper we’d abandoned on the coffee table earlier—“but I don’t doubt Dad crammed in another lesson or two.”

      “Will we see you at all this week?” I muttered.

      “Hey, I know.” Grinning, Aaron leaned forward. “Sin, you should sub for me. Teach the mage kids why taking a sleeping potion to the face is bad.”

      Lily snorted dismissively. “We want to learn about real magic, not alchemy.”

      Rocking back on her heels, Sin stared at her little sister as though she’d never heard Lily disparage her magic class before.

      “You’ve gotta learn about the other stuff too, Lily,” Aaron said easily. “We’re not immune to all magic.”

      I blinked slowly. That … hadn’t been the swift verbal correction I’d expected Aaron to deliver. He didn’t seem to have noticed that Lily had all but said, “Elementaria rules, alchemy drools.”

      “Alchemy is useful and all,” Lily went on, missing every possible cue from Sin that she should change the subject, “but it’s got nothing on combat magery. I’m so glad I’m a mage.”

      “Lily Belle!” Eyes flashing angrily, Sin planted her hands on her hips. “You used to cry that you weren’t an alchemist like Mom.”

      Lily’s face flushed. “You’re one to talk, Cindy Lou.”

      Sin went rigid, her cheeks skipping pink and turning beet red. She took a stumbling step back as Aaron’s expression morphed from surprise to what I could only describe as pure evil. Kai had surpassed evil and was radiating undiluted essence of doom.

      Ezra twisted on the sofa, his eyes sparkling with suppressed mirth. “Two sisters,” he said musingly. “Lily Belle and …”

      “Cindy Lou,” Aaron and Kai finished in perfect, terrifying unison.

      Sin cringed so hard her head almost inverted with her shoulders. “Sin. My name is Sin.”

      I sighed. Though I was torn between two basic instincts—tease my friends and protect my friends—I knew what I had to do. Sin needed someone in her corner, especially against three mages who never passed up an opportunity to tease someone.

      “You three—” I began.

      “You’re such a fake, Cindy,” Lily interrupted, her face as red as her sister’s and her hands balled into fists. “You wish you were a mage too. You’re always going on and on about how cool mages are and how if you were only a mage, maybe Aaron would finally notice you.”

      If Sin had been embarrassed before, now she was imploding on the spot. Her stricken stare darted to Aaron’s shocked expression, then she choked out something unintelligible and sped out of the room.

      Aw, shit.

      I shot a death-beam glare at Lily, who shrank with guilt, realizing she’d gone too far. Aaron awkwardly rubbed the back of his neck, a crease between his eyebrows. Turning, I headed for the doorway to follow Sin.

      Valerie swept in, her dark hair perfect and peach blazer pristine. Tobias followed her, his arena gear replaced by black slacks and a cobalt dress shirt that made his blue eyes pop even more. At the sight of the headmaster, Lily minced behind a sofa.

      “Boys!” Valerie said brightly. “How was your afternoon?”

      She gave us all hugs, then Tobias did a new round of manly handshakes with Kai and Ezra, as though they hadn’t seen each other an hour ago. Before I could escape to follow Sin, I was getting my hand firmly shaken by the headmaster too.

      “Tori,” he said, “I didn’t have a chance to thank you earlier. I owe you a drink.”

      “You—you do?”

      “For saving my son’s life back in May.” He glanced around expectantly, and as though summoned from the ether, the butler who’d greeted us on our arrival appeared in the doorway. “Dominic, my man, bring the decanter of Lucchese.”

      “Ooh,” Aaron remarked. “You’re spoiling us.”

      “I never said you were getting any.”

      Kai, Ezra, and Valerie laughed. A moment later, Dominic returned with a tray balanced on his arm, holding a crystal decanter and seven tall cordial glasses. The man set the tray on the sideboard bar thing and poured two finger-widths of liquor into each glass. Tobias waited silently, his hands folded behind his back.

      Dominic passed around the glasses. I accepted mine and sniffed curiously. A sweet, nutty aroma with a hint of vanilla tickled my nose.

      “Amaretto?” I guessed.

      “A girl who knows her liquor,” Tobias said approvingly.

      “She’s a bartender, remember?” Aaron rolled his eyes. “Of course she knows her liquor.”

      “This amaretto is handmade by my dear friend Giovanni Lucchese,” Tobias told me, “using a recipe his family perfected over five generations. They use bitter almonds grown in their orchard in Tuscany and the liqueur is aged in vintage wine barrels.”

      I licked my lips eagerly, waiting for Tobias’s signal to try it, but he was looking around the room.

      “Who’s missing? We have an extra glass.”

      “Sin had to step out,” Kai said smoothly.

      “I’ll have hers,” Lily piped up.

      Tobias laughed like it was a good joke, and the girl’s face fell.

      “We’re spoiling you already, darling,” Valerie said lightly. “You’re out past curfew.”

      “Curfew?” Aaron glanced at the window, but it was so dark outside that the glass reflected the bright room back like a mirror. “It’s way too early for curfew.”

      “We had to move it up temporarily.” Tobias raised his glass. “To family and friends!”

      We raised our drinks, cordial glasses glittering under the chandelier, then I brought my glass to my lips. Delightfully spicy sweetness, underlaid with nutty almond and tingling vanilla, rushed across my tongue.

      “Divine,” Valerie sighed.

      “What were you saying about moving the curfew?” Kai asked, his glass poised by his mouth.

      Tobias took a slow, savoring sip of his amaretto. “Temporary, like I said. We’ve had a few incidents recently.”

      Aaron glanced over, then began chatting with his mother about her plans for Christmas dinner.

      “Incidents?” Kai pressed.

      Tobias’s relaxed manner slid away. “The surrounding woodland has never been an issue in the past, but five students have been stalked or attacked by wildlife in the last few weeks.”

      “Wildlife attacks? Here?”

      “It’s a surprise to us as well. So far, we’ve only found tracks. Large coyotes or perhaps a stray dog. A species of gray wolf inhabits the northern half of the island, but they’re almost never seen this far south.” Tobias rubbed his smooth jaw. “We’ve hired a specialist to deal with it, but until the beast is caught, we’ve moved the curfew. All students must be indoors by dark.”

      “Are the attacks taking place at night?”

      “After dark, yes, and always at the edge of the woods.” Tobias took another slow sip. “The injuries have been minor—only two bites. One student got dragged into the trees before her friends—”

      “Tobias,” Valerie interrupted sternly. “Enough about that. We hired the best trackers—even a psychic. They’ll handle it.”

      I wrinkled my nose. Was it just me, or had her “even a psychic” come out on the condescending side? I mean, yeah, not all psychics were powerhouses, but they could do some pretty freakin’ crazy stuff.

      “Anyway,” Valerie said brightly, “boys, will you be attending the Seattle Elementaria Convention in March? The academy has a double booth, and we’re hosting two panels. Tobias is a keynote speaker as well—though Aaron, I’m sure you could join him and share your experiences with field combat …”

      As she slid neatly into cajoling Aaron with another great opportunity to advance his career, I looked away from his deepening scowl. My gaze found Ezra, who stood at the window, silent and alone. His untouched drink hung from his hand as he stared out into the grounds. The glass reflected his shadowed face, and for an instant, our eyes seemed to meet in his reflection.

      But no. He was looking beyond the glass. He didn’t see me—didn’t see any of us as he stared into the darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The bed was too soft.

      I flopped onto my stomach and the cloudlike mattress sucked me into its embrace. Punching my goose-down pillow, I tried to relax. It’d been a long day and I needed sleep, especially since Aaron had scheduled me for a 7:00 a.m. run. He hadn’t been kidding about keeping up with workouts while on holiday.

      A digital alarm clock on the antique nightstand glowed reproachfully. 1:28 a.m. Tomorrow would suck.

      Flipping the blankets off, I sat up and hung my legs off the bed. My feet didn’t touch the floor. The room smelled of lilacs and potpourri, with a faint hint of the hot cocoa the maid had brought me before I’d turned my lights out. Talk about getting pampered.

      Sighing, I rubbed my tired eyes. Maybe I needed a brisk walk to reset my mind and body before trying to sleep again.

      I slid off the bed, wiggled my bare toes into the plush carpet, then grabbed the sweater I’d draped across the footboard and pulled it on over my tank top. My legs, bared by my skimpy PJ shorts, could stand the cold for a few minutes.

      When I cracked my bedroom door open, a cool draft from the wide hall rushed inside. Shivering, I glanced up and down the endless hall, lit by soft lights. My room, Ezra’s, and Kai’s made up the west wing, while Sin was in the first of five guest rooms on the building’s east side.

      The hall carpet wasn’t as thick and soft as the one in the bedroom, and a chill seeped into my bare feet. I tucked my hands into my sleeves as I walked, reminiscing about dinner. Sin had recovered from her bout of embarrassment enough to join us, and we’d all feigned memory loss over Lily’s comments. Evening salvaged.

      I paused at a rain-streaked window that overlooked the front garden and circular drive, bathed in an orange glow from the scattered lampposts. A ferocious wind drove the rain sideways and moaned through the castle’s intricate architecture.

      As I turned from the window, I glimpsed a hint of light from the bedroom at the end of the hall. Curious—as far as I knew, we were the Sinclair family’s only guests tonight—I tiptoed to the open door and poked my head inside. Twice the size of mine, it featured a canopied bed, a full sitting area in front of the stone fireplace, and a broad window with a built-in, deeply cushioned bench in front of it.

      A warm yellow glow glimmered through the glass panes, silhouetting the figure sitting sideways across the window seat, his back against the wall and head resting against a pane. The hood of his sweater was pulled up, but I didn’t need to see his face to recognize him.

      “Ezra?” I blurted.

      His head turned. “Tori? What are you doing up?”

      “That’s what I was going to ask you.” This wasn’t his room—his was between mine and Kai’s. I walked across the deep carpet to join him. “I’m just restless and stretching my legs. Why are you over here?”

      “I was restless too, I guess.”

      As I stopped beside the window seat, he tipped his head back to look up at me. The dim light caught on his features, his pale left eye gleaming like ice. All at once, I noticed details I’d somehow missed over the last couple of days: the dark circles under his eyes, the hollowness of his cheeks, the lines of stress and exhaustion around his mouth.

      I’d known he was tired, but I hadn’t realized how tired.

      “Oh, Ezra,” I whispered. “It’s that bad?”

      He rested his head against the glass again. “I’m okay.”

      Nudging his feet closer to the window, I squished onto the bench with him and leaned against his legs so we faced each other. I propped my arm on his upraised knees.

      “You’re not okay,” I said firmly. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      His gaze dropped and he let out a long, weary breath. “It didn’t seem like a big deal at first. I kept telling myself I’d sleep fine the next night.”

      “It’s been weeks, Ezra,” I pointed out gently, unable to get upset when he looked so painfully fatigued. “I’ve hardly seen you.”

      He closed his eyes again, his forehead creased. “I know. I’m sorry.”

      I opened my mouth, but it took me two tries to speak the words. “I missed you.”

      It wasn’t just that he’d stopped visiting me at the pub, working out with us, or coming to my apartment. It was the small things I’d missed most. Bouncing ideas off him for a college assignment. Laughing in the kitchen as he helped me prepare dinner. Wisecracking through whatever terrible film we’d picked for movie night. Spending half my afternoon making dumb jokes until his impassable poker face finally cracked, just because I could.

      At my confession, his eyelids flickered, dark lashes shadowing his cheeks, but he didn’t meet my gaze. Instead, his hand closed around mine. “I missed you too.”

      My heart buzzed, electrified by his admission. “How much sleep have you been getting?”

      “Depends on the night. I can fall asleep, but after a few minutes, sometimes an hour or two, I wake up …” He pressed his hand to his chest, fingers tightening around the soft cotton of his hoodie. “I jolt awake with my heart pounding and adrenaline flowing and this feeling like …”

      His other hand still held mine and I twisted our fingers together. “Like what?”

      “Like I’m in danger. Like I need to fight something.”

      “This started after Halloween, right?” I asked. “Could it be related to the fight with the Keys of Solomon?”

      “That would make sense, but …” He grimaced ruefully. “This is going to sound terrible, but that isn’t the worst thing I’ve been through and I’ve never had problems sleeping before. Not like this.”

      “What is the worst thing you’ve been through?”

      His chin dipped down, shadows cloaking his expression. Apprehension sizzled along my nerves and I didn’t dare breathe as I waited to see what he might reveal.

      Finally he spoke, the words quiet and rough. “Watching someone I love die in front of me.”

      His words took a moment to sink in, then my breath caught. Without thinking, I leaned forward. My hands went into his hair and I pulled him to me, pressing his face into my shoulder. I didn’t know who he’d watched die—his mother, his father, the mysterious blond girl in the photo he kept hidden in his dresser—but I was certain he blamed himself for that person’s death. Another burden he carried, a painful scar concealed behind his warm smiles.

      His hands found my waist, then he slid his arms around me.

      “Don’t try to be so strong all by yourself,” I whispered.

      His shoulders moved with a silent laugh. “That’s really something to hear from you, Tori.”

      “Kai and Aaron have been hammering that exact lesson into my thick head for months.” My hands fisted in his hair. “You should’ve been taking notes too.”

      He let out a long exhale, his warm breath brushing across my neck, and I shivered. Somehow, I was sitting sideways across his lap, my legs hanging off the seat as I held his head against my shoulder. His arms were around me, hands tangled in the hem of my sweater.

      My treacherous heart thudded too quickly, and tantalizing heat seeped through my center like a slow tide.

      He rested his forehead in the crook of my neck. As I fought an internal battle with my stupid libido, his quiet breaths slowed. His weight against me grew heavier. One hand slid from my waist to my hip, his forearm resting languidly on my thigh.

      I closed my eyes, intensely aware of every spot where our bodies touched. It hadn’t used to be like this, but now I couldn’t control my thoughts, my silent reaction. Couldn’t stop wondering what would happen if his hand slipped a little lower, if his palm slid down the hem of my shorts, if his warm fingers pressed against my bare thigh.

      I pulled myself together. “Ezra,” I breathed, combing my fingers through his hair. “Let’s get you back to bed.”

      He dragged his head up and my shoulder instantly felt cold. I hopped off his lap and tugged him to his feet. Locking our hands together, I led him out of the bedroom and down the cool, quiet hallway. Eyes hazy with exhaustion that had been building for weeks, he followed like he had no idea where I was taking him and didn’t care.

      I could lead him into my room. Push him into my bed. Climb in with him.

      My feet carried us past my door to his room. The interior was dark, the bed a hulking shadow—and, I noted dryly, it was a significantly larger room than mine.

      “Go sleep,” I ordered, giving him a gentle push across the threshold.

      He turned, eyes half-lidded with drowsiness, sweater rumpled, curls tangled from my fingers. “Tori …”

      His whisper was husky, almost shy, and for a moment, I was convinced he was about to invite me into his room. Into his bed. And the thought ripped the floor from under my feet.

      He stepped back. “Thank you.”

      Turning, he sleepily wandered to his bed. Before I could do something stupid, like follow him, I reached in, grabbed the handle, and pulled his door shut. The latch snicked, and I let out a shuddering breath.
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      There was tired, and then there was tired. Guess which one best described me this morning?

      As my alarm clock blinked to 6:56 a.m., I pulled a knitted green beanie over my ears. My snug long-sleeved shirt was hidden under a breathable sweater with an athletic wear company’s logo on the front, and my tight leggings would barely insulate my legs against the morning cold.

      Stifling a yawn, I picked up my shoes. The third-floor hall was quiet and I figured Aaron was already warming up. My ability to run for more than two minutes was a work in progress, but progress was happening. I reminded myself of that as I stumped reluctantly down the stairs.

      Normally I worked out with Aaron and Kai, but Kai had different plans today—he was meeting with some alumni friends for a special electramage training exercise. This morning’s run would be just me and Aaron, and I was looking forward to it. The guys did almost everything together, so one-on-one time with any of them was rare—plus, based on Aaron’s itinerary, I wouldn’t be seeing much of him for the rest of the week.

      The footman appeared in the vestibule as I walked in.

      “Hey, it’s Brett, right?” I asked as I pulled on my runners. “Don’t you get time off?”

      He grinned. “Dominic does the afternoon-evening shift, and I do the early one.”

      “So you’re up at this time every morning? Ouch.” I waved cheerfully as I passed him. “We’ll be back in an hour, so catch a snooze while we’re gone.”

      Chuckling, he disappeared through the side door into the coat room or whatever was back there. I pushed the front door open and walked out onto the steps. I was right that Aaron would already be out here and warming up.

      But he, uh … he wasn’t alone.

      At least a dozen men and women around his age were doing warm-up stretches in the driveway, all dressed to run. They chatted casually, perky and energetic like proper morning people. I stood on the top step, my confusion shifting to alarm. I was nowhere near fit enough to run with these super-athletic mages.

      Aaron, bent in a hamstring stretch between two beautiful women, spotted me. Laughing at something one of the women had said, he broke away and jogged up the steps.

      “Hey Tori,” he said airily. “I know we were going to run this morning, but I didn’t realize they already had one planned.”

      “Oh,” I said after a beat of silence.

      “You’re welcome to come along, but we go pretty hard. It’d be tough for you.”

      Aaron’s voice was carrying through the still, cold morning air as clearly as if he were using a bullhorn. Listening in on every word, the super-mages scanned me like I was a geriatric grandma with a walker who’d just limped onto a football field.

      “It’ll be tough for you, Sinclair,” someone called. “You’ve gone soft at your city guild.”

      “Like hell I have!” Aaron shouted back, an edge of challenge in his grin and a competitive fire in his eyes. He was down the steps in three hops, then he turned, walking backward as he said, “Why don’t you take a day off, Tori? You were wanting a break.”

      I opened my mouth, but he didn’t wait for my response. He trotted to the front of the group, bantering with a hulking blond guy four inches taller than him. The two men broke into a loping jog down the driveway. As the others fell in after them, passing the steps where I stood, I spotted the three nasty alumni who’d insulted Aaron yesterday.

      He was ditching me to run with them? Didn’t he know what they thought of him?

      The alumni group vanished around the curving drive. I stood alone on the steps, dressed to run but with nowhere to go. Drawing in a breath of chilly air, I peered around, wondering if I should jog on my own … around grounds I didn’t know … with only my thoughts for company.

      Yeah, screw that.

      Shoulders drooping, I walked back inside. Brett must’ve taken my advice because he didn’t appear. I hastened up to the third floor, only remembering that I was still wearing my running shoes when I tripped on the last step. Swearing, I kicked my shoes off, picked them up, and hurried to my room.

      As I grabbed the handle, the next door down opened. Ezra appeared, wearing a rumpled t-shirt and boxers. “Tori?”

      “Sorry,” I said hastily. “I didn’t mean to wake you. Go back to sleep.”

      The early morning sun highlighted every haggard line of his face, confirming his need for more rest—way more rest. The circles under his eyes were darker than yesterday, dashing my hopes that he’d gotten some sleep after our talk last night.

      He rubbed his face, then squinted at me with more focus. “Aren’t you running this morning?”

      With anyone else, I would’ve made up an excuse rather than admit I’d been ditched, but Ezra wasn’t anyone else. “Aaron decided to run with the alumni instead.”

      In an instant, Ezra was fully awake—and uncharacteristic anger darkened his features. “Okay. Just give me a minute.”

      He disappeared into his room while I blinked dumbly.

      “A minute for what?” I asked, walking to his open door. As I stuck my head in, he pulled the same hoodie from last night over his t-shirt, then rustled in his suitcase for a toque like mine, but blue. He’d already donned a pair of black sweatpants.

      I finally clued in. My sleep-deprived brain was not performing at its best this morning.

      “No, Ezra!” I exclaimed. “It’s fine. You’re exhausted. You need to—”

      “I’m good.” He flashed me a grin as he tugged his socks on. “I haven’t gone on a run in a while. It’ll be good for me.”

      “But—”

      Catching me with one arm, he drew me out the door. “Let’s go for a run, Tori.”

      “But—”

      Arm around my waist, he leaned down, almost bumping our foreheads together. “You can’t talk me out of it.”

      No, I could not. Not when the sudden closeness of his face had imploded my thoughts.

      Back out in the crisp December air, we did a round of stretches, then we were off. Ezra led the way, following a groomed gravel path into the sweeping lawns behind the manor. We’d never run together before, but it was easy; he slowed to a walk whenever I started gasping too pathetically, and his warm encouragements were a nice change from Kai’s barked commands.

      I loved Kai, but he was one hell of a hard-ass.

      That wasn’t to say Ezra let me off easy. Whenever I was certain I couldn’t run anymore, he’d call me on, cajoling me into that extra fifty feet before I slowed. We made a wide circle around the academy buildings, and by the time we’d reached the manor’s sprawling back lawn again, I was spent.

      Steps dragging and chest heaving, I groaned pathetically. “You might be worse than Kai.”

      “Me?” he asked, all innocence.

      I decided not to explain how I couldn’t let him down when he had so much faith that I could keep up—and as a result, I was trying hard not to puke on the grass.

      “Next time,” he said, bending his arm behind his head in a stretch as we walked, “we won’t go so easy.”

      “Easy?” I spluttered, aghast. “That was the toughest run I’ve done yet!”

      “Twenty miles next time, minimum.”

      “Twenty? You’re insane if you think—” I glimpsed his sparkling eyes and burst out with a laugh. “Oh my god.”

      His grin broke free, lighting up his face and erasing the signs of his exhaustion. He looped his arm around my waist and pulled me against him, not breaking stride.

      “You did great.” He smiled down at me. “Every time I thought you were done, you kept going.”

      My cheeks flushed and I couldn’t miss the heat rising from his body and soaking through my clothes—but his arm was already sliding away. I straightened, cheeks still warm, and wondered if I was imagining that he was touching me more than usual. Had he missed me the way I’d missed him over these past weeks?

      He stopped, hands on his hips as he surveyed the lazy slope that swept up to the towering manor. “All right. Time for our final sprint.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, uh-huh.”

      “I’m serious. We always finish our workouts with something competitive.”

      Like competitive pushups. I shivered at the reminder.

      “This is the starting line. That tree is the finish. First one there wins.”

      “What’s the prize?” I folded my arms, eyeing the distance. Not that far but not twenty yards either. “You, Aaron, and Kai always bet something.”

      He rubbed the hint of shadow along his jaw. “Winner’s choice, I guess.”

      Ooh, I liked the sound of that. Grinning, I got into a starting position. “You’re on.”

      He took the same position. Clearing his throat, he deepened his voice to mimic a sports announcer. “On your mark. Get set. G—”

      “What’s that?” I gasped, pointing behind him.

      He snapped around to look—and I launched into a mad sprint, arms pumping. Ezra swore and took off after me, but I had a head start. I would reach the finish first and totally win this.

      Right as I drew level with the target tree, hands caught my waist. Ezra swept me off the ground, still running—an impossible feat if not for his inhuman strength. He stopped just past the tree, laughing too hard to hold me up. My back slid down his chest and my feet landed in the grass.

      “I can’t believe I fell for that,” he said breathlessly. “You’re such a cheater.”

      Whirling to face him, I smirked. “I was manufacturing a combat advantage, not cheating. Kai’s been teaching me.”

      “A race isn’t combat.”

      “Maybe I was running for my life.”

      “From me?” He arched a playful eyebrow. “Does that mean you don’t like being chased?”

      “Depends who’s doing the chasing,” I shot back teasingly.

      “Oh? So is it the chase you prefer, or the catch?”

      I tossed my hair with pretend haughtiness. “You think you could catch me?”

      “Pretty sure I already did.”

      My heart did a crazy tumble through my chest and a grin stretched my mouth. I couldn’t hold it back any more than I could stop the blush heating my cheeks.

      “Well,” I began dramatically, spreading my arms as I stepped backward, “do I look—”

      My heel caught on a tree root hidden in the grass. Squealing, I pitched over, arms wind-milling. My back hit the ground, the air punched from my chest, and I blinked dazedly at the overcast sky.

      Damn it.

      Ezra’s face appeared above mine. He crouched at my side, his expression drawn into grave concern. “Tori, are you still with me?”

      I choked on a laugh and whispered, “Ezra? Is that you?”

      “I’m here.” He took my hand and patted it gently. “Just hang in there.”

      I fluttered my fingers. “Everything is growing dark.”

      “Go toward the light, Tori.”

      My eyebrows quirked. “Shouldn’t I go away from the light?”

      “It doesn’t have the same ring,” he decided. “You’ll have to go toward the light.”

      “Toward the light it is.” I waited a moment. “Now what?”

      He took my hands and folded them on my chest in the classic body-in-casket pose—and I lost it. Cackling with laughter, I sat up and checked the grass stain on my elbow.

      “Next time, I’ll make you laugh first,” I promised.

      He grinned as he stood. “You can try.”

      I took his offered hand. As he pulled me to my feet, his attention flicked across the wall of trees that marked the shift from manicured estate to wild woodland.

      A moment later, Aaron jogged out of the trees. The alumni were right behind him, clipping along at a much faster pace than Ezra and I had. We watched the distant group run up the path toward the manor. Their voices floated on the still air, words indistinguishable but the bantering, taunting tones easy to recognize. They were egging each other on as they ran.

      “Glad I didn’t go with them,” I muttered. “Look how fast they’re …”

      I trailed off as a straggler stumbled out of the trees, the gap between her and the group widening by the second. She stumbled again, pushing herself, but her stride was stiff and awkward. The alumni at the rear of the group glanced back, noticed her struggling—and kept running.

      “Why aren’t they stopping?” I whispered.

      As the group stretched into their final run for the manor, a few more alumni spotted the woman but none hesitated. Aaron was at the front of the pack, focused on his victory.

      The manor was right there and the woman would be fine. It wasn’t a big deal—yet I found myself leaning forward, silently begging Aaron to notice that a member of his group was being left behind.

      Almost at the castle, he finally looked back. He saw the woman. He looked forward again.

      My chest constricted.

      Then he peeled away from the front of the pack. With swift strides, he sped past the others. Reaching the woman, he drew her to a halt, his head bent forward and a hand on her shoulder. I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      Beside me, Ezra exhaled too, his narrowed eyes on Aaron. We stood silently as Aaron walked the woman to the manor. They disappeared around the west wing, the last to finish their route.

      None of the other alumni had stopped to check on their companion.
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      A yawn stretched my mouth so wide my jaw crunched. I belatedly clapped my hand over my face.

      “Sleep badly?” Sin asked sympathetically.

      “It’s not so much the lack of sleep,” I muttered, “as the abundance of exercise.”

      The car’s leather seat vibrated under my butt as the vehicle rolled along a smooth road. The interior was so quiet I kept forgetting we were in motion. Sin sat beside me, a seatbelt across her chest as she flipped through her potion-splattered grimoire.

      After our run, Ezra and I had rejoined Aaron for an indulgent breakfast of crepes, fruit, fresh-baked croissants, and hand-squeezed orange juice. Aaron had left shortly afterward for his first itinerary appointment. He’d apologized again for canceling our run, which I appreciated.

      Ezra had dozed off in his chair before breakfast was even over. I’d ordered him back to bed, torn between guilt that I’d cost him sleep and a warm fuzzy feeling that he’d gone with me despite his exhaustion.

      That had left Sin and me to entertain ourselves. Valerie had rambled off a long list of suggestions on how we could spend our morning, which was why we were currently being chauffeured down a winding road through the trees. In one of the small communities that bordered the Sinclair Academy’s twelve hundred acres, an Arcana guild boasted a first-class apothecary that attracted visitors from across the province. I wasn’t all that interested in alchemy ingredients, but Sin was too shy to go alone, so here I was.

      “So …” I drawled. “Feeling better after yesterday?”

      “Ugh.”

      “Aaron knows Lily was just being a bratty tween.”

      She closed her grimoire, mumbling, “Yeah.”

      I cast her an arch look, wondering if Lily’s comment hadn’t been an embarrassing exaggeration. One of my first conversations with Sin had included her summation of the three mages as insanely hot but completely undateable. I’d never considered that she might have an actual crush on Aaron—which made me feel like such a great friend, considering I’d gone and dated him for several months.

      She sighed. “At least they haven’t teased me about my name. I figured they’d be quoting How the Grinch Stole Christmas at me all night.”

      They’d probably been planning to—right up until I’d read them the Riot Act and threatened bodily harm if they so much as thought about teasing her.

      “What were your parents thinking?” I asked with a laughing shake of my head.

      “I don’t even know. We all got the same sort of name—Anna May, Cindy Lou, and Lily Belle—but mine is the worst.”

      Unfortunately, I had to agree. “Don’t worry about the guys. I handled it for you.”

      She arched an eyebrow at my phrasing. “Speaking of handling them … Don’t get mad, okay? But …”

      “But what?” I asked warily.

      “Do you want to talk about Ezra?”

      “What about him?”

      “Your feelings for him,” she clarified patiently.

      I sucked in a shocked breath and choked on saliva. “Wh-what?”

      “I know you’re trying to hide it, but I’m afraid it’s pretty obvious. Well, to me. Probably not to them.”

      “I—I’m concerned about him, that’s all. He’s not doing well lately.”

      “You don’t need to lie, Tori. My lips are sealed no matter what.”

      Behind her words, the meaning was clear: I’m your friend. Trust me.

      “I … okay. Okay, fine.” The words stuck on my tongue and I had to fight to get them out of my mouth. “I’m attracted to Ezra.”

      “Attracted.”

      “Yeah. Starting around Halloween. Or … well, maybe I was attracted to him before and only realized it recently. But yeah, that’s the problem.”

      “It’s a problem?”

      “He’s my friend. I can’t be attracted to him.”

      She gave me a strange look, but I was saved from responding when the car came to a gentle stop. The tinted window between the driver and the backseat whirred as it descended.

      “Ladies,” the chauffeur said politely. “We have arrived. Please enjoy yourselves, and I’ll be waiting here whenever you’re ready.”

      “Thank you,” I said as I threw my door open with relief—but the feeling was short-lived, because Sin was back at my side in three seconds, her mouth pressed into a determined line.

      “All right,” she said as we surveyed the quaint cluster of houses and shops that bordered the quiet road. Large mosaic flowerpots sat along the curb, waiting to be filled with bright flowers come spring. “Let’s look at this logically.”

      I nodded. Logical. That sounded good.

      “You have feelings for Ezra, and—”

      “No, I have the hots for Ezra.” Feelings were different. Feelings were dangerous.

      Before she could argue, I marched across the street to a brick-faced shop with Compton Apothecary hand-painted on a sign above a window displaying various potted plants. As I pushed open the door, a waft of cloying odors hit me—damp mulch, aromatic wood, and every flavor of tea on the planet mixed together.

      Right behind me, Sin lowered her voice. “I know I warned you not to get with Aaron’s friends after dating him first, but if you feel that strongly about Ez—”

      “I don’t feel that strongly,” I whispered back as we walked aimlessly into an aisle. Plastic bins, each one neatly labeled and filled with dried leaves, lined the shelves. “Have you never been attracted to a guy but it’s just attraction?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “Ezra was my first friend at the guild.” The declaration surprised me; I hadn’t realized it was true until I’d said it. “Aaron and I started dating almost immediately, so our dynamic was different. Ezra was the first person who was kind to me. He welcomed me when everyone else was still hating the new girl.”

      I stopped in front of a plastic tub filled with pussy-willow branches, the top few inches of each twig covered in fuzzy white buds. “How Aaron would react doesn’t matter because I’m not going there with Ezra. It’s a dumb lust-crush, that’s all. It’ll pass.”

      Sin studied me but I refused to face her, glaring at the pussy willow.

      “I think this thing between you and Ezra is more than lust,” she murmured. “Why not tell him how you feel and—”

      “No!” I whirled on her, my eyes wide with horror. “Definitely no. I can’t tell him. He can’t know.”

      Her brow furrowed. “Why not?”

      “Sin, he’s not like Aaron. Don’t you see? If he knew how I felt …” I shook my head violently, painful desperation closing my throat. “I can’t lose him.”

      “Lose him? You mean his friendship?” She touched my shoulder. “But what if he feels the same way as you?”

      I stared blankly, my chest aching, then shrugged off her hand. “Is there anything in here you want to look at?”

      She took my hint. In silence, she browsed the shelves of dried herbs, fresh plants, tinctures, oils, and tiny flasks of who knew what. While I moodily followed, she collected an armful of products, occasionally referencing her grimoire before making a selection. Emerging from a narrow aisle, I noticed a guy in his early twenties perched on a stool beside the cash register. He watched us approach, his eyes lingering on Sin.

      As she laid her purchases on the counter, I assessed the guy. Sandy blond hair, square jaw, hint of a dimple in his left cheek. Cute. Wholesome. Probably Sin’s type.

      I discreetly nudged her with my elbow, but she had her nose in her grimoire again.

      “This is the freshest Kalmia latifolia I’ve ever seen outside a greenhouse,” she noted appreciatively. “I can use it to make that blindness elixir we were discussing. Have you trained with the other defensive potions I made you?”

      “I’m still working on my aim,” I admitted, wondering how to shift her attention onto the hopeful cashier. “Aaron has me practicing with tennis balls for now.”

      The easiest defensive potions to use were contained in glass spheres that could be lobbed at enemies. Simple, easy, basically foolproof—assuming you could hit a target. Which, for me, wasn’t necessarily a given.

      “Did you find everything you’re looking for?” the cashier asked in a pleasant tenor, his eyes all over Sin’s face. She still hadn’t noticed his interest. “Can I help you with anything else?”

      “I think this is everything,” she replied. “Oh, but I have a question.”

      He perked up.

      “The shop’s name—Compton Apothecary—is that the same Compton as Kelvin Compton, inventor of the transmorph elixir base?”

      Cute Boy’s smile seemed a bit strained. “Yeah, actually. Mr. Compton is the owner. I’m his—”

      The door behind him swung open.

      “—apprentice,” Cute Boy finished as a second voice boomed, “Did I hear my name?”

      A large man with a brown beard braided into two plaits stepped up beside Cute Boy, his thick arms folded across his broad chest. Intense gray eyes glared down at me and Sin.

      “Oh,” Sin gasped breathlessly. “Mr. Compton, it’s an honor to meet you. I’ve been studying your work on cell transmutation for months.”

      Kelvin’s grim scowl lessened slightly. “An apprentice alchemist, I’m guessing.”

      “Y-yes, sir. Sin Baker.” She offered her hand, almost dropping her grimoire.

      His giant paw engulfed hers.

      “Shall I ring up your—” Cute Boy began helpfully.

      “I’m intrigued,” Kelvin rumbled. “Which master alchemist has the pleasure of training you, my dear?”

      Sin blushed. “Katherine Hewitt of the Crow and Hammer.”

      “Hmm. I don’t recognize her name.”

      “She—well, she isn’t widely known like you, Mr. Compton, but she just published a thesis on crystallization and its effects on the potency, preservation, and application of—”

      “Ah, yes, a worthy topic for research,” he interrupted. “Tell me how far you’ve progressed in cell transmutation, Miss Baker. It’s an advanced area of study for an apprentice as young as yourself.”

      Sin’s face lit up. “I developed an interest when I started learning basic healing potions, because, of course, those involve altering living cells to enhance rejuvenative function. I read your paper ‘The Variable Metamorphosis of DNA,’ but”—she laughed—“it was completely over my head at that point.”

      He chuckled along with her. “An ambitious starting place. Transmutation is a cornerstone of alchemy, but living cell transmutation is among the most complex applications.”

      They continued their discussion, getting more and more technical until I only recognized every third word. As Kelvin boomed another question, Cute Boy gathered up Sin’s herbs, slid them down the counter, and packed them in brown paper. Before my brain short-circuited from the alchemy talk, I followed him.

      “That always happens,” he muttered as he neatly folded the paper.

      “The big man shows up to amaze alchemist customers?” I asked. “Or he distracts all the hot girls?”

      “Both,” he grumbled, blushing as he busily stapled a packet and started on the next one.

      I leaned an elbow on the counter. “I can give her your number, if you want.”

      Hope brightened his expression, then he grimaced. “That’s kind of lame. For me, I mean. Not that you offered.”

      “Hey, if it gets you a date, who cares?” I pointed to a glass jar near his elbow. Unlike everything else in the shop, it wasn’t labeled—probably because the contents were easy to recognize. “Almonds, right? I’m starving.”

      “Those are poisonous.”

      Uh. Okay, maybe it should be labeled after all. “Never mind.”

      Smiling, he wrapped up the last packet and ducked into the back room. A minute later, he reappeared and held out his hand. Into my palm, he deposited half a dozen small candies in colorful wrappers and a scrap of paper with a name and phone number.

      I read it upside down. “Thanks, Brian. You’re cool.”

      Five minutes later, Sin and I walked out of the shop. I was carrying the brown bag full of her purchases because she was clutching her grimoire to her chest, cheeks glowing with delight.

      “Can you believe he signed my grimoire?” she gushed.

      “Yeah, uh-huh. He was kind of grizzled, though. Like a hipster lumberjack.” I popped a second pink candy in my mouth. It fizzled on my tongue, sugar and strawberry and an odd but not unpleasant nutty aftertaste. “What about the cute cashier? He was trying to catch your eye.”

      “Was he?” She squeezed her battered grimoire. “Kelvin Compton is a modern legend among alchemists. He invented transmutation recipes that we use regularly in …”

      She went technical again and I stifled a sigh. Cute Boy’s number was in my pocket, but it might be kinder to toss it in the trash. The last thing that boy’s ego needed was to listen to Sin idolize his boss for an entire dinner date.

      I crunched through my candy, then unwrapped another one. Maybe I wouldn’t mention these either. Ya snooze, ya lose.
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      The driver dropped us off under the manor’s grand carriage porch. We passed Sin’s purchases and grimoire over to Bret, the helpful footman, then headed right back out. As we crossed the circular drive, our breaths puffed white in the December air. The day was unusually dim, the clouds low and heavy. A few determined snowflakes fluttered past us, defying the usual December rain.

      Kai was off with his electramage buddies and Ezra was sleeping, but according to Lily, Aaron was substituting for her class this afternoon. I was curious to see him in action, because honestly, imagining him as a teacher was weird.

      Sin and I followed shallow white stairs, bordered by stone railings and winter-bare trees, to the academy’s white lecture hall, positioned on a hillside so the windows looked down on the castle and the distant lagoon. Inside, the halls were quiet, the classes in session. We wandered around for a few minutes, peering through the small windows in the classroom doors.

      “This feels creepy,” I whispered, stepping back from a door behind which a class of older teens were watching an instructor write on the smart board.

      “Yeah,” Sin agreed. “Maybe we should find a receptionist. Do private academies have receptionists?”

      “No idea.”

      We retreated down the hall and slipped out the back door onto a sweeping lawn of dark green grass. Snow drifted down with increasing frequency, the chilly air more tranquil than usual for the season.

      “Well,” I began, “since we can’t find Aaron, I guess we should—”

      Halfway down the long building, another door swung open. Aaron walked out, leading a line of students. Grinning at Sin, I waved to catch his attention. He angled toward us and the twenty kids followed him.

      “Hey,” he said cheerfully. “What are you up to?”

      “Looking for you,” I answered. “We want to share in Professor Sinclair’s infinite wisdom.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Fresh out of wisdom, sorry. Teaching is boring—one of the many reasons I never joined my parents’ guild.” He glanced over his shoulder at his class. Lily, standing with three girls, waved to her sister. “It’s supposed to be a classroom lesson but I figured an impromptu field trip would be more entertaining.”

      “Field trip where?” Sin asked dubiously.

      “Just around the property.”

      “Sounds fun,” I jumped in. “Lead the way!”

      Aaron laughed. “Okay, dweebs,” he called to the students. “Everyone pair up, and if I catch you more than three feet away from your buddy, there’ll be consequences. Let’s go.”

      I fell into step beside Aaron, and the students walked in a double line behind us. Frowning, Sin watched everyone pass, then fell in at the back. She must’ve been sending me “bad idea” brain waves, because uncertainty crept through me as Aaron headed for the tree line.

      “This is okay, right?” I clarified. “Going this far from the academy?”

      “Of course. Well, I mean, my dad will be pissed I didn’t stick to the lesson plan”—he grinned—“but this is a better way to learn.”

      “What about the animal attacks? Tobias changed the curfew and everything because of them.”

      “I can handle an animal,” he said confidently, and I had to agree. I couldn’t imagine Aaron having any trouble with a wild dog. We walked onto a dirt path beneath tangled branches, the students chattering unconcernedly.

      “How much teaching is in your … itinerary?” I asked.

      “A few lessons and lectures,” he said with a dismissive shrug. “They rope me into it every year, hoping I’ll finally catch the teaching fever or something. Hasn’t worked yet.”

      I could hear the annoyance in his tone. “If you don’t like it, why not refuse?”

      “It’s difficult when I’m here. At home, I don’t have any trouble tossing plane tickets in the garbage or blowing off the interviews they arrange for me, but …” He sighed. “It’s harder to disappoint them face to face.”

      I winced sympathetically. “Don’t they know you aren’t planning to change guilds?”

      “Oh, they know. They just don’t care.” His jaw flexed. “I know they want what’s best for me, but what I want barely registers with them. I’m not meeting their expectations”—he said the word like it was a dirty slur—“and they won’t stop pushing until I cave.”

      “You won’t cave, will you?” I asked, alarmed. “You wouldn’t leave the Crow and Hammer?”

      “No.” His expression softened. “I’m not leaving you guys no matter what.”

      I relaxed again. The Crow and Hammer without Aaron … I couldn’t imagine it.

      He tipped his head back, watching the sky as we walked. “I wish I could have a proper visit with them, you know? Just spend time with them without interviews and appointments and luncheons with the MPD Public Affairs Director.”

      My head snapped around. Was that a random example or was it a meeting on his itinerary this week? I should’ve looked more closely.

      Maybe deciding he was complaining too much, he forced a laugh. “Parents, right? Always think they know best.”

      “Mm,” I agreed noncommittally. The trees crowded in as we walked deeper into the woods.

      “How far are we going, Aaron?” Sin called from the back.

      “There’s a clearing up ahead. We’ll stop there for our lesson.”

      A hundred feet deeper into the woods was a spacious gap. I joined Sin under the branches of a squat tree as Aaron waved the students over to him.

      “Okay, gang.” He looked across their attentive faces. I didn’t know if it was Aaron’s personality or if the teens always behaved this well for their instructors, but no one made a peep while he was talking. “Divide into five teams—and here’s the important part: group the most powerful mages together. Go on now.”

      The students exchanged confused looks, then began muttering. An argument broke out between five kids who all claimed to be the strongest, but Aaron merely stepped back, watching carefully.

      “What’s he up to?” I muttered.

      “This will make the weaker kids feel like crap,” Sin agreed. Uncomfortable, she glanced around, then did a double take at the tree behind us. “Whoa. Is this a wild almond tree? You don’t see those very often.”

      I peered up at the scraggy tree, its dark bark scarred and lower branches snapped and dangling. “Looks in rough shape.”

      “Wild almond is a rare alchemy ingredient.” She rose on her tiptoes to peer into the upper branches. “I can see a few fruits near the top, but it’s picked over. Damn.”

      Bickering and grumbling, the class finished arranging themselves into five groups.

      “Good,” Aaron praised. “The strongest team and the weakest team, step forward. The rest of you, back up.”

      Eight young mages, including Lily, moved forward, and the other twelve students retreated to the edge of the clearing. Aaron withdrew a switchblade from his pocket and flipped it open with an elaborate twirl. A bonfire erupted two feet in front of him.

      “Is that a switch?” Sin whispered to me.

      “Yeah, not one he uses much, though,” I replied. “He thinks it’s funny. A switchblade switch.”

      Aaron spun the blade across his palm and the flames leaped higher, warming the clearing and melting the thin dusting of snow. “Okay, teams. Your job is to put out the fire. You get one attack each—and no, you can’t attack me. Extinguish the flames. Strongest team, you first.”

      A boy from Lily’s group stepped forward, eager to prove himself. His face scrunched with concentration, then he flung his hands out. A geyser of earth shot from beneath the flames, making the ground shake. Debris showered down, but the fire flickered merrily, undiminished.

      Lily shoved past the boy. She raised one hand, then sliced it sideways. A massive gust of wind whipped through the trees, rustling branches. The flames bent under the gale, sparks flying, but when the wind had waned, the fire kept burning.

      Scowling, she fell back. The other two boys were pyromages and attempted to diminish the flames with their own magic, but they were no match for Aaron’s power.

      “Good try,” Aaron told them. “Go back with the others. Now it’s your turn,” he added to the four weakest mages. “One attack each.”

      They hesitated, and I couldn’t blame them. The strong kids had already failed, and because of the way Aaron had split them up by power level, these four knew they had no chance.

      A boy cleared his throat and asked, “Is that the only rule?”

      “Yep.”

      The kids put their heads together, whispering. After a minute, all four approached the bonfire.

      “Now!” the boy called.

      A foot-deep gap cracked open beneath the flames, swallowing Aaron’s fire. A gust of wind from the next boy whipped the snow off every surface and into the air, and with a wave of her hands, a girl turned it into a cold, wet mist. The water surged into the hole, filling it with murky liquid. The last boy swept both palms down, forcing the flames into the water.

      Aaron’s fire sputtered desperately, then went out with a sizzle.

      The “weak” mages—and the other three groups—cheered. The foursome of “strong” mages sulked silently.

      “What did you learn?” Aaron asked his class.

      “They cheated,” a boy in the strong group snapped. “They worked together.”

      “How is that cheating? I told you guys to form teams.” Aaron crossed his arms. “Teams are supposed to work together.”

      Lily and the three boys exchanged frustrated looks.

      “Power isn’t everything.” Aaron’s electric blue eyes swept across the class. “Intelligence, perseverance, teamwork, ingenuity—those can accomplish far more than brute strength.”

      The “weak” mages beamed with pride. The other groups nodded along, and I saw shoulders going back and chins rising with new confidence.

      “Every one of you is here because you’re above average. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t have passed the entrance exam. You all have power—now check your egos, because power alone will only get you so far.” His gaze turned to the foursome of strong mages who’d failed. “You want to be the best? Then learn how to rely on the strength of others. Your team makes you stronger. Listen to your peers. Support them. Together, you’re unstoppable.”

      As the kids hung on his every word, I looked down to hide my smile. It wasn’t what Aaron wanted, but I got where his parents were coming from. He was a complete natural at this. He was exactly the kind of teacher these kids needed to ground them so they didn’t grow up into arrogant snots like the alumni who’d insulted Aaron yesterday.

      I nudged the toe of my shoe into a dip in the ground, and my smile faded. I turned my head, studying the damp, disturbed earth. Gooseflesh rose on my arms. I slid my foot aside as the shape in the earth clicked.

      A paw print. A huge paw print.

      The magical wind had swept away the leaf litter, revealing a mosaic of tracks. They were everywhere, overlapping the damp earth, crisscrossing the clearing, imprinted deep.

      Apprehension rushed through my gut. We needed to get back to the academy. Right now. I pushed into the cluster of students, hastening to Aaron’s side. He trailed off from his pep talk, scanning my face.

      I grabbed his arm and tugged him down to speak in his ear. “Aaron, we need …”

      A shiver of warning ran along my spine. Drifting snowflakes muffled all sound in the still air. The woods were dim, the clouds hanging low in the sky. My sharp breath puffed white.

      A twig snapped behind us.

      Aaron and I whirled around as a beast leaped from the trees.
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      Fur and fangs flying toward us—that’s all I saw before Aaron unleashed an inferno.

      Red-hot flames burst from his outstretched hand and the beast careened away. Landing heavily, it spun on huge paws to face Aaron again, lips pulled back, muzzle ridged, and teeth bared as it snarled.

      The massive wolf wasn’t merely large. It was a wolf on steroids, its legs thick with muscle, its huge head dwarfed by a barrel chest. The bulging hump of its shoulders flexed as it shifted. Its gray fur was matted, and dark wounds sliced its flesh as though its skin had split, but the gashes weren’t bleeding. A reddish miasma leaked from its body like mist and the stench of burnt fur clung to it.

      Milky eyes stared at us, then the wolf leaped again. I dodged away as Aaron hurled another blast of fire, but the airborne wolf sailed right through it and slammed into Aaron, driving him into the dirt.

      A bloodcurdling shriek of terror snapped my head around.

      A second beastly wolf launched out of the trees from the opposite end of the clearing. It bowled over three kids and bit down on a girl’s ankle. Yanking her off her feet, it started dragging her into the trees.

      Oh shit.

      Aaron would have to handle Wolfy McSuperWolf on his own. I charged into the mass of petrified students, ramming them aside. I had no weapons except my Queen of Spades card, which only worked against magical attacks, so I’d have to improvise.

      Without slowing, I punched the wolf in the eye. It jerked away, the girl’s ankle slipping from its fangs. Snagging the scruff of its neck, I wrenched it backward.

      “Grab her!” I yelled at the nearest students. “Everyone, get into a group! Now!”

      The beast twisted, almost wrenching me off my feet. Its teeth chomped down on my thigh, tearing deep, and I choked on a scream. My hands loosened. The wolf body slammed me to the ground.

      I landed on my back and muscle memory took over. How many times had Aaron and Kai thrown me down on the sparring mats in the last six weeks? Every time, I rolled, twisted, and sprang up.

      So I rolled, twisted, and sprang up. My left leg tried to buckle, hot and wet and numb. The wolf appraised me with milky eyes, growling like an outboard motor in need of an oil change.

      “Tori!” Sin threw a thick tree branch at me.

      I caught it and swung as the wolf hit me again. The branch smacked its snout away from my face as I went down a second time.

      Wind erupted, fire exploded, and a geyser of earth smashed into the wolf, throwing it off me. I scrambled up, my frenzied stare sweeping across the clearing.

      Aaron was on his feet, flames surging over his arms and shoulders, his small switchblade in his hand. Two super-wolves circled him, one with blackened fur and charred wounds, the other fresh and unharmed. The students were crammed in a tight pack with Sin shouting commands. Lily and two boys stood at the edge of the group, hands raised as they defended me.

      The third wolf charged.

      I swung my stick but it darted aside, impossibly fast. Pink vapor seeped from its split skin in thickening waves as it shot into the group of students, trampling them into the ground.

      “Lily!” Sin shrieked.

      The wolf backpedaled, its jaws locked around Lily’s forearm. Sin and I threw ourselves on the beast as it hauled the girl toward the trees. I grabbed its ruff and dug my feet in, desperate to stop its progress, while Sin hammered her fists into its head.

      Unfazed, the wolf surged backward, dragging me, Sin, and Lily with it.

      Two boys seized Lily’s ankles. She screamed as she was pulled in two directions. The wolf’s jaw flexed—and bone crunched. Lily went limp.

      “Lily!” Sin cried.

      She jammed her thumbs into the wolf’s eye sockets. It reared, dropping Lily and throwing me off. I landed in a stagger, caught my balance, braced my feet—

      Weight slammed into my back.

      Two huge paws drove into my shoulders. My face hit the hard earth, and pain ruptured through my nose. I shoved onto my hands and knees.

      Everything was screams and cries and blurred vision. Boys were heaving Lily’s limp form into the group, and other students were wailing or fainting, too young and scared to fight.

      A yard away, where it had landed after knocking me down, the biggest wolf yet stood on four massive paws. Its jet black coat gleamed, perfect and unblemished, its body free of miasma-oozing wounds. Milky eyes swept across the chaos, then it threw its head back and howled.

      Instantly, the other wolves surged to its side. They were regrouping, snarling muzzles directed at the helpless students. As the black wolf watched like a commander overseeing his soldiers, the mutant wolves stalked closer, choosing their victims.

      Fire exploded.

      A wall of flame raced around the pack of kids, forming an impenetrable barrier. Aaron stood in the middle, his face rigid with concentration, sweat running down his face as he held the flaming circle. The wolves skittered backward, darting in and out, searching for a weak spot.

      The black wolf didn’t move, its stare locked on Aaron.

      I wobbled to my feet, outside the safety of the fire ring. I needed to get inside that circle, otherwise—

      Another scream. As I whirled around, my leg gave out and I fell.

      Sin was screaming. Two wolves had her legs. They were dragging her into the brush, her hands scrabbling helplessly at the ground.

      “Tori, help!”

      “Aaron!” I bellowed as I lunged to my feet. My mouth was full of blood and I spat. “Aaron!”

      He didn’t appear at my side, flames sparking, competent and powerful and able to save anyone. Sin grabbed a sapling, but the wolves jerked her free. Shadows closed over her.

      “Sin!” I leaped forward—and my legs buckled. I shoved myself up, staggered another step, and my knees hit the ground again. My vision blurred. I braced on my hands and knees, the earth rolling like waves under my palms. I had to move. I had to save her.

      I dragged my head up—and looked into the black wolf’s milky eyes. It stood in front of me, teeth pulling back from huge fangs, its hot breath steaming my face. A quiet snarl rolled from its throat and it coiled its body to pounce.

      A churning fireball flashed toward us.

      The black wolf leaped away and the fire struck the cold ground in a burst of heat that singed my skin. With a swish of its tail, the wolf bounded into the trees—and as it fled into the shadowy underbrush, Sin’s white face, her mouth gaping in terror and pain, disappeared with it.

      “Sin,” I gasped. My arms trembled, wobbled, then collapsed. I hit the ground and my vision went black.
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      My eyes flew open. My body reacted a moment later, limbs flailing in a desperate attempt to stand.

      “Calm down, Miss Dawson.”

      A hand pressed on my shoulder, holding me down. I blinked and an unfamiliar face came into focus—middle-aged, thin lips, large glasses that hadn’t been in style in thirty years. The woman leaned over me with a stern frown.

      “Sin,” I blurted. “Is Sin okay? Where is she? Where am I?”

      “You are in the infirmary,” the woman replied. “I’m Healer Austin. You suffered a severe bite wound to your left thigh and lost a dangerous amount of blood. Also, your nose was broken. I’ve repaired your injuries, but—”

      I shoved her hand off me and sat up. The room spun, then steadied. I was on a narrow bed in what looked like a hospital room surrounded by crisp white curtains.

      “I’ll be a good patient and all that shit,” I snapped at the healer, getting angry so I didn’t outright panic, “as soon as you tell me what happened to Sin.”

      “Please lie down, Miss Dawson. I only just completed your healing and—”

      I swung my legs off the bed and stood. My left leg twinged painfully, but it held me up. For a second, I was surprised to realize I was in a drafty hospital gown, but I didn’t let that stop me. If this lady wasn’t revealing anything, I’d find the answer myself. I took a wavering step toward the curtains.

      They flipped open and Aaron stood in the gap. One glance told me he hadn’t been in a hospital bed. His jacket was gone and his shirt resembled Swiss cheese—black-edged holes everywhere. A dark, bloody stain ran down his front and splattered his jeans. His left arm was wrapped haphazardly in bloodstained gauze.

      “Mr. Sinclair—” Healer Austin began while trying to force me back onto the bed.

      “Give us a moment, please.”

      Nodding, the healer retreated and closed the curtains behind her.

      “Where’s Sin?” I demanded.

      Aaron walked over and sat on my bed. Bracing his hands on his knees, he bowed his head.

      “Aaron?” My voice shook. I wanted to sit beside him, but my limbs weren’t obeying. “Where’s Sin?”

      “I couldn’t.” The words were hoarse, stilted. “I couldn’t go after her. I couldn’t leave the students alone. I couldn’t leave you. You were bleeding everywhere. You were unconscious. The wolves were in the trees. I couldn’t leave the students. I couldn’t—”

      He broke off, breathing shakily, then he looked up like it took all his willpower to meet my gaze. His eyes shone with anguished tears.

      “I couldn’t save her, Tori,” he choked. “I let them take her. I couldn’t stop them.”

      My legs trembled. I sat heavily on the mattress beside him. “She—she’s—”

      “They’re searching for her,” he whispered, shoulders slumping. “Kai and Ezra and a bunch of others.”

      Every part of me shook. I grasped his forearm and squeezed hard. “It’s not your fault, Aaron. You—”

      “It’s entirely my fault!” His shout jolted through me. “I took the students out there. I was the only combat mage with twenty-two lives to protect, and I wasn’t enough. I knew that before I went. It was stupid. I was so stupid.”

      I leaned over and hugged him tightly.

      “It’s all my fault.” He buried his face in my shoulder, arms clamped around me. “All because I couldn’t handle one boring lesson in a classroom.”

      I held him tighter, my eyes burning with tears I desperately blinked away. I had failed too. I hadn’t been strong enough, prepared enough. Sin’s terrified face flashed through my mind, my last sight of her. Oh god, Sin.

      “What now?” I whispered.

      “We wait for word from the search team. There’s nothing else we can do.”

      A shrill voice in the back of my head kept howling Sin’s name, but I held back my terror and focused on Aaron. “Are you okay? Do you need a healer? You’re covered in blood.”

      “It’s mostly your blood.”

      “My—oh. What about the kids? Lily and the others?”

      “They’re okay,” he replied heavily. “A few minor injuries. Lily needed her arm healed, but there won’t be any lasting damage.”

      “That’s good.” I straightened my hospital gown over my bare legs, wondering what my bitten thigh looked like now. Aside from a dull ache, it felt fine. “What were those things, Aaron? Those giant wolves? Were they fae?”

      “They were shifters. Werewolves.”

      Werewolves. Even after seven months in the mythic world, some things still shocked me. I’d heard werewolves mentioned before, but I’d still thought of them as fairytale monsters.

      My stomach plunged with terror. “I was bitten by a werewolf. Am I going to become one now?”

      “No. The healer already tested you for infection. You’re clean. We’ll test again before the full moon, but you should be fine.”

      I gulped several times, trying to get my heart back down into my chest where it belonged. More questions piled up in my head, but I couldn’t get any more words out. All I could think of was Sin. Being dragged into the trees. Watching her friends and injured sister disappear. Terrified, hurt, alone. Surrounded by monstrous wolves. No one coming to save her.

      Abandoned. Left to be bitten, torn, turned, eaten—

      Aaron put his arm around my shoulders and I realized quiet sobs were shuddering through me. He stared at the floor, jaw tight, tears standing in his eyes as he fought for composure. I wanted to be out there, searching for her, and I knew Aaron wanted the same thing, but we were stuck here, too hurt and exhausted to help.

      I didn’t know how long we’d been sitting there in silence, lost in guilt and despair, when a noisy clatter reached the infirmary. Loud voices, thudding steps. Aaron and I stood in unison. He strode ahead of me and threw the curtains open. The room was a long rectangle lined with a dozen curtained beds. Half the curtains were drawn, but as the noise grew, Healer Austin and a middle-aged man poked their heads out.

      The infirmary door flew open.

      Kai was first across the threshold, dressed in his dark gear with swords sheathed at his hip. Right behind him came Ezra—and in his arms was a body wrapped in someone’s coat, slim legs in bloodstained jeans hanging limply. Sin’s teal hair spilled over the dark jacket.

      Aaron yanked me aside. Ezra went straight for the nearest bed—mine—and as he laid Sin on the mattress, the two healers crowded in. A third came running, rolling a medical cart in front of her.

      Healer Austin pulled the jacket away and scissors flashed as she cut off Sin’s clothes.

      “Check her breathing and put her on oxygen,” she barked at the male healer. “Kallie, elevate her legs then insert two large-bore IVs. Quickly now!”

      As the man bent over Sin’s face, the youngest healer pushed the cart beside the bed, then snapped the curtains shut, blocking our view.

      I inhaled unsteadily. “She’s alive?”

      Kai and Ezra turned, noticing me for the first time. Next thing I knew, Kai was crushing me against his protective vest, then he passed me to Ezra and I was engulfed in his arms instead. They must have left for the search without knowing how bad my condition was.

      “Sin is alive,” Kai confirmed. “Barely. I don’t know if …”

      He glanced at the curtain, his face tight and eyes tormented. My hands closed around fistfuls of Ezra’s shirt—and it squished wetly. I looked down and saw red oozing between my fingers.

      I jerked back. “You’re bleeding? Where are you hurt?”

      He withdrew swiftly. “Oh shit. Did I get blood on you? It’s not mine. Shifter blood.”

      Voices rose from behind the curtain. Healer Austin was shooting off instructions about binding wounds and starting a thaumaturgy frame. Electronic beeping now narrated Sin’s rapid heartbeat.

      “Where did you find her?” Aaron demanded. “What happened? Tell me everything.”

      Kai began an explanation but I didn’t hear him. My attention was on the dozen mythics crowded in the doorway, all geared for battle. I recognized them as alumni. Some gazed toward the sounds of the ongoing healing with concern, but others watched Aaron—observing his distress with haughty judgment.

      I opened my mouth, not sure what I was about to say but absolutely certain it would be rude, when Ezra stepped in front of me. Taking my arm, he caught Aaron’s elbow with his other hand and led us to the far end of the infirmary. Kai exchanged a few brief words with the alumni, and they filed out the door.

      Guiding me to the farthest hospital bed, Ezra nudged me onto it. The moment my weight was off my leg, I realized how badly it ached.

      Ezra pushed Aaron down too, then took the spot on my other side. We sat in a row on the bed, waiting silently. Kai returned and handed me a sanitizing wipe, which I used to clean the shifter blood off my hands, then he shook out a soft blanket and swung it around my shoulders.

      “Where did you find the shifter pack?” Aaron asked as though there’d been no interruption in his conversation with Kai.

      “They weren’t far from where they ambushed you,” he replied, perching on the foot of the bed. “They were fighting among themselves—whether over Sin or something else, I don’t know.”

      “Did you kill them?”

      “Injured a few, but they scattered and we didn’t give chase. Our priority was Sin.”

      “How many?”

      “We saw five. There might’ve been more.”

      Aaron cursed. “Five shifters on the property. How the hell did this happen?”

      I pulled my legs up and wrapped the blanket around my bare feet. “What exactly is a shifter?”

      “Superficially, they resemble the werewolves of human myth,” Aaron explained. “A person gets infected and turns into an animal on their first full moon. After that, they can transform at almost any time, and the full moon strengthens them. But what makes a shifter into a shifter isn’t what humans think.”

      His fingers dug into his knees. I slid a hand out of my blanket and rubbed his arm.

      “There’s a type of fae.” He exhaled harshly. “They don’t have corporeal bodies. They’re parasitic spirits, and humans are their hosts. The two most common kinds create shifters and vampires. When a shifter bites a human, its saliva primes them for possession. If there’s a parasitic fae nearby, it’ll try to possess the person.”

      I shuddered, feeling horribly unclean. “You’re sure I’m not infected?”

      “You’ll be susceptible for a few more days, which is why we’ll test you again. If you were infected, we’d call in a witch to exorcise the fae spirit from your body. You’ll be fine. Lily tested negative too. Mythics almost never get turned.”

      “But I’m not a mythic!” I blurted in a panic.

      “Mythics don’t get turned because we know about shifters and how to deal with infections. That applies to you too.”

      “Oh,” I said weakly. “Right.”

      Ezra ran his fingers into his tangled hair. “Aaron, when you fought the shifters earlier, were they … deformed?”

      “They had strange wounds, but …”

      “Wounds that didn’t bleed, effluvium emanating from them, milky eyes,” Kai listed. “And they were too strong.”

      “Shifters are always strong,” Aaron countered.

      “We’ve fought shifters before. These were bigger and stronger than I’ve ever seen.” He rubbed his hands together, almost nervously. “I hit one with a current strong enough to kill a bull and the werewolf barely stumbled.”

      “Whatever they are, we’ll deal with it.” Aaron’s voice was hoarse again, but not with grief or despair. It was growling fury and the promise of retribution. “We’ll find every one of those beasts and exterminate them.”

      Silence fell between the four of us. The healers’ voices rumbled through the infirmary, the words unintelligible. Or maybe I couldn’t understand because my head was slowly spinning, fatigue washing through my limbs like lazy ocean waves.

      My brain fizzled. I realized I was slumped against a warm body and vibrations were shivering into my chest. The body was speaking in a low voice.

      “This is all my goddamn fault. If Sin doesn’t make it …”

      Aaron. I was slumped against Aaron, his arm draped around my waist.

      “You always turn into a complete idiot when you come back here,” Kai said with a shocking lack of sympathy.

      My eyelids fluttered but refused to open properly. I wanted to tell Kai not to be a jerk but I couldn’t find my way through the haze of exhaustion.

      “And you’re a shining example of a perfect son,” Aaron fired back in a hiss. “You couldn’t handle your family at all so you ditched them for mine.”

      “And you were delighted to have a buffer between you and your dad,” Kai growled. “But I never led anyone into danger just to prove how—”

      “Kai.”

      Ezra’s quiet voice silenced the electramage, and my eyelids fluttered again. That was a tone I rarely heard from Ezra—not a quiet, silk-smooth murmur but an unyielding snap of steel.

      “Aaron knows he screwed up,” Ezra continued. “He’s not fishing for sympathy and he doesn’t need a lecture. Our job is to help him fix this.”

      The other two were silent.

      “You’re right,” Kai conceded. “We’ll figure out this shitstorm together.”

      “Thanks,” Aaron said, gruff in that “manly emotions” way. His arm briefly tightened around me. “I think she’s asleep.”

      I wasn’t, but now seemed like a bad time to reveal that.

      Something shifted under my legs and I felt a hand on my knee through the blanket. “She was in bad shape. You got her back here just in time.”

      Ezra’s voice, close by. My legs were across his lap. When had that happened?

      “Sometimes I think we push her too hard,” Kai murmured. “For all that she avoided training at first, now that we’ve started, she’s giving it everything she’s got, and I can’t …”

      “Can’t help but push her even harder,” Aaron finished. “She’s too stubborn to sit on the sidelines. Since we can’t keep her away from danger, all we can do is help her get strong enough to survive.”

      Ezra’s hand tightened on my knee. “We can’t lose her.”

      My lungs hitched at the quiet determination that had joined the implacable steel in his voice. Strangely, his words echoed the ones I’d uttered to Sin that morning. I can’t lose him.

      “You two will need her,” he added more softly.

      A heartbeat of silence. It was heavy, aching, layered with things I didn’t understand.

      “Ezra,” Aaron whispered. “Don’t …”

      He trailed off. No one spoke.

      “Have you talked to your father yet?” Kai asked, his tone deliberately neutral.

      “Not yet,” Aaron muttered. “I only saw him briefly. He’ll corner me once I’m back at the manor.”

      Footsteps clacked against the floor and Aaron’s arm tensed around me. I dragged my weary eyes open as Healer Austin stepped into the curtained room, her scrubs splattered with dried blood. She pulled her glasses off, wearily wiped the oversized lenses with a tissue, then slid them back on.

      “She made it through the healing. The danger has passed.”

      All four of us let out heaving sighs. I pushed off Aaron and sat up straight.

      “Permanent damage?” he asked tersely.

      “Some scarring. With careful treatment over the next twelve hours, she shouldn’t develop a limp.” Healer Austin hesitated. “I just completed the test for were-fae infection.”

      A chill ran across my skin.

      The healer settled her bleak stare on Aaron. “Tell your father he needs to summon a witch immediately.”
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      “If I have to drink one more revolting potion, I’m going to steal a car and drive back home.”

      I grinned at Sin. “Will you stowaway on the ferry too? Also, you’ll drink the potions if I have to pour them down your throat.”

      She laughed, the angry red lines on the side of her jaw stretching. Healer Austin had promised those cuts wouldn’t scar, but some of her other injuries … those would scar.

      “That’s the Tori I know and love,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Thank you for not treating me like I’ve turned to glass. Aaron has been fussing all evening.”

      Pink suffused her pale cheeks. Aaron, Kai, and Ezra stood twenty feet away—where I’d banished them after Aaron had adjusted the blanket around Sin’s shoulders three times in ten minutes. We were all beyond relieved that she was alive, but I had to draw the line somewhere.

      Scattered around the three mages were a dozen academy alumni. I recognized more faces now—the trio of assholes who’d insulted Aaron yesterday, two mythics from Aaron’s morning run, and four combat mages who’d helped find Sin. Three of them had been looking at Aaron all judgy-judgy in the infirmary.

      Yes, I was absolutely making a mental list of the jerks in case I got an excuse to punch them later. Though, from what I’d seen so far, I’d be karmically safe punching any of the alumni. They all seemed like jerks.

      Behind the mages, a stone retaining wall rose six feet, creating an elevated perch from which Tobias and Valerie were observing. Cast into silhouette by the warm lights of the house, the two Sinclair mages seemed regal and mysterious. I wondered if I’d look that cool if I went and stood with them.

      “Are you ready for this?” I asked Sin, nodding toward the upcoming spectacle. I didn’t know whether it would be a spectacle, but I was kind of hoping.

      At the edge of the sunken garden where we waited, our professional exorcist was setting up for the ritual that would take place at midnight. The woman was, according to Tobias, the best of the best. No mere witch was enough for the Sinclair patriarch.

      Instead, he’d called in a renowned druidess.

      I watched her curiously, searching for any similarities to the only other druid I’d met. She was tall and thin, in her mid-thirties, with ash-brown hair that flowed down to her butt. I couldn’t see any tattoos, but maybe that was a dark-druids-only thing.

      Her fae familiar fascinated me. All I could see was a weird shimmer, roughly the size of a person, that reminded me of the way light refracted through water. The shimmer trailed after the druidess, never more than a few feet away.

      My thoughts drifted to Hoshi. I’d given her a vacation while I was away from home. She could find me anytime she wanted, but she was off doing her own thing. Who knew what that thing was. Despite spending months with the fae, I had no clue what the life of a sylph was like. Communicating through shared mental images was limiting.

      The druidess, one Josephine Pisk, had drawn a large circle, added various ingredients around its perimeter, and lit a fire at its center. As smoke curled into the still night air, she tossed a handful of leaves into the flames. The smoke twirled into corkscrews. Neat.

      She stepped out of the circle and approached us, her long skirt swishing. Her shimmery familiar followed.

      “We’ll begin in a few minutes,” she said as she joined us. “Do you have any questions, Sin?”

      “Do I have to do anything?”

      “Nope. Just sit in the circle. It will take about …” She trailed off, eyes narrowing. Her stare lost focus, then she gave her head a tiny shake. “Five minutes and I’ll be able to confirm that you’re fae-free.”

      Sin blinked in puzzlement over the druidess’s odd pause. “Thank you.”

      “What do you think about the weirdness with the werewolves?” I asked. “How they had those creepy wounds and were bigger and stronger than usual?”

      “Tobias was telling me about that.” Josephine glanced at the forest. “It could be a particularly powerful strain of wolf spirit, or … yes, I know!”

      I rocked back on my heels, startled by her exclamation. “Sorry?”

      “My apologies. The shifters’ unusual attributes could also have been caused by tampering.”

      “Tampering?”

      She nodded. “Though rare, it happens more than we’d like. It’s often misguided altruism—someone trying to suppress the fae or afford the shifter more control. I wish I could stay and—Niavv, would you be quiet!”

      Sin and I started.

      Josephine shot a glare over her shoulder, then smiled apologetically at us. “It’s just my familiar. He’s extremely talkative. As I was saying, I’d like to help investigate, but I need to return home. The timing of all this is troublesome for me, but when Tobias calls in a favor …” She shrugged.

      “As long as I’m fae-free before you go,” Sin said.

      “You will be.”

      “Um …” I hesitated. “Can I ask an unrelated question?”

      The druidess arched an eyebrow curiously. “Of course. Ask away.”

      It was a mere curiosity, but it had been nagging at me. “Have you ever heard of the Wolfsbane Druid?”

      As I asked the question, a fae’s baritone echoed in my memory. How much of the Wolfsbane Druid’s collection did you steal when you killed him?

      All of it, a human voice, raspy and rumbly, had answered. At the time, I’d been deep in the woods of Stanley Park, where we’d just summoned a big ugly darkfae in an attempt to reverse my accidental bond with a sea serpent of doom. It’d been a fun week.

      I hadn’t spoken to Zak since he went into hiding over three months ago, but I couldn’t forget his voice—or his odd conversation with the darkfae.

      “Ah, the Wolfsbane.” Josephine bobbed her head. “A notorious dark druid. Originally from eastern Europe, I believe, and among the most powerful of this century, with a cadre of truly awful fae at his beck and call. He was—yes, I was about to tell them he’s dead, Niavv. He was universally feared among druids, the good and the bad alike. We were all relieved to hear that he’d died.”

      “He was … killed?” I ventured.

      “Yes, almost a decade ago. By his own apprentice, according to the rumors.”

      The ground tilted under me.

      “That’s a risk all dark druids take, considering their methods.” She eyed me with unexpected amusement. “Why do you ask? Most witches I’ve met don’t care to understand anything about druids.”

      My brain buzzed blankly. Huh?

      Lucky for me, Sin was way more on the ball than I was. “How do you know Tori is a witch?”

      Josephine’s amusement deepened. “Well, her familiar brand, for starters.”

      I looked at my arm, hidden by my jacket sleeve. Even without clothing in the way, the intricate design, which had originally shimmered in pink and blue, had long since faded to a near-invisible shadow. However Josephine could detect the marking, it wasn’t with regular ol’ eyeball vision.

      “Druids are badass,” I said baldly. “You’re cool as hell in my books.”

      Surprised, she flashed a pleased grin, then glanced at the sky.

      “It’s time,” she announced, pushing her sleeves up in a businesslike manner. Her inner forearms were tattooed with rows of circles, and a colorful fae marking filled each ring. “Follow me, Sin.”

      Oh, so the tattoo thing wasn’t restricted to dark druids.

      With a nervous smile, Sin handed me her blanket and followed the druidess. As she limped wearily across the grass, I slung the blanket over my shoulder and backtracked to join the guys.

      “How’s Sin?” Aaron asked, a note of anxiety betraying his guilt.

      “Ready to get this over with.”

      Kai, watching the final preparations, nodded sympathetically. “Josephine is a powerful druidess. She’ll get it done.”

      A murmuring voice floated from the group of alumni. “Can you really call a druid powerful?”

      My hackles rose and I whirled on the group, unsure who’d spoken. “Meaning what, exactly?”

      A dark-haired woman shrugged. “All of a druid’s ‘power’ is given to them by fae, so, really, it’s the fae that are powerful, not the druids. Druids, on their own, can’t do anything.”

      “By that standard, Arcana users are powerless too,” someone else pointed out with mock disbelief. “In fact, that would mean the only mythics with real power are mages and psychics.”

      The alumni laughed as though the suggestion that mages and psychics had anything in common was preposterous—and to my unpleasant surprise, Aaron let out a small snort too.

      “Our guild has psychics,” I reminded him stiffly, “who are important parts of our combat teams. You’ve asked Drew, Bryce, and Taye more than once to help you with tough jobs.”

      “Of course. They have valuable skills.” Aaron shrugged. “But on the power scale, psychics can’t compare to mages.”

      “Oh really?” I snapped, losing hold of my temper. “That’s news to me, because I distinctly remember a mentalist kidnapping you right out of our guild.”

      The alumni let out a chorus of taunting oohs.

      Aaron stiffened. “That only happened because of you.”

      I inhaled sharply—then Kai and Ezra stepped in front of me, blocking my view of Aaron and the alumni group. Aaron didn’t move but the other mages shifted back, too wary of Kai to challenge him.

      “The exorcism is starting,” Ezra murmured.

      Breathing harshly through my nose, I turned my back on Aaron and the alumni. Sin had taken a position in Josephine’s circle, facing the fire and its coiling white smoke. Across from her, the druidess had begun to chant. Shimmering ripples revealed her familiar a few feet away.

      Josephine’s low voice rolled across the lawn. A puff of smoke rose from one of the piles of herbs around the perimeter. Not breaking her chant, she flung powder into the fire. The flames turned blue and the air grew heavy as power rose from the earth. Quiet energy buzzed from my feet up into my chest, making my skin itch. Kai and Ezra shifted uncomfortably, feeling it too.

      Sin sat stiffly in the circle, watching the fire dance. A greenish glow washed across her. As the haze emanating from her skin brightened, wisps of reddish power flickered through the green—the same eerie miasma that had leaked from the mutant werewolves.

      Josephine’s chant stuttered. She recovered quickly and gestured to her shimmering familiar. The air rippled, and suddenly, the familiar was no longer invisible.

      He appeared in mid-step, prowling the perimeter of the circle. Human-like, with long, pale purple hair that flowed around him. Pointed ears framed a beautiful, androgynous face, and his robes flowed over his slender body in shades of gray and silver, the silky ties trailing after him.

      The glow radiating from Sin thickened, darkened, writhed. It gathered above her back and head like a shadow, twisting like flames. Rippling like … like fur.

      The eerie light had a shape: thick ruff, long muzzle, pointed ears. A phantom wolf hunched above Sin, head and torso rising out of her back, the rest of its ghostly body inside her.

      Still chanting, Josephine picked up a wooden bucket at her feet. Her familiar stopped behind Sin, and faint magic glimmered across his long fingers.

      “Luna, lunae carmen, tuam ad lucem tuos voca liberos!” the druidess cried out, upending the bucket over the fire. Water plunged over the flames, extinguishing them in a billow of smoke.

      Sin screamed.

      The wolfish phantom writhed, its semitransparent jaws gaping in a silent snarl. Silvery threads leaped from the fae familiar’s hands and embedded into the phantom wolf like fishhooks. The fae braced his feet and pulled.

      Another agonized scream ripped from Sin’s throat. She and the phantom wolf convulsed. Swirls of pinkish-red miasma stained the air as the phantom clung to its host.

      I didn’t realize I’d jumped forward until Kai grabbed my arms.

      “Keep pulling, Niavv,” Josephine cried.

      The fae looped the magical rope around his forearms and lunged backward. The phantom jerked—but so did Sin. She collapsed onto her back, limbs twitching. Miasma boiled out of the spirit, engulfing her in the cloud.

      “Stop!” Josephine ran around the circle as her familiar let the magic threads go slack. “This isn’t working.”

      The fae opened his hands and the threads dissolved. As the phantom wolf sank into Sin’s body, her skin glowed in a hideous rainbow of green, pink, and red before the light faded.

      I wrenched free from Kai and charged toward the druidess, the guys right behind me.

      “What happened?” I demanded.

      “The exorcism failed.” Josephine’s mouth flattened into a thin line, then she stepped into the circle to kneel beside Sin, who was sprawled on her back, breathing fast but otherwise unmoving. “Even with Niavv’s help, the spirit is too strong to dislodge—not without risking Sin’s life.”

      I glanced at her familiar. His eyes, bright and pupilless like smooth opals, turned to me, then his form faded into shimmers. Huh, okay. Not so talkative after all.

      “Too strong?” Aaron growled. “But exorcisms always work, don’t they? As long as they’re completed before the full moon?”

      “I’ve never failed before.” Josephine looked past us. “We need your healer back out here, Tobias. Sin is unconscious.”

      I looked over my shoulder. Tobias and Valerie stood beside Kai and Ezra. At the druidess’s words, Valerie turned and ran toward the academy, as strong and fast as any of the alumni despite her designer clothes.

      Josephine rose again and I took her place, kneeling beside Sin. I held her hand, sick with helplessness. Her skin was chilled and a strange odor clung to her—earth and musk, but with a sweet undertone, like cherry syrup.

      “Why did the exorcism fail?” Tobias asked, his expression sternly bleak.

      “The spirit is too strong,” the druidess repeated. “Did you see the tainted aural colors? That isn’t normal. Whatever change the shifters in the woods have undergone, it’s been passed to Sin through the infection. An exorcism alone can’t remove the spirit.”

      “Then what?” Aaron barked. “You’re just giving up? Leaving her to turn into a mutant werewolf?”

      “Of course she isn’t giving up,” Tobias cut in. “Josephine, do you know how the shifters were altered?”

      She glanced at the shimmer of her familiar, listening. “Niavv is certain it’s neither fae magic nor druidry. Only Arcana has the power to fundamentally alter nature like this.”

      Tobias nodded. “Transmutation Arcana. I can have an expert here first thing in the morning to examine Sin.”

      “I need to return home,” Josephine said. “The moment you have answers, I’ll be back. Sin must be successfully exorcised before the full moon, or there will be no saving her.”

      My hand tightened around Sin’s limp fingers. Silence spread between the mythics, and I voiced the question no one else was asking. “When is the full moon?”

      The druidess looked up at the overcast sky, the darkness unbroken and the moon hidden.

      “Friday night,” she answered grimly.

      Dread pierced me. We only had three nights to find the answers that would save Sin.
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      Steel-gray clouds hung ominously low as I entered the academy building with Ezra at my side. Like me, he hadn’t managed to leap out of bed at the literal crack of dawn. We’d both been slow to get dressed, though his excuse was much better than mine. Dark circles marred the skin under his eyes.

      The infirmary was located in an auxiliary wing of the academy. As I rounded the final corner, I spotted Aaron, Kai, Lily, and another guy loitering in the corridor. Lily wrung her hands together, her face pale and eyes huge.

      The stranger was around my age, with sandy blond hair and a nice tan. He was tall, but slim and weak-looking with Aaron and Kai next to him, an impression not helped by the two bulging satchels weighing him down. A wooden trunk sat at his feet.

      As I drew closer, recognition pinged through me. That dude wasn’t a complete stranger—he was the apprentice from the apothecary, though he looked paler than I remembered.

      “Brian, right?” I said. “Does this mean Kelvin Compton the Super Alchemist is Tobias’s transmutation expert?”

      “Kelvin is an exceptional alchemist,” Aaron replied tersely, his arms folded and feet set as though he was about to leap into action. “He does guest lectures several times a year on different alchemy topics relevant to student training.”

      I almost retorted that, according to him and his alumni buddies, Arcana mythics didn’t have “real power,” but I restrained myself. Aaron’s attention was on the infirmary door and he was the palest among us—though, for a ginger, that wasn’t saying much. His jaw flexed, his anxious concern for Sin palpable.

      Since everyone was standing out here, I assumed we weren’t allowed in while Kelvin examined Sin. So we waited. For nearly ten minutes, we stood in almost complete silence. No one felt all that chatty.

      The infirmary door opened. Tobias walked out, followed by a hulking, bearded Kelvin. He was carrying another satchel, which he tossed to Brian with barely a glance. His apprentice caught it awkwardly, fumbling the strap, and hooked it over his shoulder with the others.

      “The shifter spirit possessing Sin has been transmutated,” Kelvin announced as though expecting a chorus of shocked gasps. “I would guess alchemically, though I can’t be certain.”

      “Can you save Sin?” Lily demanded.

      Kelvin glanced at the girl but spoke to Tobias. “If you’d asked me yesterday if a shifter spirit could be altered, I would’ve said no. This is—” He gave his head a sharp shake. “This is uncharted magic. To pinpoint the exact nature and method of transmutation, I need a tissue sample from an affected shifter. How quickly can you capture one?”

      “Give us a couple of hours,” Aaron answered before his father could. “Does it need to be alive?”

      “No.”

      Aaron nodded, then jerked his head at Kai and Ezra. Without waiting for a response, he strode toward the door. Tobias called after his son, but Aaron didn’t stop, Kai and Ezra following close behind.

      Scrambling into motion, I trotted down the hall and squeezed between Kai and Ezra, matching their strides. “Are we going shifter hunting?”

      “Yep,” Aaron answered shortly.

      “First, we’ll gear up,” Kai added. “Tori, you—”

      “I’m coming!” I interrupted fiercely. “Don’t even think about—”

      “I was going to say you should bring your potion arsenal.”

      “Oh.” My aim still sucked, but I could hit a giant wolf. Probably. “What’s the plan?”

      “Find shifters. Kill shifters.” Aaron paused at the academy doors, his eyes blazing with determination. “Sin only has two days, and we don’t know how long Compton will take to do his part. We’re getting this done fast.”

      Again, he didn’t wait for a response before shoving through the doors like a steamroller. Nerves prickled through me. Aaron could be … impulsive. Kai and Ezra were the smart, cautious ones who always reined him in, but this time around, I doubted anything short of chains and padlocks would slow Aaron down.
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        * * *

      

      It was raining again. The worst kind of rain—icy cold, pouring in sheets, whipped into our faces by a spiteful wind. If it’d been a few degrees colder, it would’ve been a blizzard.

      Aaron had set a punishing pace through the forest, leading us past the spot where the original attack had occurred, then on to where Kai and Ezra had found Sin. The three mages were scouting the area for signs of where to go next, while I waited with my arms wrapped around myself for warmth. I couldn’t see them through the rain and shadows, but I could hear Aaron swearing in frustration, even over the drumming patter.

      Tugging my beanie lower on my head, I wondered—again—how smart this was. Gathering a team of alumni to help comb the woods would’ve been a wiser move, but when Kai had pointed that out, Aaron had refused to wait. Tobias was putting together a second team, but for now … it was just us.

      “Damn it!” Aaron stomped out of the dense bush, his hiking boots squelching in the mud. Sharpie’s hilt jutted over his shoulder, waiting to be drawn. “There are tracks everywhere and I can’t find a clear trail.”

      “Pretty soon there won’t be any tracks,” Kai said, slipping between two tree trunks. “The rain will wash them away in another hour.”

      Nerves tightened my chest. If we couldn’t find the wolves, we couldn’t save Sin.

      Aaron swore again. “This is idiotic. How hard can it be to—”

      “—find a handful of wolves in miles of dense forest?” Kai interrupted sarcastically. “Not difficult at all.”

      A low whistle cut through the patter of rain. Aaron and Kai snapped to attention, then hurried toward the sound. I rushed after them.

      Twenty yards away, Ezra crouched in the underbrush, studying the forest floor. As we approached, he rose to his feet, water running down his face from his drenched hat.

      “This pushdown is recent,” he said, gesturing to a shrub. “I found tracks on the other side.”

      I squinted at the bush, tilting my head one way then the other. The foliage had a crumpled look, like something had trampled it, though I would never have noticed if Ezra hadn’t pointed it out.

      “Did you find anything?” he asked the other two.

      “Not a damn thing, so if you can follow this trail, let’s go!” Aaron exclaimed eagerly.

      Ezra nodded and shoved through the bush. We filed after him, and within a few minutes, Ezra had led us onto a game trail. He moved quickly, eyes on the ground, occasionally crouching to check the imprints in the mud. I wanted to ask where he’d learned to track animals, but no one was speaking so I held my silence.

      He paused, plucking at a clump of gray fur caught on a jagged branch, then picked up the pace. As the gap between me and Aaron widened, I gritted my teeth and jogged a few steps. Six weeks of hard training had improved my fitness level but I was no match for the guys.

      They were machines. Sexy, muscly machines with everlasting batteries.

      The rain lashed at my leather coat. I panted, a stitch searing my ribs. Maybe I should up my endurance training. The stitch dug deeper into my side. Yep, I definitely needed to spend more time on the treadmill. Me and the treadmill, we were like best friends who sometimes hated each other.

      Actually, no. We just hated each other. No friendship involved.

      Ahead, the rain blurring his form, Ezra raised his closed fist—the signal to stop. I jolted to a halt, Kai right behind me. Ezra retreated, forcing Aaron back with him, then crouched in the foliage. Aaron and Kai dropped down too, and I belatedly scooched in, missing Ezra’s first few words.

      “… fifty feet ahead in the trees,” he was saying in a low voice. “I can’t tell anything else from this distance. Let’s do a V ambush. Kai, Aaron, circle wide so he doesn’t hear you. When you’re in position—”

      “Is it just the one?” Aaron interrupted.

      “That I can detect, but that doesn’t mean—”

      “We only need one shifter.” Aaron pushed to his feet. “Let’s take him down.”

      “Wait—”

      The pyromage strode down the game trail, heading straight for the unseen target.

      Ezra swore under his breath, then pointed sharply to the right. “Move fast for the ambush, Kai. If he bolts, we’ll never catch him.”

      Kai cut to the right, ghosting through the trees.

      “With me, Tori,” Ezra said as he stepped into the bush.

      Close on his heels, I tried to move as silently as him. Lucky for me, the drumming rain concealed whatever noise I made. He led me wide of the trail, and through the trees, I could just make out Aaron, prowling swiftly forward. Ezra cut around a cluster of saplings, then slowed, dropping into a half-crouch. I mimicked him.

      Reaching over his shoulder, he pulled his pole-arm off his back. The two-foot-long rod, dark metal with silver caps, could be split into twin short swords, then reattached to form a double-ended staff. A strange pulse of anxiety ran down my spine at the sight of the weapon. This wasn’t the same one I’d used to kill a man; a demon had shattered that blade’s twin. This was Ezra’s spare.

      Above the storm’s racket, a new sound reached my ears. Rustling. Snapping. A crack. Scraping. A drawn-out moan. Could wolves moan?

      Ezra halted. As I squinted around his shoulder, something moved in the foliage. A pale shape scrabbled at the base of a tree, but it didn’t look like fur. It looked like …

      The figure straightened—a man. A naked man. Stark-ass naked. I could see said ass. Skin as white as snow, smeared with mud. Stripes marked his body—wounds that didn’t bleed, red flesh peeking through his split skin.

      The man pawed at the tree bark, whimpering. Snapping off a branch, he crouched on his haunches—providing an even worse view of his flat butt cheeks—and the scraping sound started again.

      “Ezra,” I whispered urgently. “Who—”

      “A shifter. Human form.” He let out a harsh breath. “We should be closer, but—”

      Firelight flared. Aaron stepped out of the brush fifteen feet from the man, flames dancing on his upturned palm, his unsheathed sword in his other hand. “Shifter—”

      The man whirled around. Milky eyes fixed on Aaron. Blood ran down his chin and when he pulled his lips back, his teeth were stained red by his bleeding, torn gums. He clutched his stick as though it were a precious delicacy.

      “Mine,” the man moaned. “Mine!”

      “What’s yours?” Aaron asked cautiously.

      The man staggered forward, then listed to one side. “I need more. Must have … more. Give me more.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Aaron’s hand tightened on his sword. “Lie on the ground, face down, or we’ll have no choice but to kill you.”

      “More,” the man whispered, his chest rising and falling rapidly. “I need … need …” He bit down on the branch, teeth ripping desperately at the bark.

      “Lie down,” Aaron ordered again. “You have ten seconds to comply.”

      “I need more.” The man pressed a hand to his head. A feverish flush stained his pale cheeks. “More … need … do you have it? Give it to me!”

      He lunged as green light, streaked with red, flared over him. He crumpled forward onto his hands and knees, body heaving, and fur sprouted from his mud-smeared skin. The open wounds pulsed, belching red miasma. The man’s scream transformed into an animal howl.

      Yowling voices erupted all around us.

      Uh-oh.

      As the transforming werewolf hoisted itself to its feet—or rather, paws—Ezra and I rocketed toward Aaron. Shadows materialized from the rain. One, two, three, four, five wolves, plus the one who, moments ago, had been a naked crazy dude.

      The wolves slunk toward Aaron. He swung Sharpie in front of him, the rain-speckled blade sparkling in the dim light. Six on one, with only ten feet between him and the wolves. Ezra and I were too far.

      The wolves charged.

      Kai burst out of the trees. “Aaron, jump!”

      Aaron leaped off the ground and Kai rotated his unsheathed katana with a sharp twist. Lightning exploded out of the wolves—a blast bursting from each body and shooting into the earth. Crackling power swept across the soaked mud in a rapid wave that rushed beneath Aaron. I felt the current pass, a heady buzz along my nerves.

      The wolves crumpled in howling convulsions, but they wouldn’t be down for long.

      “My turn!” Aaron snarled.

      Kai jerked toward him. “Wait—”

      Aaron launched ahead, fire coating his blade. Swearing, Kai rushed after him. Ezra twisted his pole-arm apart, unsheathing foot-long blades—then whirled in mid-step.

      His blades cut across the chest of a wolf, its furred body springing from a shadowy gap beneath a spruce tree.

      He flung the massive beast away, then lunged in with his blades. I backpedaled, my hand flying to my waist. I grabbed an alchemy bomb, but I couldn’t throw it with Ezra tangled in combat with the werewolf. Shiiiit. What should I do?

      Ezra slammed the butt of a sword down on the wolf’s head. “Tori, behind you!”

      Eh? I turned.

      Two wolves prowled toward me, heads low and teeth bared. I wound up and hurled my alchemy bomb like a pro pitcher. The glass sphere arced through the air—and burst against a tree two feet to the wolves’ left. The yellow sleeping potion rained down on the mud. Damn it!

      I spun and bolted around a spruce. As the snarling wolves charged after me, I grabbed another alchemy bomb and flung it wildly over my shoulder. It crunched and pink potion splashed across the wolf’s face.

      Yeah! Perfect hit—except the wolf hadn’t collapsed. It hadn’t even stumbled … but its angry growl had gone mute. Shit, had I grabbed a silencing potion by accident?

      I jammed my hand into a belt pouch and when I pulled it out, brass knuckles hugged my fingers. Planting my feet, I spun around and swung my fist with the full weight of my body behind it.

      “Ori amplifico!” I bellowed.

      My knuckles hit the wolf’s thick head. Its whole body left the ground as it flew six feet before crashing into a tree.

      And that was it for my bag of tricks.

      The silenced wolf leaped at me. Yelping, I ducked behind a thick tree trunk, then grabbed the lowest branch. Swinging onto it, I kicked backward. My foot landed squarely in the wolf’s mouth. Its fangs hooked into my boot’s rubber sole and it almost yanked me off the branch. I clung on for dear life.

      “Tori!” Ezra shouted. “Where are you?”

      “Here!” I squealed breathlessly, wrenching on my foot. “I’m good. Help the others!”

      I swung my other foot and kicked the bottom of its jaw. It jolted but didn’t let go. Maybe I wasn’t so good. Gulping, I released the branch.

      I fell on the wolf’s head, my boot tearing free. Another potion was in my hand, and I shoved the sphere into the wolf’s mouth. Its jaws snapped shut, shattering the glass. Yellow potion oozed between its teeth, then it slumped over, sleeping like a corpse. Hell yeah! Score one for Tori.

      Launching triumphantly to my feet, I looked around—and scrambled backward with a shriek as the wolf I’d punched halfway across the forest lunged at me. Had the brass knuckles recharged? Only one way to find out.

      I swung my fist. “Ori amplifico!”

      The metal artifact slammed into its head in the same spot as my first hit. The wolf didn’t go flying—but it stumbled, then slowly folded in on itself, panting weakly. Well, that worked too.

      I ran toward the guys, who were easy to find with all the howling—the wolves, not the guys. Shoving through a bush, I burst into a clearing full of flashing electricity and surging flames. Aaron and Kai battled five wolves—no, four. Three were already down. And because I could do basic math, I realized that meant another furry soldier had arrived while I’d been busy.

      “Guys!” I wailed. Okay, maybe I was more shaken up than I wanted to admit.

      “Tori!” Aaron shouted over his shoulder as he swung his flaming sword and almost took the leg off a wolf. “Where have you been?”

      “Taking out wolves,” I yelled back. “I got two.”

      “Two?” he blurted, almost forgetting he was fending off a trio of snarling beasts. “By yourself?”

      “Yeah.” Was I proud? Hell yes.

      He scowled as though offended—then darted sideways, scarcely evading a wolf’s snapping jaws. Slashing his hand through the air, he unleashed a band of blue flame. The wolf retreated, milky eyes staring, drool dripping from its jaws.

      “Where’s Ezra?” I called, hanging well back from their battle.

      Kai flung a small knife into a wolf, then blasted it with lightning. The beast shuddered but didn’t fall. “Isn’t he with you?”

      I looked around sharply, but I couldn’t see the aeromage. He’d been battling a wolf last I’d seen, but he was strong. He could handle a single shifter no problem. Couldn’t he?

      Panic stirred in my chest—then a cold shiver ran over me. The rain stung when it hit my bare skin, and the wind roared. Wait, that wasn’t rain. Hail plummeted to the ground, the icy pellets bouncing off trees. The sky dimmed, darkness creeping over the forest.

      The four wolves disengaged from Aaron and Kai, their hackles rising and heads swinging side to side, milky eyes searching.

      The shadows beneath the trees had gone as dark as night—then crimson radiance ignited in the blackness. Glowing rings, swirling with spiky runes, appeared in the air above each of the four wolves. The magic crackled, the air heavy and toxic.

      Scarlet bolts exploded from the circles. They slammed straight down, piercing the wolves and striking the earth in an explosion of mud.

      The darkness swirled, broken only by two pinpricks of glowing crimson. Then daylight swept over us, the cold lifted, and Ezra stepped out of the trees, his pale eye glowing faintly. He blinked quickly and the shimmer of red across his left arm flickered out.

      “Holy shit,” Aaron rasped. “What the hell, man?”

      Ezra glanced at the dead wolves, surrounded by hail pellets that were swiftly melting in the rain. “Were we not supposed to kill them?”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t need to go demonic,” Aaron said sharply. “We had it under control.”

      Kai lowered his sword. “Was that a new attack?”

      Ezra shrugged. “Eterran was feeling generous.”

      Eterran? Did he mean his demon? The one embedded in his body? And what the hell did “feeling generous” mean?

      Busy gawking at Ezra, I almost missed the subtle flash of disbelief in Kai’s face. I wasn’t the only one thrown off by Ezra’s response, though whether Kai was shocked that the demon had a name or about the “generous” bit, I didn’t know. I’d seen Ezra’s demon come out to play once before, when Ezra had lost consciousness while tapping its power, and I had no desire to be that terrified ever again. Luckily, those circumstances weren’t likely to repeat.

      “Let’s grab a body,” Kai said, “and get back to the house.”

      “Yeah.” Aaron scowled at the shifter corpses. “Which one’s the smallest? Carrying it is gonna suck.”

      “The ones I fought weren’t this big,” I offered. “Also, I don’t think they’re dead.”

      The guys followed me back into the trees and we located my two victims. I stood proudly over the unconscious shifters, waiting for praise. Aaron peered at the wolves, then let out a snort.

      “Not helpful, Tori.” He stalked away.

      I blinked in confusion. Kai and Ezra glared furiously at Aaron’s back.

      “What did I do wrong?” I asked in a small voice.

      “Nothing,” Ezra said quickly. “You were amazing. You took out two shifters all by yourself.”

      “But why did Aaron say …”

      Kai cleared his throat. “These two shifters don’t appear to be altered. So we need a different one to take back.”

      “Wait, what?” I reexamined the shifters. No creepy wounds, no milky eyes, no unnaturally beefed-up muscles. “Damn it, you’re right.”

      Ezra wrapped his arm around my drooping shoulders. “Don’t be upset. Taking out two shifters on your own is impressive.”

      “But I thought I was whooping mutant shifters,” I pouted.

      “The important thing,” Kai said, shifting closer to my other side, “is the four of us eliminated the entire pack. Let’s call in backup to—”

      “Wait.” I frowned at the two wolves I’d defeated, then looked toward the other bodies, out of sight. “Did we eliminate the entire pack?”

      I slipped free from Ezra’s arm and hastened through the trees. Wet footsteps slapping in the mud told me Ezra and Kai were following. Halting at the battle zone’s edge, I scanned the corpses. Shades of mottled gray, two brown, one dirty white.

      “Tori?”

      Ezra and Kai stood a few feet away, watching me warily. I scanned the shifters one more time, then shook my head.

      “We missed one.” The memory of snarling fangs, inches from my face, flashed through me. “The black wolf isn’t here.”
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      We delivered a gory shifter corpse to the academy’s alchemy lab with all the fanfare of an early Christmas. Okay, no, we didn’t, but Kelvin Compton acted like we’d given him a rare gift, his eyes lighting up and hands twitching toward the oozing body. Brian hung back, his face white and mouth clamped shut.

      Leaving the transmutation specialist to do his job, we headed to the infirmary. Sin was awake and propped on several pillows. Not even her bright hair could make her seem lively, but she listened attentively as we filled her in on our adventure.

      “Good job!” she congratulated me. “You kicked butt!”

      I preened just a little. “It was touch and go for a bit, but I got it done.”

      Aaron rolled his eyes. “You took out two regular shifters.”

      He might as well have added “big deal” on the end, because my feeling of triumph, which had only just recovered, waned again. I swallowed back a retort. Last thing Sin needed was to listen to Aaron and me snip at each other.

      “Any theories about that first shifter’s behavior?” Sin asked quickly, sensing the tension. Her gaze darted between me and Aaron. “What did he want more of?”

      “Another person to chew on?” I guessed dubiously.

      Aaron started to say something but Kai elbowed him so hard the air audibly rushed out of his lungs. Aaron stepped away, glowering at his friend.

      “Whatever was going on,” I added, “Super Kelvin is working on it.”

      Her face brightened a little at the mention of her alchemy hero. “I hope he figures it out soon.”

      I smiled to hide my worry. It was almost noon on Wednesday, and the full moon was Friday night. That wasn’t much time, even for a famous master alchemist.

      “Oh, did you hear?” Sin pushed up on her pillows. “Valerie invited my whole family to spend Christmas here. My parents are abroad right now.” Guilt crinkled her forehead. “It’s their first trip in ten years. They wanted to rush back but they couldn’t get an earlier flight. They’ll arrive early Saturday morning. Anna is coming too, so we’ll all be together.”

      “That’s wonderful!” I exclaimed, hoping desperately that Sin would get to enjoy Christmas with her family as an apprentice alchemist and not a mutant shifter.

      We chatted for a minute more, then my stomach growled so loudly that everyone heard it. Sin waved us off to find some lunch. We trudged out of the infirmary, still in combat gear—damp, muddy, and cold. Except for Aaron, probably. The pyromage rarely got cold.

      “Tori.” Ezra smiled as we stepped into a quiet hallway, the classroom doors closed. “We have something to take care of. Why don’t you head back to the house? We’ll meet you in a bit.”

      “Huh?” I blinked at him, wondering if I was being paranoid or if his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” Kai said. “We’ll catch up, okay?”

      Aaron looked between them, as confused as me. “I want to change, if it’s all the same to you.”

      Ezra waved to me. “We’ll see you soon.”

      He and Kai closed ranks around Aaron and herded him up the corridor. He complained the whole way, his tone getting nastier as they moved out of earshot. I stood alone, watching them disappear around a corner. What the hell was that all about? After pondering for a moment, I started forward, but not toward the Sinclair manor.

      I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again: I am not a good person.

      I reached the corner and peeked around it in time to glimpse the guys rounding another bend. I shadowed them to the farthest wing of the academy, where the durable concrete training arenas were located. They headed through a door, and I tiptoed after them.

      The door flew open again before I could reach it. A small class of sixteenish-year-olds spilled out, chatting exuberantly, even though they looked wrecked with exhaustion. They barely glanced at me as they went by, the main topic of conversation revolving around lunch.

      I slipped past them, reached the door, and cautiously glanced inside.

      It was a small arena with a huge black circle painted on the gray floor. The three mages stood off to one side as the final students exited, leaving only a tall, middle-aged instructor.

      “Shall I stay to supervise?” he asked dryly.

      “Not necessary,” Ezra replied, all pleasantness and good cheer. “We’re fine.”

      The man didn’t look convinced, but he walked out after his students. I had no time to hide, so I just went with it. Leaning against the doorjamb, I projected “casual” as hard as I could. Acting skills for the win.

      The instructor glanced at me, eyebrows arching, and swung the door most of the way closed. Saying nothing, he kept walking. I peeked through the door’s narrow window.

      Aaron had his arms folded as he glared. “What are you two—”

      Ezra turned to Kai. “Do you want to do this, or shall I?”

      My eyes popped wide. Gone was the pleasant tone. Ezra sounded … cold. Hard. Angry.

      “I’ll do it,” Kai said. “You’ll probably break his bones.”

      “Fine,” Ezra agreed, stepping back.

      Kai gave Aaron a single sweeping assessment, then barked, “In the circle, Aaron.”

      “What?”

      Kai seized his arm and hauled him to the black ring on the floor. “Get in the circle so I can kick your ass.”

      Aaron ripped himself free with a curse. “Like you can. You—”

      Kai’s hand snapped out. A bolt of electricity leaped from his palm and hit Aaron in the chest, throwing him backward. He staggered for balance, his feet crossing the black line.

      “We’re done with your bullshit.” Kai’s quiet voice echoed through the concrete arena. “So, as your best friend, I’m going to beat some sense back into your thick head. Be glad it’s me and not Ezra.”

      Ezra folded his arms, waiting impassively by the wall like a silently fuming referee.

      “What’s your problem?” Aaron backed up two steps. “This is idiotic.”

      “Before we review that statement, the rules: You can’t turn this entire ring into an inferno, and I can’t draw electricity from the power lines.”

      “Fine,” Aaron snapped. “But I’m not holding back.”

      “Neither am I.” With that, Kai drew the shorter of his two swords.

      My body went cold.

      Aaron drew Sharpie, its long blade still smeared with shifter blood. “All right. What’s your issue, then? Spit it out.”

      They circled each other, feet silent, steps crisscrossing with mirrored grace.

      “Where should I start?” Kai asked coolly. “How about your shit attitude?”

      “My—”

      Kai snapped his sword sideways. Lightning sprang from the blade but Aaron darted aside. He cast out a hand and fire blazed toward Kai. The electramage dropped into a roll and was back on his feet in an instant.

      “I won’t give you hell for the mistake you made yesterday by taking that class into the woods,” Kai said as he slid bladed stars out of a pocket. “It was a mistake, but you deserve hell for everything today.”

      “Everything like what?”

      Kai whipped two stars into the air. They flew wide on either side of Aaron—then Kai twisted his switch. Electricity erupted from both spinning stars and the two arcs snapped toward each other, catching Aaron in the middle.

      He bellowed in pain and dropped to his knees, his clothes smoking.

      “Like rushing out there to hunt those shifters without a plan!” Kai yelled, his fury breaking free. “Like refusing to wait for backup! Like ignoring Ezra’s strategy and rushing in alone! Like putting all our lives at risk to compensate for your screwup!”

      Aaron shouted a wordless response and hurled a wave of fire at Kai. The electramage dove forward, arms shielding his head, and rolled through the cooler base of the flames. Springing up, he hurled a snaking white bolt.

      Aaron swung Sharpie across the lightning’s path. The electricity caught the steel blade and crackled down into the floor. The hilt must be insulated.

      “It went just fine,” Aaron snarled. “We were all fine, so what’s the pr—”

      “It was dangerous!” Kai advanced on Aaron. “It was needlessly risky—just like taking a class of kids into the grounds was risky. It could’ve all gone wrong as easily as it went right.”

      “You’ve always been an overly cautious cowar—”

      “Aaron!” Ezra shouted from the sidelines. “Don’t you dare!”

      Aaron’s gaze snapped to Ezra, then back to Kai, and the stiffness in his shoulders faltered. “I—”

      “Go ahead, Aaron,” Kai growled. “Call me a coward. I dare you.”

      Aaron stepped back, his sword lowering. “You’re not a coward. Not at all.”

      “I’m not,” Kai agreed quietly. “But you are. Today you are.”

      Eyes bulging with fury, Aaron ripped his baldric off his shoulder, shoved Sharpie into its sheath, and slid it out of the ring. Kai sheathed his katana, the hilt slamming home—then he leaped.

      The two mages slammed together, and it was like their basement sparring sessions—except this was true violence. They weren’t pulling their punches. They were trying to hurt each other. The sound of their knuckles striking their bodies, even with their combat gear to protect them, was too much to bear. I clutched the doorframe, frozen with horror.

      Kai rammed Aaron into the floor and bent his arm behind him. “I know being here screws with your head! But you have to get over it and stop acting like an elitist prick.”

      Aaron snapped his hand open and fire erupted in Kai’s face. Gasping in pain, Kai lurched backward. With a sideways heave of his torso, Aaron threw Kai off and tackled him around the middle. They crashed to the floor again.

      “I’m doing my goddamn best here!” Aaron shouted. “I’m trying to fix this!”

      “You’re trying to save face, not fix it,” Kai wheezed, pinned under his larger friend. The fluorescent lights flickered—a charge building in the air—then electricity erupted across Kai’s body. Aaron crumpled, limbs twitching, and Kai broke free.

      “I was almost bitten in that fight,” Kai panted. “Tori had to fight two shifters by herself. Ezra had to step in to save our asses, even though it’s the last thing he should be doing.”

      “I—” Aaron gulped for air. “I didn’t …”

      “You didn’t think. You haven’t been thinking since you took those kids into the woods.”

      Aaron shoved to his feet with an incoherent roar. “I’m doing my best!”

      “Do better!” Kai yelled back, thrusting his hands forward. Lightning arced between his palms, then a twisting bolt slammed Aaron off his feet. He hit the floor with a yelp.

      Kai lowered his arms, breathing hard. “Every time I think you’ve outgrown the person this place made you, we come back and you’re that guy again.”

      Aaron rolled over and pushed onto his hands and knees, his movements slow and pained. “What guy?”

      “The conceited asshole who sneered at Tori because her opponents weren’t as dangerous as ours.”

      Aaron’s head jerked up. “What?”

      “You didn’t even realize what you were doing, did you? Right back into old habits.”

      “I …” He started to rise but fell back onto his ass. “Oh … oh hell.”

      “You spat all over her first real fight since we started training her. She had every right to be proud, especially since she was supposed to be backing us up, not fighting alone. She didn’t even have a real weapon!”

      Aaron’s face had paled, his anger gone.

      “Get your shit together,” Kai warned vehemently. “And get it together fast. This isn’t who you are. You’re smarter than this. Kinder than this. Better than this.”

      Shoulders slumping, Aaron stared miserably at the floor. “Damn it.”

      Kai surged forward with quick, aggressive steps and I sucked in a frightened breath. The electramage’s hand flashed out—and he offered it to his friend.

      Aaron reached up, and Kai pulled him to his feet.

      “You know I always have your back, Aaron, but you need to watch our backs too.”

      Aaron nodded mutely.

      Ezra finally moved. Unfolding his arms, he crossed to the other two and gripped Aaron’s shoulder. His murmur drifted through the room, words too quiet for me to make out.

      Hands shaking, I backed away from the door, then stole down the hallway. The wing was deserted—all the students had gone to lunch. Lost in disturbing memories of Aaron and Kai pounding on each other, I found myself standing on the front steps, a light rain misting the sidewalk beyond the overhang.

      I sat on the top step, staring at nothing. On the ferry, Ezra had warned me that the academy alumni were self-important, judgmental jerks, and I’d been relieved Aaron wasn’t like them. He was considerate, charming, funny, a natural leader, and openly appreciative of his guildmates’ skills … but prone to arrogance.

      It seemed that streak of arrogance went much deeper than I’d realized. It wasn’t an amusing excess of confidence but a deep-running fault—something he’d worked to overcome. A weakness Kai and Ezra had helped him defeat.

      But we could never escape our upbringings entirely. I knew that all too well.

      The door behind me swung open. Twisting, I looked up into Ezra’s mismatched eyes.

      He sank down beside me. “Followed us, did you?”

      I cringed guiltily.

      “I’m sorry you saw that.”

      Releasing a long breath, I shook my head. “I think I needed to see it. Where are the other two?”

      “Infirmary. They need treatment for their bruises and burns, plus a healthy dose of painkillers. They’re hurting pretty bad.”

      I scrunched my nose. “Was it really necessary to beat each other up, or is this a guy thing I’ll never understand?”

      Ezra laughed and the sound dove through my center, awakening a swarm of butterflies. “In this case, drastic action was required to shock Aaron out of his backslide.”

      I lifted my hand to chew on a fingernail, then noticed its disgusting state. I needed a shower. “How did Aaron and Kai end up as friends? If Aaron was that bad, I can’t imagine what Kai saw in him.”

      “From the stories they tell, they were bitter enemies during their first couple years as academy students.” He propped his chin on his palm. “But they have more in common than they do differences. According to Aaron—and Tobias, too—Kai was no angel either.”

      Somehow, that didn’t surprise me. “I’m glad they grew out of their punk teenager phases.”

      “It’s not something they talk about much, but I think Kai finding the courage to walk away from his family is what made Aaron realize he could do the same. Or maybe that he needed to do it.”

      I was tempted to ask more about Aaron and Kai’s history, but I was distracted by the way the light cast deep shadows over Ezra’s face, highlighting the sharpness of his cheekbones; he’d lost weight over the past few weeks. Yet, despite his exhaustion, he hadn’t hesitated to search endless woods in a freezing storm.

      I hopped down two steps and into the rain, then held out my hand to him. “Let’s get some lunch, and after that, you should lie down.”

      “Aaron and Kai may be planning to resume the hunt. The black wolf is still out there, and if you’re right that it’s the pack alpha, we can’t ignore it.”

      I’d described my encounter with the black wolf on our way out of the woods. Not only had it appeared to command the other werewolves, but it was also the largest and most powerful. Though it had lacked the strange wounds and eerie miasma, its eyes had been milky, suggesting it had been altered too.

      Whatever was up with the black wolf, we needed to deal with it—but not this moment.

      “There’s an entire guild’s worth of alumni dying to show off how awesome they are. Let them do some work. You, Aaron, and Kai have earned a break.” I captured Ezra’s hands and drew him to his feet. “We can relax together. I’ll read and you can close your eyes for a bit.”

      His tired smile was so grateful that my chest tightened painfully. “All right.”

      I knew better than to do it, but I entwined our fingers. His palm was warm, his grip strong, and he didn’t recoil at my gross, muddy skin. Friends didn’t hold hands, but screw it. I was holding his hand anyway.

      As we walked away from the academy, his fingers tightened around mine. Friends didn’t hold hands … but he didn’t seem to care about that rule either.
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      I could get used to this.

      Curled up on the luxurious sofa, I had a new thriller from my favorite author propped on the armrest. I was four chapters in but my focus kept drifting to Ezra.

      He was stretched across the sofa beside me, his head cushioned on a thick pillow propped against my thigh. His arms were folded over his chest, face turned away from the light—and he was out cold, his breathing slow and deep.

      My gaze lingered on his tousled curls, nearly tucked under my arm, then slid across his soft, long-sleeved shirt that gave all kinds of hints about the defined muscles hiding beneath. Not that I didn’t have a very good idea about Ezra’s musculature, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t keep on appreciating it.

      I returned my attention to my book, but a page later, I was staring down at him again. My heart felt strangely tight in my chest. After so many bad nights and long days, seeing him sleep—really, deeply sleep—was such a relief. I had no idea if my presence helped, but I’d sit here all day just in case.

      A frown tweaked my lips. Now that I thought about it, Ezra seemed to sleep just fine when he was around me, Aaron, or Kai. He napped all over the place when we were with him, and I’d never seen him jolt awake like he’d described. We kept waking him up ourselves, usually to send him to his room, assuming he’d sleep better in a bed.

      Either way, things were looking up. Ezra was finally sleeping, the transmutation genius was working on Sin’s cure, and we’d defeated most of the mutant werewolves. All that remained was the black wolf leader—and possibly a few more shifters—but the alumni were out searching. Nice that they were finally making themselves useful.

      Relaxing into the plush sofa, I resumed reading, checking that Ezra was still deeply asleep after every page or two. The afternoon slipped away, interrupted only by the maid, who kept bringing me glasses of fruit juice despite my embarrassed protests that I didn’t need pampering.

      Daylight gave way to the warm glow of the lamps, and I finally had to move. Too many drinks. My bladder was about to burst. I carefully slipped out from under Ezra’s pillow, tiptoed into the hallway, and speed-walked to the bathroom.

      When I returned, Ezra was sitting up on the sofa, blinking sleepily at me. I dropped down beside him.

      “How’re you feeling?” I asked, regretting that I’d woken him.

      “Better.” He rested his head on the cushions, his smile so drowsy my heart melted on the spot. “That’s the longest I’ve slept in … I don’t know.”

      Why did the urge to burrow into his chest have to hit me now? I wanted to curl up in his lap and inhale his amazing scent and—

      Stomping those thoughts down into a dark corner of my brain, I forced a smile. “I’m glad. It’s about an hour until dinner, I think. Want to catch a few more zees before then?”

      He yawned, lazily covering his mouth. “I think I’ll head upstairs. See if I can get back to sleep in bed. If not, I’ll come down for food in an hour.”

      “Okay,” I said, hiding my disappointment. “I’ll pop over to the infirmary to visit Sin and check if Aaron and Kai are still there.”

      “Probably not. They weren’t badly hurt.” He stood and stretched his arms over his head. His shirt rose a few inches, revealing a strip of bronze skin, taut abs, and the white scars that cut diagonally across his stomach. “I feel better than I have in weeks.”

      “Hmm?” I mumbled distractedly, ogling his torso.

      His sudden touch on my hair made me twitch. He tugged a tangled curl loose and settled it along the side of my face, where it belonged. His thumb brushed my cheek as he withdrew his hand.

      “Thanks for keeping me company, Tori,” he murmured, a corner of his mouth lifting.

      Cheek tingling and pulse jumping, I could only sit there like a brain-fried dummy as he crossed the room and disappeared into the hall. I blew out a long breath.

      Stacking my things neatly on a corner of the sofa, I headed for the entrance hall. Brett had finished his shift, so it was Dominic who handed me my jacket. One of the two of them had cleaned it since this morning’s forest romp, and I thanked him profusely.

      Shadows clung to the grounds as I entered the academy. I was getting pretty good at navigating the premises and found the infirmary after only one wrong turn.

      “Hi,” Sin said unceremoniously as I plunked down beside her. “Can you please convince the healer I don’t need to be chained to this bed?”

      “Doesn’t she want to keep you under supervision for twenty-four hours?” As Sin sighed in defeat, I glanced around, confirming it was just the two of us. “How are you doing? For real?”

      Her gaze dropped to her lap and she twisted a handful of blankets. “Honestly? I’m terrified. There’s so little time.”

      “Kelvin the Genius is the best, though,” I reminded her.

      “Yeah.” She strangled the cotton fabric. “I’m scared, but I also feel … contaminated. I don’t really remember what happened after they dragged me away …”

      Her voice trembled and I wrapped my arms around her shoulders.

      “I …” Her throat moved in a swallow. “I can feel the wolf spirit.”

      An icy prickle rushed down my spine. “You can?”

      “I couldn’t at first, but the feeling is getting stronger. It’s this pressure in my chest, like something’s fighting to get out … something violent and hungry.” She shuddered, then turned her desperate, tear-filmed eyes to mine. “You and Aaron were both bitten and didn’t get infected.”

      “We were only bitten once each.” I squeezed her reassuringly. “It isn’t your fault, Sin. You’re so strong. You’re still smiling despite everything. You’re braver than anyone.”

      She sniffled, gripping my arm with cold fingers, then visibly pulled herself together. “Aaron and Kai were in here earlier. They stopped to say hello. Kai had a black eye.”

      Ouch. That sucked, but lucky for him, his face was so perfect he probably still looked better than ninety percent of men.

      “They were extremely vague about why they looked all beat up.” She waited to see if I’d explain, then puffed in annoyance. “Tobias came in as they were leaving. It wasn’t pretty.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I couldn’t hear everything, but it sounded like Tobias had come to get Aaron for something off that itinerary. Aaron started shouting at his dad that he wasn’t going to any meetings or interviews until”—she blushed bright red—“I was safe.”

      She cleared her throat, then added, “Aaron said a few other things too. He asked—or more yelled that his parents care more about shoving him in front of as many of their elite friends as possible than they do about spending time with him.”

      I winced sympathetically.

      “Then he stormed off, threatening not to come back next year,” Sin concluded sadly. “His parents seem so nice, but …”

      But behind their niceness was family drama ugly enough that Aaron had left at eighteen and only visited once or twice a year. After Aaron and Kai’s fight, I was more than eager to get everyone back home to the Crow and Hammer.

      “Any updates from Kelvin?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “What he has to do isn’t easy. He’s testing the shifter for alchemic components that could’ve caused its increased strength. After that, he’ll have to choose—or possibly invent—a counter-potion to reduce the shifter’s power so that druidess can drag it out of me.”

      That sounded downright impossible, but I wasn’t a transmutation expert.

      We chatted for a few more minutes, then I gave her a lung-crushing farewell hug. As I left the infirmary, classroom doors opened, the final lesson of the day over. I maneuvered through the swarm of students until I reached a door in the auxiliary wing.

      At my knock, the door cracked open and a blond head appeared. “Oh, hi Tori.”

      “Hey Brian,” I greeted the apprentice alchemist. “Can I get an update?”

      Yeah, I’d asked Sin already, but I wanted it firsthand.

      Brian opened the door wider. Inside the spacious room, a counter was covered in … I wasn’t even sure. Arcana circles drawn in white chalk, containers of ingredients, vials and bottles of potions. Chemistry equipment—hot plates, beakers, burners with blue flames boiling liquids, and weirdly shaped glass vessels—gave the impression of an evil laboratory. A small black cauldron gushed orange steam.

      Kelvin, his braided beard frizzy and his black apron stained, held a grimoire in one hand as he shook a beaker of thick jade liquid. Behind him on a table, a plastic sheet covered a lumpy shape I assumed was the shifter body we’d brought back that morning. I automatically started breathing through my mouth in case it stank.

      Brian stepped into the hall and swung the door most of the way closed. “It’s … going. He’s identified some components but nothing that can explain the metaphysical transcendence.”

      “The what now?”

      “The physical transmutation,” Kelvin boomed, yanking the door open and almost knocking Brian over as he pushed through the threshold, “has infused the wolf spirit with unnatural strength. Not cell transmutation but something beyond it. Most likely, a shifter was transmutated and the spirit inside it absorbed the effects. Its host then died, and the now-enhanced spirit possessed Sin instead.”

      “Yes,” Brian muttered. “That’s why the spirit is so powerful.”

      “If I’m correct,” Kelvin continued, speaking right over the end of Brian’s sentence, “the alchemist behind these shifters is of rare genius. I know only a handful of master alchemists with the expertise to unravel the transmutation, let alone create it.”

      “Are you one of those master alchemists?” I asked, unable to help my dry tone.

      “Of course!” He shoved the jade liquid at Brian. “Negative result. Dispose of that and prepare for an activated alkali test.”

      Brian took the beaker and hastened into the lab.

      Kelvin smiled through his beard. “Don’t fret, young lady. It isn’t the fastest process, but I’ll have a solution for Sin in time.”

      I blinked up at him, then returned his smile. For all his bluster and ego, he didn’t seem like a bad guy.

      I returned to the manor and hastened to the third floor to freshen up for dinner. Normally not something I worried about, but here? Dinners were multi-course affairs. Looking extra nice was a small price to pay for delicious food.

      In my room, I twisted my hair into a loose bun and added a sweater over my long-sleeved shirt, then dug into my suitcase for my deodorant. Where was it? I was sure I’d tossed it on top.

      I sank back on my heels and studied my luggage. Had I folded my jeans that neatly? I unzipped my toiletry bag. My deodorant sat on top of my three whole shades of lip gloss. Shaking my head, I applied it, tossed it back in the toiletry bag, and stood. The maids were lovely but I didn’t need them tidying my suitcase.

      Stopping at Ezra’s door, I tapped on the wood. When no one answered, I silently turned the handle and peeked inside. Light slashed across the floor, illuminating the Ezra-shaped lump under the blankets. He was sleeping again. Maybe, just maybe, his insomnia had lifted.

      I shut the door and headed down to dinner, feeling more hopeful than I had since the first shifter attack.
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      Snuggled deep in my bed, I drifted on the edge of sleep. At first, I’d thought this bed was way too squishy to sleep on, but now that I’d gotten used to it, the cloud-like softness was the best thing ever.

      I rolled onto my side and buried my face in the lavender-scented pillowcase. After dinner, Aaron and Kai—his black eye repaired by a healer—had discussed their plans for hunting the alpha wolf. We were scheduled to head out bright and early the next morning. Ezra had slept right through dinner, but he’d be joining us for the hunt.

      The clack of a door handle broke into my sleepy stupor. My eyebrows scrunched as my bedroom brightened, then the door clicked closed.

      Grumbling, I flopped onto my back, legs tangled in the blankets, and squinted my eyes open. The room was dark, a soft glow leaking between the drapes from a lamp outside. My vision was blurred, my eyes tired and dry, but I couldn’t miss the man ghosting toward my bed.

      My breath caught. A stranger in my room would’ve petrified me, but I knew his silhouette as well as I knew my own shadow.

      “Ezra?” I mumbled sleepily. “What’s wrong?”

      He crossed the plush carpet, then the mattress dipped as he put a knee on my bed. I blinked my drowsiness away, confusion and a dart of anticipation firing through me. The dim glow from the window caressed his bronze skin; he wore only a pair of thin cotton pants. His torso was all curving muscle and hard planes, his scars softened in the darkness. He leaned over me, light catching in his eyes.

      Panic ripped through me.

      His hand clamped over my mouth in an iron grip, stifling my petrified gasp. He lowered his head, our noses almost touching.

      “Tori,” he hissed.

      Instead of ice-white and chocolate-brown, two crimson eyes glowed in his face, the deep red burning black in the center. This was Ezra’s body, but it wasn’t him.

      Ezra can’t come to the phone right now. Please leave a message with his demon.

      “It is time we have a little talk,” he crooned, his words lilting with a guttural accent. “Shall we talk? You must promise not to scream.”

      My harsh breaths whistled through my nose. Terror gripped me like icy claws, visceral memories hitting hard. The inhuman, primeval hatred in those glowing eyes was exactly the same as it’d been that night six weeks ago—but this time, I didn’t have my fall-spell in hand to save myself.

      He leaned down, putting his lips to my ear.

      “If you scream,” the demon whispered, warm breath tickling my skin, “Ezra will die.”

      My racing heart stumbled. He smiled at my frightened expression, then pulled his hand away from my face. I inhaled deeply, trying to think. He hadn’t killed me yet, so I just had to hang on until Ezra regained control. Assuming he could.

      “Eterran,” I whispered hoarsely. “How are you controlling Ezra?”

      Eterran slid onto the bed, lying on his side, head propped on one hand. We faced each other, inches between our reclined bodies. From a distance, we may have looked casual, intimate even, but I’d never been more tense in my life. As panic threatened to overwhelm me, I summoned anger to my defense.

      “Answer me,” I ordered, praying he wouldn’t call my bluff, “or I will definitely scream.”

      Eterran, for obvious reasons, wasn’t concerned. “You do not want to scream, payilas talūk. You might wake Ezra.”

      “Wake him?”

      The words didn’t make sense. My brain buzzed uselessly.

      “It has been very difficult,” the demon murmured, vicious delight marring Ezra’s face. “I spent years, many careful years, learning this.”

      “Learning what?” I asked shrilly.

      “Shh,” Eterran breathed. “Do not wake him.”

      I stared, cold horror rising up in my chest as though my lungs were filling with ice water. The last time I’d seen the demon take control, Ezra had been unconscious. If the demon was back, did that mean …

      My throat spasmed with terrified disbelief. “Is Ezra asleep right now?”

      The demon smiled. No, that couldn’t be it. Eterran could force himself into the driver’s seat if Ezra lost emotional control or passed out—but only if Ezra was already tapping the demon’s power. Ezra didn’t wield demon magic in his sleep.

      “I was very careful,” Eterran repeated silkily, “to make sure he did not notice my attempts. Only in these past weeks did I increase my efforts …”

      He brushed his thumb against my chin, the touch almost affectionate. I shuddered away from his hand. I wanted to fling myself off the bed and bolt from the room, but I didn’t dare move.

      “And only because of you.”

      My fear-logged brain wasn’t piecing it together, the urgent need to escape consuming too much of my computing power. “What are you talking about?”

      “Even now,” Eterran replied with a quiet, contemptuous laugh, “you do not suspect.”

      A moment where that sick horror in my chest quadrupled—then an involuntary gasp scraped my throat as I finally figured it out.

      “You’ve been causing Ezra’s insomnia?” My head spun nauseatingly. “You’re the reason Ezra hasn’t been able to sleep? You—”

      He leaned close, a cruel smile on his lips. “Good girl. Now you understand.”

      My teeth clenched so hard that pain flared through my jaw. This bastard demon had been trying to take control of Ezra while he slept, and each time, Ezra had woken in a panic, sensing the danger but not realizing its source.

      But, judging by the demon reclined in front of me, Eterran had now figured out how to slip past Ezra’s defenses.

      “You—” I began, rage joining my terror.

      His eyes brightened eerily. “If Ezra discovers this, he will die. You don’t want him to die, do you, Tori?”

      I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood. “Why would he die?”

      “I warned you that they have not told you everything.”

      “Everything about what?”

      “Ezra knows his body and soul are destined to be mine. If he finds out what I can do, he will tell his friends, and his friends will kill him.”

      My muscles locked down. No. Never. Aaron and Kai would never—could never kill Ezra. Even if … even if …

      Darius’s voice murmured in my memory. “If Ezra had ever seemed like a danger to anyone in the guild, we would have taken the necessary steps.”

      Necessary steps. One of those had been removing Ezra from the guild and getting him away from other people. The next step, the obvious fallback, the only possible option … was to kill him before his demon took full control.

      If I told Aaron and Kai, they might end Ezra’s life. If I told Darius, he’d take that “necessary step” and eliminate the danger. If I told Ezra … he wouldn’t hide it. He didn’t want to put others at risk. That’s why he’d told Darius he was a demon mage before joining the Crow and Hammer.

      “But you,” Eterran crooned, “you do not want Ezra to die.” He pressed a finger to my lips. “So this is our secret, yes?”

      Sick to my stomach and every limb trembling, I glared at him, hating him more than I’d ever hated anyone. “You’re a disgusting, despicable monster.”

      “Ezra thinks so too.”

      “What do you want with me? Why are we having this little talk?”

      “We want the same thing, Tori.”

      “Like hell we do.”

      He shifted closer again and I shoved back, dragging the blankets with me. “Stay away.”

      In a flash, he grabbed my wrist. He pressed my hand against his bare chest, my fingers splayed across the three round scars where, six weeks ago, a demon had impaled Ezra with its claws.

      “This is your desire,” Eterran purred. “To touch him. For him to touch you.”

      I tried to tear my arm away, but he was too strong. He held my hand against his hot skin—too hot. Feverish. Unnatural.

      “You are not Ezra,” I ground out.

      “This body is the same.” He smirked. “This body is what we must discuss, payilas. I am trapped within it, and as long as I am, it belongs to me. You and I want the same thing: my freedom from this karidris hh’ainun—this human flesh that is my prison.”

      I stopped trying to pry his hand off my wrist. “What?”

      “The amulet,” he breathed. “Vh’alyir’s amulet. You stole it from Dīnen et Lūsh’vēr, didn’t you?”

      “From … what?”

      “He recognized me. Twice he tried to give me the amulet, but Ezra would not allow it.”

      My heart pounded. The winged demon. Eterran was talking about the unbound winged demon we’d fought six weeks ago.

      “But the third time,” I whispered, remembering that violent, terrifying night in the park, “he was already tapping your power, and you …”

      And Eterran had wrested control away. Ezra had been so upset, his emotions running high—because of me and my stupid mouth.

      The demon’s eyes blazed scarlet. “Do you understand what the amulet is?”

      “It … it frees a demon from his contract?”

      “Yes. It can free me from this prison, this death sentence. Ezra will be freed from the same. Give me the amulet and you can save us both.”

      I sucked in air. Calm, I needed to stay calm. “Will it save Ezra, or will it give you full control of his body? I was told you could never be separated from him, no matter what.”

      Eterran considered me, the seconds stretching out. “I am not certain.”

      “Not certain about what?” I asked suspiciously.

      “If I will be freed from his body or gain control of it.”

      My mistrust deepened. “Why would you admit that?”

      “Demons do not lie.” His fingers caught my chin, forcing my eyes to his. “I am not certain, but there is a chance. If you do nothing, Ezra will be mine. I will take his body, destroy his mind, and consume his soul. That I promise you. But with the amulet, there is a chance Ezra can be freed from me and survive.”

      Or the amulet could hasten Ezra’s destruction. “So you want me to give you the amulet.” A thought hit me. “You searched my stuff, didn’t you?”

      He gave me a leering smile and I jerked my chin out of his hand. Thank my lucky stars I hadn’t been dumb enough to bring a dangerous, secret demonic artifact on vacation with me.

      “Will you give me the amulet?” he asked softly.

      “No.” My stomach twisted and I swallowed back the urge to vomit. “But I’ll consider it … on one condition.”

      His crimson eyes narrowed, and I hated the demon, hated seeing him inside Ezra. Twisting him. Torturing him. Tears stung my eyes but I refused to show weakness.

      “You need to leave Ezra alone,” I said. “You won’t disturb his sleep or control him until I talk to you about the amulet—after I do some research of my own, because I don’t trust a single foul word you’ve said.”

      “You cannot research a demonic amulet in the world of hh’ainun. Those who know of it do not exist here.”

      “Agree to my terms or I’ll wake Ezra up right now.”

      Eterran thought. “I swear to neither control Ezra while he sleeps, nor disturb his sleep, for a lunar cycle. Until the next full moon, I will wait.”

      That was probably the best I would get. “Fine. Now take Ezra back to his bed and leave him the hell alone.”

      His hand was on my face before I could stop him, fingers brushing over my cheek in a mockery of affection. “Good payilas. You are giving him his only chance. Don’t forget that.”

      I recoiled but he was already rolling off the bed. Eterran’s glowing eyes flashed over me, loathing in his gaze, his sadistic smile tainting Ezra’s lips. Then he was gone, closing the door soundlessly behind him.

      Holding my breath, I waited. When he didn’t return, I slumped into the blankets, hugging my pillow as my whole body shook. The tears I’d held back leaked down my face.

      My skin tingled where Ezra’s fingers had brushed across my cheek. But it hadn’t been Ezra touching me, and I wanted to rip Eterran to pieces for that as much as anything else.
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      “Ah,” Sin sighed. “Sunlight!”

      She spread her arms, face tilted toward the watery winter sun in the pale blue sky. Thursday’s weather had taken a pleasant turn; it was well above freezing, without a cloud in sight, the warmth only somewhat marred by a fitful wind. Yesterday, I would’ve been worshipping the sun with her, but today, it stabbed my tired eyes. If the sky had matched my mood, it would’ve been a twisting black vortex of doom.

      Yeah, I wasn’t coping well with the aftermath of my late-night visitor.

      After Eterran had left, I’d lain awake all night, turning the conversation over and over in my mind. Ezra would want to know what his demon had learned to do. Not telling him betrayed his trust and our friendship. He needed to know.

      But Eterran was right that Ezra would tell Aaron, Kai, or Darius—and they might execute the demon mage before he became a danger to everyone around him.

      Morning hadn’t brought me any answers, but it’d brought distractions. I’d had an early-morning appointment with Healer Austin to take my “just to be safe” shifter-infection test. I hated tests, but this one had been easy. She’d pricked my finger, added a smidge of my blood to a potion, said a little chant, and voilà. Negative result. Phew.

      The healer had also officially discharged Sin, allowing her to wander between the academy and manor, though she had to return to the infirmary by nine p.m. Tomorrow night was the full moon and our unalterable deadline. By then, Sin would be either exorcised or doomed to become a mutant shifter.

      As soon as Aaron, Kai, and Ezra arrived, we would set out to hunt the elusive black wolf. I was already dressed in combat gear: my leather pants, sturdy jacket, spell/alchemy belt, and steel-toed hiking boots. Any minute now, I’d have to face Ezra—and the demon inside him. I still didn’t know what the hell to do.

      “Are you looking forward to the party tomorrow?” Sin asked, breaking into my panicked thoughts.

      “Uh, yeah,” I muttered vaguely, though with Sin’s exorcism hanging over us, I wasn’t sure anyone would enjoy it. “Are you?”

      “Well,” she replied dryly, “when I was picking out my dress, I wasn’t imagining these exact circumstances.”

      “Your dress is gorgeous, so at least you’ve got that going for you.”

      “Your dress is amazing.” She gave me an arch look. “I bet Ezra will take major notice.”

      I snorted as though amused, but her words sent an extra shot of nerves through me. As if I didn’t have enough to worry about. “There’s nothing going on between me and Ezra.”

      “Uh-huh.” Sin strolled away from the academy doors and onto the tree-dotted lawn beside it. “You’ve almost convinced yourself it’s just a bad case of lust, but deep down, you know.”

      I bit my tongue. Don’t ask. Don’t ask. Don’t ask. “Know what?”

      Sin smiled mysteriously and lengthened her stride. Gritting my teeth, I followed her. She stopped beside a tree with twisty branches and laid her hand on the craggy bark.

      “Cherry,” she observed. “These trees will be so beautiful when they bloom in the spring. Though …” She rubbed the scarred bark, rent with jagged lines that exposed the pale wood beneath. “These have been damaged. Did students do this?” She shook her head as though scratching a tree were a despicable crime. “Hey, look. They’re here.”

      Aaron, Kai, and Ezra had appeared at the top of the steps that rose up the hillside from the manor. At the sight of Ezra, my heart crawled into my throat and attempted to choke off my air. Sin peered at me worriedly.

      As the three mages joined us, I assessed Ezra’s expression. He looked better than he had since we’d gotten here; his bronze complexion had regained its vivid warmth and the circles under his eyes weren’t as dark. Eterran must’ve allowed him to sleep through the night, as agreed.

      “Tori? Before we start, can I talk to you?” Aaron asked.

      “Huh?” I jerked my stare from Ezra to the pyromage, who was watching me with the grimmest expression I’d ever seen. Did he know about Eterran’s new trick? But how could he? “Sure, no problem.”

      Aaron led me away from the other three. We walked alongside the academy building, Aaron’s jaw working as he sorted through whatever had him in knots.

      “Tori,” he began, sounding outright tortured. “About yesterday. My head wasn’t in the right place and my behavior was completely—”

      “Oh!” I exclaimed, cluing in. He looked grim because he was apologizing, not because he knew about Eterran. Relief flooded me. “Don’t worry about it, Aaron.”

      He frowned. “But I was—"

      “You were an ass,” I interrupted, “and you feel bad for being an ass. Apologies are awkward so we should skip that part.”

      He walked silently, then mumbled, “I don’t deserve to be let off the hook.”

      “I’m sparing myself as much as you.” Turning in mid-step, I walked backward so I could smile at him. “You can just owe me a favor. How’s that?”

      His wariness was instant. “An open-ended favor for you sounds dangerous.”

      “It’ll be fine,” I cooed innocently.

      He wasn’t buying it.

      Whirling around to walk normally, I checked that we were alone. “Before we go back, I need to ask about something else from yesterday. After Ezra toasted those werewolves, he said …”

      “‘Eterran was feeling generous,’” Aaron quoted.

      I shuddered at the demon’s name. “Does he normally talk about his demon like that?”

      It wasn’t the most pressing question on my list, but I wasn’t ready to blurt out anything about last night.

      “Occasionally.” Aaron rubbed a hand through his hair. “He and his demon have a strange relationship. They hate each other for obvious reasons, but Ezra needs Eterran’s cooperation to use demon magic, especially new attacks.”

      I absorbed that in silence. Six weeks ago, Darius had told me to learn everything I could about Ezra’s demon magic, but by the time we’d returned to a normal routine, Ezra’s insomnia had set in and I’d barely seen him.

      “So Eterran cooperates because he needs Ezra to survive,” I ventured. “If Ezra dies, so does Eterran.”

      “Exactly.” Aaron sighed. “It’s messed up.”

      Compounded by the fact Eterran was an evil bastard. “So Eterran and Ezra cooperate whenever he—they use demon magic in a fight? Doesn’t that blur the line of who’s in control?”

      Aaron nodded. “For that reason, Ezra only uses it as a last resort.”

      “How much influence does Eterran have over Ezra otherwise?”

      He slowed to a stop and jammed his hands in his pockets. “We’re not sure. Ezra and the demon …”

      He held his breath, then released it. Whatever he’d planned to say, he couldn’t get the words out.

      “Can Ezra and Eterran communicate with each other?” I asked instead.

      “I think so, but I’m not sure how much. Ezra doesn’t talk about it.” Aaron grimaced. “Why the sudden interest in his demon?”

      Now was my chance to tell Aaron what had happened last night. He loved Ezra like a brother. He would help me figure out what to do—or he might tell Ezra. Or Kai. Or Darius.

      My jaw clenched, my tongue glued to the roof of my mouth, and I knew I wouldn’t say a word. I couldn’t gamble Ezra’s life. Eterran had agreed to leave Ezra alone for a month. I had four weeks to come up with a plan before I told them. If there was a chance, however slim, I could save Ezra with the amulet, I had to explore the option.

      “Just weirded out by Ezra’s comment yesterday,” I said, concealing my guilt. “Should we get Ezra and Kai? We have a shifter to hunt and only one day to—”

      A shape moved in the trees to our right. We both turned as the shadow passed silently behind a thick-boughed spruce tree, then emerged from the woods.

      The black wolf paced fifteen feet across the manicured lawn and fixed its milky eyes on us. Muscles rippled beneath its shaggy coat, its canine body too large for my brain to comprehend. Not quite dire-wolf-sized, but pretty damn close.

      As adrenaline shivered through my muscles, Aaron swore under his breath.

      “Who’s hunting who?” he muttered. “Be careful, Tori.”

      He reached over his shoulder and drew Sharpie from its sheath with a steely slither. I scrabbled in my pouch, slid my brass knuckles on, and risked a glance over my shoulder. We’d walked well past the academy and I couldn’t see the others. The wind had picked up, blowing against our backs—and it would carry our voices away if we shouted for help.

      “Should we retreat?” I asked sharply.

      Aaron angled his blade toward the shifter. “He’s here for a fight. If we don’t take him on, he’ll pick one with someone else.”

      And “someone else” could be any student unlucky enough to wander outside.

      I curled my hand into a fist, the hard edges of my brass knuckles digging into my palm. “What’s the plan?”

      “I’m going in hot,” he said—an expression that was far more literal for a pyromage. “I’ll draw him back toward the others. If you have a chance to run for help—”

      Tired of waiting, the wolf rushed us.

      I backpedaled as Aaron lunged forward. Fire swept up his blade and he swung it at the wolf’s chest. The shifter ducked the flaming steel. As it darted past him, Aaron spun in a full circle and slammed the hilt into its shoulder.

      The wolf tumbled across the grass, then came up on its feet, its lips pulled back in a ferocious canine grin.

      I withdrew farther, getting clear as fire coated Aaron’s arms and shoulders. He took a slow step, then launched at the wolf. The shifter evaded with preternatural speed, faster than the mutated werewolves we’d fought.

      Aaron and the wolf danced in a lethal circle, the shifter silent and deadly as it lunged repeatedly, seeking a way past the pyromage’s long blade. Holding my breath, I hovered on my tiptoes, ready to sprint for help but not daring to leave. Against a single wolf, Aaron should’ve already won, but the shifter’s every movement broadcast its strength and speed. Sharpie’s reach was Aaron’s only advantage.

      The shifter spun past Aaron’s left side, then cut in behind him. As he pivoted, sword snapping around, the wolf slammed its shoulder into Aaron’s hip. The powerful impact threw Aaron off his feet. He landed hard on his back—and the wolf was on him.

      Ignoring the fire licking across Aaron’s hand, the shifter bit down on Sharpie’s long, leather-wrapped hilt and tore the sword away. It flew ten feet and landed in the grass.

      Aaron swung his fist into the shifter’s muzzle. The blow connected with a dull thud, and as the wolf reared back, Aaron launched up. Fire leaped off his arms, the flames turning blue and the surrounding air rippling with heat.

      The shifter didn’t care about the fire. Jaws open and fangs bared, it circled him again—with lazy confidence instead of caution. Without his sword, Aaron had lost his best advantage.

      I tracked the distance between me and Sharpie, then observed the wolf. When it pounced, I launched forward. Fire burst off Aaron as I sprinted for the sword. Slipping on the slick grass, I crouched and grabbed the hilt, my fingers biting into the leather grip.

      “Tori!”

      Beneath Aaron’s warning cry, I heard the thudding paws coming my way. Without looking, without knowing where I should aim, I wrenched the heavy weapon off the ground and swung it behind me in a wild arc.

      The wolf skidded on all four paws, skirting the deadly steel edge—but I’d swung too hard. As the momentum pulled me around, the shifter surged toward my exposed side.

      A fireball exploded against the wolf’s back and its snapping jaws missed my arm by an inch. I unceremoniously flung the sword in Aaron’s direction. As the wolf whirled toward me, I fell into the fighting stance I’d been practicing for weeks. Muscle memory took over.

      I jabbed with my right fist. The wolf dodged, but my left fist was already flying. “Ori amplifico!”

      The wolf was too fast for an inexperienced fighter like me, and the air rippled harmlessly as my punch sailed above its head. Planting my lead foot, I finished the combo with a furious side kick. The sole of my boot slammed into the wolf’s face, buying me an instant’s reprieve.

      Then Aaron was there, Sharpie in his hands. He stepped in front of me, heat radiating off him.

      “Queen of Spades!” he commanded as he raised Sharpie.

      I leaped back, grabbing the card from my pocket. A wall of hot air buffeted me as Aaron pointed his sword at the pale sky, then let it fall sideways, the gleaming tip drawing a sparking circle in front of him.

      The air smelled vaguely of burning metal—the scent of intense heat.

      “Ori repercutio,” I cried, thrusting the card out.

      Flames engulfed Aaron and his sword. They blasted toward me and hit the Queen’s rebound spell. The fire reversed direction and joined the inferno expanding in a ten-foot-tall barrier on either side of Aaron. The blazing walls swept across the grass, curving toward each other in an ensnaring circle that would trap the shifter in its center.

      My vision filled with roaring flames fed by Aaron’s power and fury. The fiery trap closed, the towering walls slamming together in an explosion of heat and boiling smoke that reared skyward.

      I shielded my face with my arms, exposed skin aching and my eyes stinging. Flames rippled over Aaron, dancing across his fireproof combat gear, and Sharpie’s blade glowed hotly.

      He lowered his weapon and the flames shrank, leaving scattered embers on the burnt lawn. Where his lethal ring of flame had closed, the ground was bare, the earth blackened, drifting soot all that remained of the grass.

      There was no shifter corpse in the demolished circle. The black wolf had escaped again.
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      My feet dragged with exhaustion as I followed Aaron, Kai, and Ezra across the driveway to the carriage porch, the glowing windows of the manor holding back the evening’s darkness. Climbing the half-dozen steps to the huge oak door was almost too much for my overworked legs.

      After the black wolf’s audacious attack this morning, we’d spent the rest of the day combing the woods for any sign of it. Tobias had sent the alumni out to search too, but none of us had any luck. Whatever the shifter’s game was, it was winning.

      Dominic waited for us in the vestibule, and Aaron dragged his baldric off before removing his coat. He passed both to the butler with a mumbled, “Thanks.”

      Kai and Ezra handed over their jackets and weapons. I gave up my coat and belt, wishing glumly that I had a scary weapon too. Then again, I’d need to build up my strength before I could swing a sword around for more than thirty seconds.

      A booming voice brought my head up as we walked into the living room. Tobias and Valerie stood beside Kelvin Compton, and the transmutation alchemist was beaming through his beard as Sin lowered an empty glass from her lips.

      “Tori!” she burst out. “Kelvin did it!”

      I gawked intelligently. “Huh?”

      She flew past the guys and flung her arms around me. “He just finished a potion for me!”

      My gaze shot to the looming mythic. “You sure?”

      Kelvin nodded. “I haven’t identified all the alchemic components, but I pinpointed the transmutation framework. I tested eighteen possible counters before developing this one. It will more than sufficiently diminish the lupine spirit for an exorcism, regardless of the transmutation’s effects.”

      My whole body lightened with relief and I squeezed Sin. “Yes! Did you just take it? Let’s call that druid lady back right now!”

      “Ah, not so quick, my dear,” Kelvin cut in. “I’m administering the potion to Sin in three doses, as some ingredients are toxic in high quantities.” He indicated the sideboard, where a vial of pink liquid waited. “She can take the next one tomorrow morning, and I’ll have the final dose ready that night. The lupine spirit will be ready for removal by the time the druidess arrives.”

      “I’m so relieved.” Sin backed out of our hug and dropped onto the sofa, her admiring eyes on the master alchemist. “Thank you, Kelvin.”

      Valerie brought her hands together in a single sharp clap. “Let’s celebrate with a late dinner. Tori and the boys have been working hard too. Kelvin, will you and your apprentice join us?”

      “We’d be happy to.”

      As she bustled off, I sat beside Sin. After a cold, frustrating, exhausting day traipsing through the woods and accomplishing nothing, I felt buoyed by this victory. The black wolf might be playing games, but Sin would be okay. Not a complete victory, but I’d take it.

      Kai and Ezra joined us, filling out the sofa. Sin asked how the hunt went and Kai answered. Half listening, I slumped back, daydreaming about my bed. So damn tired.

      Ezra was beside me, our arms touching. The memory of his demon controlling him lingered in the back of my thoughts, but Ezra had been his usual self all day. It was surprisingly easy to ignore Eterran when I was happy to spend time with Ezra after so many weeks of distance.

      He stifled a yawn—which triggered my jaw to pop open. Sin caught it next. Kai resisted for a long moment, then clapped his hand over his mouth.

      “If seeing other people yawn doesn’t make you yawn,” I told him, “it means you’re a psychopath.”

      He snorted, then paused as a quiet voice drifted over from the other end of the room.

      “So you found no sign of the alpha wolf?” Tobias asked.

      “We found plenty of signs,” Aaron answered. “Fur, scat, tracks everywhere. But locating a single shifter, especially one that’s taunting us, in over a thousand acres of forest is worse than finding a needle in a haystack.”

      Tobias was quiet for a moment. “And do you feel your efforts today were the best you could contribute? Did you accomplish as much with only Kai and Ezra to help you as you could have leading a team of alumni—as I suggested this morning?”

      Aaron lowered his voice but his words reached us anyway. “And as I told you this morning, I’m not a member of the Sinclair guild and I won’t lead them.”

      “You may not be a guild member, but you’re still a Sinclair—”

      “I already have a team,” Aaron interrupted. “And I work best with them. With the alumni, I would’ve spent my afternoon shutting down complaints instead of searching.”

      “I have no doubt you could have directed them in an efficient search had you tried.” A stiff pause. “Regardless, the alpha wolf will have to wait until Saturday. There will be no time to search tomorrow.”

      “My morning is free to—”

      “You’re meeting with the Olympus guild master at ten. He’s flown in specially to see you, and I will not permit you to insult yet another valued colleague with your truancy.”

      I gritted my teeth at Tobias’s stern tone. Footsteps and rustling clothes moved across the room, and when I dared to look, both the headmaster and his son had left.

      “So,” I drawled, “tomorrow is the party.”

      “The party,” Ezra echoed, his expression disconcertingly grave. “If we survive it, then we’re home free.”

      “Survive?” Sin sounded alarmed. “What does that mean?”

      He fixed his poker stare on her. “You’ve clearly never been to a party like this before.”

      “Like what?”

      Leaning close, he whispered in a grim monotone, “A staff Christmas party.”

      I snorted in amusement. Ezra’s deadpan humor aside, I suspected he wasn’t joking that survival would be our goal tomorrow evening. From everything I’d seen of Sinclair Academy so far, a gathering of its most elite members and all their extra-elite friends would be anything but fun.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of my bedroom door opening woke me in an instant.

      I went rigid under the blankets, ears straining. The door snicked shut, the noise muffled. Adrenaline flooded my bloodstream and I reached for the leather cord hanging around my neck. I slid my fingers down to the crystal resting on my tank top.

      Eterran, the demonic scum, couldn’t keep his promise for one night. Had he changed his mind about our “deal”? Was he here to kill me before I could reveal his new trick to Ezra?

      Gripping the fall-spell artifact in one hand, I drew in a silent, steadying breath. The element of surprise was my only chance. I threw my blankets aside and lunged off the bed, the incantation’s first syllable already on my lips.

      My room was empty.

      I paused, confused, then rushed barefoot to the door. Cracking it open, I peered into the hall, expecting to see Ezra/Eterran sneaking back to his room. Maybe Eterran hadn’t come to kill me? He could have been checking that I was asleep before taking Ezra’s body for a joyride around the manor.

      The hall was empty too, but Ezra’s room was right next to mine. Had he ducked back inside? If the demon had broken his promise, I needed to know. Heedless of the chill air on my bare arms and legs, I darted to Ezra’s door, but building terror froze my hand on the knob. Eterran could be right on the other side, his powerful fists and even more powerful magic able to silence me in an instant.

      Shoving down my fear, I pushed the door open with more force than intended.

      The hall light flooded the room, revealing a complete lack of demons standing inside. From the bed, Ezra raised his head off his pillow and squinted blearily at me. Confused. Half asleep. No sign of glowing crimson eyes.

      Uh. Oops.

      I cringed. If Eterran hadn’t been sneaking around, then I’d barged into Ezra’s room for no reason.

      “Tori?” His drowsy stare drifted down my torso to my legs. “What …”

      When his gaze didn’t immediately return to my face, I realized why he was staring. I’d barged into his room for no reason in my underwear.

      “Uh …” I stammered. “I, um …”

      Refocusing on my face, he pushed himself up on one elbow. “What’s wrong?”

      “I—I thought I heard a noise. I was just checking on you. Sorry to wake you up.” I forced a laugh but it came out too high-pitched. “Maybe there was no noise. I probably dreamed it. Nightmare or something. No big deal.”

      Shit, was I babbling?

      He sat up, the blankets sliding down his torso. The hall light cut across his bare chest, the warm glow illuminating the dips and planes of his muscles. My mouth went dry.

      “Tori?”

      I zoned back in and jerked my eyes to his face. If he’d noticed me checking him out … well, he’d checked me out first. Unless he’d merely been assessing me for injuries or something. That was a possibility.

      Had he asked me something? Crap. “Um … what?”

      “I asked what kind of noise you heard?”

      “Just … a noise. I don’t know.” My voice had gone high-pitched again. “Sorry I bothered you. I’m going back to bed.”

      His eyebrows pinched together. “Wait—”

      I swung his door firmly closed, then looked down at myself and gulped. My thin white tank top hugged my chest like a second skin, and it had ridden up to reveal my black, low-rider panties and their lace waistband.

      Face flushing, I cursed my impulsiveness. What had I been thinking, charging into his room? I shouldn’t have assumed the person sneaking around was Eterran.

      Then again, if it hadn’t been Eterran … who had opened my door?

      I peered up and down the dimly lit hallway, then strode away from Ezra’s room, determined to get my dumb ass back into bed. Maybe I had dreamed the sound. I reached for my door handle.

      A clammy hand covered my mouth.

      My assailant dragged me into the window well where he’d been hiding and shoved me face first against the wall. His arm was clamped tight around me, pinning my arms to my side. He pressed his chest into my back.

      “Hello there, pretty thing,” his hoarse voice rasped in my ear, steamy breath washing over my cheek.

      A couple of weeks ago, Aaron had devoted an entire lesson to headbutting. My head, he’d promised, was plenty hard enough to use as a weapon. I just needed to commit to the strike—something I’d struggled with. Protecting your head was instinctive, you know?

      Tonight, however, I had no trouble swinging my head back and bashing my skull into the unknown man’s nose.

      He gasped, his arms loosening. That gave me enough room to punch him in the balls. He lurched away from the blow, lifting me off the floor. I hooked my foot around the back of his knee, buckling his leg and throwing him off balance. Then I headbutted him again.

      He bit back a yelp, squeezing me even harder. My bones creaked, pain burning through my crushed arms.

      “Knew you were feisty,” my attacker rasped, shoving me into the wall again. His fingers, still holding my mouth, dug into my face and he pinned me with his body. “Knew as soon as I saw you.”

      Panic fizzled through my brain and I tried for another headbutt, but he was holding my jaw so tightly I couldn’t move my head. The rest of my body was ruthlessly pinned against the wall, rendering all the fun tricks Aaron had taught me useless. I wasn’t breaking free until he shifted his grip, so I went limp, hoping he’d loosen his hold.

      He laughed quietly as he rammed me even harder into the wall, the decorative wainscoting bruising my cheek. His panting breath hit my bare shoulder, then a hot, slobbering mouth latched onto my skin.

      I couldn’t help it—I abandoned my surrender ploy and writhed frantically, his hand muffling my horrified squeal.

      “I’m not here for you,” he growled against my skin. “But I can’t resist a little taste.”

      He bit the top of my shoulder, pinching skin, just shy of breaking it. I tried to jerk away but he was so damn strong—stronger than Aaron by a landslide. He bit harder, and pain flared. With my face squashed into the wall, all I could see was the empty, shadow-laden hallway.

      So I had a perfect sight line when Ezra stepped into view, fist drawn back.

      With the crack of knuckles hitting bone, he punched the guy right off me and into the window. Glass shattered. Ezra grabbed my hand and hauled me away—but the man seized my other wrist. He wrenched me so hard that my arms pulled taut, shoulders threatening to dislocate.

      Ezra let go before my arms popped out. I smacked into the guy, managing to punch him in the gut. He grunted, then swept me into him and jumped backward—onto the windowsill.

      “Aaron!” Ezra yelled. “Kai!”

      Holding me against him with painful force, the man sprang off the sill in a shower of dislodged glass. I screamed as he slammed down on a second-floor balcony. He launched over the parapet and dropped another level to a stone terrace. Throwing me over his shoulder, the man raced for the railing.

      Wind blasted. Ezra landed on the terrace in a whirl of blowing dust. My captor leaped over the railing, landed ten feet below on the back lawn, and charged toward the trees.

      Now that I was no longer in danger of splatting on any stone surfaces, I grasped the fall-spell crystal swinging from my neck, pressed it against the man’s back, and yelled, “Ori decidas!”

      The artifact glimmered and the men’s legs went out from under him. He crashed to the ground and I was thrown away, the crystal flying with me. I tumbled across the grass, then rolled to my feet.

      My attacker was already up, but the delay had given Ezra time to reach us.

      The stranger—a tall man around thirty with a mop of ragged black hair and the bulging muscles of a steroid addict—spun to meet Ezra’s charge. Like me, Ezra wasn’t dressed for a life and death battle. He wore a pair of cotton sweatpants and nothing else.

      He swung at the man, but the stranger darted out of the way.

      “You can’t beat me,” he mocked. “Can’t you tell?”

      Catching Ezra’s next swing, he pushed into the aeromage with a triumphant grin. Ezra took one surprised step back, then braced his feet. The muscles in his arm bunched—and the cocky black-haired bastard bent under Ezra’s demonic strength.

      “What?” the stranger gasped.

      Baring his teeth, the man shoved into Ezra. Breaking his opponent’s hold, Ezra landed a crushing blow to the man’s jaw. His head snapped back, but he recovered instantly and threw his own punch.

      The two inhumanly strong men fought with lightning-fast blows. My eyes went wider as I nervously withdrew a few yards. Ezra rarely let his real speed and strength show—most opponents didn’t require it—but now he was a blur of powerful strikes. And so was the other man.

      Ezra added his aero magic to the fight. A blast of wind, a boom of air pressure, and the man flew backward and hit the ground with a crunch. Snarling, he scrabbled at the grass as he clambered up.

      He leered at Ezra, his hands balled into tight fists. “Whatever you are, tomorrow I’ll be stronger. You’ll feel my real strength on the full moon.”

      Arm whipping out, he hurled a small object into Ezra’s face.

      Ezra lurched away, arms shielding his head, and with his stolen moment, the stranger pivoted on one foot and sprinted for the trees. Ezra lowered his hands but didn’t give chase. The man had too much of a head start, and following him into the dark woods alone was an ambush waiting to happen.

      “Are you h-h-hurt?” I asked as I rushed to his side, the question distorted by a sudden onset of teeth chattering. Holy hell, it was way too cold to be standing outside in my underwear. An icy wind swept over us, damp and bone-chilling.

      “Just a scratch.” He held up his bare forearm, displaying a shallow cut, inflicted by the rock our mysterious attacker had thrown. “What about you?”

      “F-f-fine.”

      He scanned me from head to toe, then gently touched my chin to tilt my head. I was probably already developing some nifty bruises from that asshole’s crushing grip. Ezra angled my head the other way and his fingers tightened on my chin. A sound rolled from him—not really a growl, but a deep, husky exclamation from the back of his throat.

      “He bit you.”

      Okay, that was a growl.

      “Is it bleeding?” I asked.

      “Not bleeding.”

      “I’m g-g-good, then,” I chattered.

      He stared down at me, his chocolate-brown eye almost black in the darkness, his other eye eerily pale. Then he swept his arms around me and pulled me tight to his chest—his bare, sculpted, mouthwatering chest. I gasped, then shamelessly plastered myself against his warmth, my hands gripping his shoulders. I buried my face in the base of his throat, inhaled his heavenly scent, and acknowledged how terrifying that struggle had been.

      When I started to shiver, he drew me even closer, and I closed my eyes. Thank you, nasty intruder dude, for the small things—like a half-naked hug from Ezra in a dark, wintry garden beneath the castle’s glowing windows.
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      The black alpha wolf. Yesterday morning, he’d waltzed onto the academy’s back lawn and challenged Aaron to a battle. Then last night, in human form, he’d broken into the manor and almost turned me into a wolfy chew toy.

      I hadn’t made the connection during the fight—too focused on not dying—but his identity had been easy to piece together. The bulging muscles, preternatural speed, and inhuman strength. His comment about knowing I was feisty “as soon as I saw you.” And, the dead giveaway, his promise to show us his real strength on the full moon … which was only a few hours from now.

      Between the shifter’s threat and Sin’s exorcism, midnight promised to be all kinds of fun—but I had other worries on my mind.

      “I should’ve gotten the green dress,” I moaned, fighting hysteria. “What was I thinking?”

      Sin looked away from the bathroom mirror, a tube of her homemade, alchemic, never-smear-or-fade lipstick in her hand. “You look amazing.”

      I shook my head, almost dislodging the fancy twist she’d spent thirty minutes taming my curls into. A few loose tendrils swayed around my face. “Noooo. I should’ve gone with the frumpy dress. This is a dignified party full of prudish zillionaires.”

      She dabbed pale pink lipstick over her lower lip, capped the tube, then planted her hands on her waist and surveyed me from head to toe. I gave her the same assessment.

      Her dress matched her teal hair perfectly. The strapless bodice’s crisscrossing fabric wrapped her bust, while layers of soft chiffon draped down to the floor. Her hair hung in magazine-perfect waves over her shoulders, subtle makeup enhanced her dark-lashed eyes, and a pearl necklace finished off her outfit. Lovely and elegant, classy but fun.

      Gulping, I faced the mirror and nearly buckled under a million doubts. My dress’s V-neck offered only a hint of cleavage. That part was modest, but the rest …

      Embroidered black roses ran up and down the curves of the tight mermaid cut. Where roses didn’t cover me, the sheer black lace revealed tantalizing glimpses of the nude-tone silk beneath, giving the impression that under the embroidery, my naked skin was barely hidden by semitransparent fabric. The black lace flared out at mid-thigh and swished around my legs as I turned to look over my shoulder. The front’s modest cut belied the completely missing back, the straps sweeping straight down to my waist.

      “What was I thinking?” I whispered, horrified by my lack of foresight.

      Sin stepped in front of me and gripped my shoulders. “You look amazing, Tori. Sexy sophistication. You’re a bombshell and every woman here will be jealous.”

      I gulped. “Right. Okay.”

      She handed me a tube of blood-red lipstick. I swiftly applied it, then gave my appearance one final check. Thanks to some healing magic and alchemic salves, a faint red mark on my shoulder was all that remained of my injuries from last night. Good thing, because bloody bite wounds were, like, so last season.

      As ready as we would get, Sin and I boldly swept out of the bathroom.

      We’d spent so long getting ready that the guys had given up waiting and gone down to the party. Sin and I took the spiral stairs to the gallery that overlooked the entrance hall. A few people—men in suits and women in long dresses—milled in front of the fireplace and Christmas trees.

      Vaguely disappointed that I wouldn’t get a movie moment where I slowly descended the grand staircase while the guys stood at the bottom, amazed by my transformation, I lifted my skirt off the floor and hastened down to the main level. Since it was a floor-length dress and I loathed high heels for the torture devices they were, I’d opted for a pair of black ballet flats.

      Low voices in dignified conversation rolled out of the drawing room. Sucking in a breath to calm my nerves, I ventured through the door.

      Over a hundred people mingled in the expansive room atop a deep red carpet. Crystal chandeliers cast soft light over green garlands looped along the walls, and twelve-foot Christmas trees filled the corners, adding their own golden glow to the lighting. Two beautiful stone fireplaces faced each other across the length of the room, and the outer wall featured a bank of windows that looked out onto the stone terrace.

      Waiters in black suits, bow ties, and white gloves, with one hand tucked primly behind their backs, carried trays of champagne flutes among the guests. A long table draped in shimmering gold cloth boasted silver platters of delicacies, finger foods, and desserts. An ice sculpture of two stylized reindeer formed the centerpiece, a pale blue light illuminating the melting ice lit from beneath. Everywhere I looked, the room shimmered and sparkled like magic.

      Actually, there might be some genuine magic involved.

      Sin hovered beside me, all shyness, so I raised my chin and led the way. Eyes turned to us, but I paid them no attention. The only people whose opinions I cared about were my three mages.

      I found them in the corner by the terrace door, opened a crack to let a chill breeze into the stuffy room. Ten paces away, I had to stop and take in the sight of them all fancied up in formal tuxes.

      Kai, in typical Kai fashion, had gone for all black—and he pulled it off beautifully. Black jacket over black vest over black shirt, with a black tie neatly knotted and tucked into his vest. Dashing and mysterious, with a hint of danger. He could’ve stepped off the set of a James Bond movie—the beguiling villain rather than the hero.

      Aaron’s jacket was the darkest of blues, and the color made his vibrant eyes pop so brightly he could’ve passed for a fae. His black bow tie sat on a crisp white shirt, and the jacket’s cut showcased his broad shoulders and tapered waist, the sleeves falling exactly so, a white square of silk peeking out of his breast pocket.

      Ezra’s tux was charcoal gray, layered over a white shirt and medium-gray tie. As a concession to formality, he’d combed his tousled curls back from his face, and without the tangle of dark hair across his forehead and curling over his ears, his cheekbones had taken on new life, with subtle shadows revealed along his clean-shaven cheeks and jaw.

      Damn, these boys cleaned up good.

      Before they noticed us, I grabbed Sin’s arm and swung her in front of me. Hands on her shoulders, I steered her forward. She needed a confidence boost and I was certain the guys would deliver.

      Aaron spotted her first. He broke off mid-sentence, whatever he’d been saying to Kai forgotten. For a long second, he just stared. I gave Sin a final push, then hung back.

      “Sin.” He blinked, stunned. “You look …”

      Kai slid past him, swept Sin’s hand into his, and lifted her fingers to his lips. “Ravishing,” he finished for Aaron, speaking against her knuckles.

      Oh, he was smooth. I grinned as Sin turned bright red and tried to look demure despite her delighted smile. Aaron and Kai were so busy charming her that they hadn’t noticed me several long steps away—but Ezra, standing behind the other two, wasn’t watching Sin.

      He stepped around Kai and approached me, smiling in a way that made my lungs quit working. His fingers brushed my elbow as he leaned down to speak in my ear.

      “Beautiful isn’t a strong enough word,” he murmured. “You’re exquisite.”

      My heart fluttered.

      “I’m supposed to watch out for the what?” Sin exclaimed.

      Ezra straightened and looked over, and I inhaled before I fainted. Stupid lungs.

      “The pixie mistletoe,” Aaron answered as he pointed at the ceiling.

      Hanging from the gilded, coffered ceiling above the windows, a small bunch of green leaves tied with a red bow swayed. The floor beneath it was conspicuously empty of guests.

      “It looks like regular mistletoe,” Aaron explained, “but it’s a pixie. The event coordinator who does all the decorating for Mom is a witch, and she brings the pixie every year for the party. You probably won’t see it move, but it changes location throughout the night. You never know where it’ll show up.”

      Sin paled with immediate alarm.

      “And if you get caught under it with someone,” he added cheerfully, “you’d better kiss them, because the pixie will curse you with bad romantic luck for the next year if you don’t, or so rumor has it.”

      I snorted. “Seriously?”

      Aaron glanced at me, then did a double take, his eyes sweeping down my dress and back up again. “Wow, Tori. You’re—”

      He broke off as his father strode over, his black tuxedo impeccable and a champagne glass in each hand. Following him was a middle-aged power couple, the man in an impeccable black tux and the woman draped in an off-the-shoulder gown patterned with huge peacock feathers.

      “Aaron.” Tobias handed his son a champagne glass. “I haven’t had a chance to introduce you to Denzel and Abby Stein. Denzel is President and GM of the IAE.”

      As Aaron shook hands with the couple, I leaned toward Ezra. “IAE?”

      “International Association of Elementaria,” he whispered back. “The largest mage guild in the world.”

      Kai shifted closer and murmured in my other ear, “They, along with the North American and European branches of the Arcana Federation, are the primary influencers of MPD laws.”

      Whoa. I was suddenly relieved Tobias hadn’t introduced me.

      “ … pleased to finally meet you,” Denzel was saying to Aaron in a slow baritone. “I’ve discussed this idea with Tobias, and I’m eager to get your input.”

      “Oh?” Aaron murmured vaguely.

      Denzel allowed a small, restrained smile. “As you know, we’re constantly working to balance the MPD’s strict prudence with reasonable freedoms. Early next year, we’re expanding our public relations branch, and part of that undertaking involves bringing on several influential spokespeople.”

      “They’ve already brought Bjorn Visser and Jayda Hunt on board,” Tobias supplied, emphasizing the names as though they were Hollywood A-listers. “And Kyle Li has expressed interest as well.”

      “But we also want an advocate for the youngest generation of mages,” Denzel said. “You’re the perfect candidate, Aaron. The role would involve a fair bit of travel but the benefits would be countless. The networking opportunities alone—plus the chance to become a voice for young mages everywhere.”

      Denzel and Tobias smiled expectantly at Aaron. I blinked, taken aback by the prestigious offer. Even a nobody like me could tell it was an amazing opportunity.

      “Thank you for considering me,” Aaron said politely. “I’d be happy to review the details and get back to you in the new year.”

      Tobias’s smile went flat, but he held it in place. “Send me the information and I’ll forward it along,” he told Denzel.

      “I’d be delighted to.”

      Denzel’s wife swirled her champagne. “But we’ve been rude, I reckon,” she said in a bold Texan accent, “gettin’ straight to business like that. Aaron, tell us what you’ve been up to with your guild—the Crow and Hammer?”

      Tobias jumped in before his son could answer. “Speaking of guilds, Aaron spent the better part of his morning meeting with Manolis Stavros.”

      “The GM of Olympus?” Denzel’s eyebrows rose. “I see the competition for Aaron’s next guild will be stiff.”

      “We’ll have to make him an offer right quick,” Abby declared confidently.

      “Have you met Manolis?” Tobias asked. “Perhaps I can have the pleasure of introducing you.”

      “We’ve met but I haven’t seen him in several years …” Denzel’s voice grew inaudible as Tobias led him and his wife into the mingling crowd.

      Aaron, Kai, Ezra, Sin, and I let out identical heaving breaths as though none of us had inhaled properly during that entire conversation.

      “Holy crap.” I goggled at Aaron. “That’s a hell of an offer. Are you actually going to …?”

      He shook his head, looking tired even though the party had just started. “I have to pretend to think about it before refusing or they’ll be offended.”

      “Um …” I hesitated. “Are you sure you want to refuse? Not that I wouldn’t be crushed if you left the Crow and Hammer, but—”

      “Yes, I’m sure,” he interrupted sharply.

      Right, okay. I nervously rubbed my hands together. “So what’s the plan for tonight? After the party, I mean?”

      “Kelvin will give me my final dose of his potion at nine,” Sin said quickly, catching on to my attempted topic change. “Josephine arrives at around ten, and at midnight, I get exorcised—properly this time.”

      “And first thing tomorrow morning,” Aaron added, “we resume searching for the alpha shifter. He may just be looking for a fight, but what he said—that you aren’t the one he’s looking for—worries me. There could be more going on here than a random, mutated shifter making the woods his home.”

      I shivered at the reminder of the man’s clammy hands on me. “How did he get into the castle?”

      “We think he came through the staff door in the east wing. It doesn’t appear tampered with and Dominic swears he locked it, but maybe he forgot.”

      “All the students went home this afternoon, except for a dozen who are staying through Christmas.” Kai slid his hands into his trouser pockets. “Most of the staff and alumni will leave after the party and go home to their families. We’ll have less mage-power to help us, but also fewer liabilities.”

      I nodded, eager for this party to be over with. I would’ve happily skipped it, but Aaron’s parents wouldn’t let him miss even a minute of the schmooze fest, so the rest of us might as well endure it with him.

      As though summoned by my thought, Valerie appeared at Aaron’s elbow. “Darling, the Allertons are waiting to say hello. Ah, good evening, ladies. You look wonderful tonight.”

      Taking her son’s arm, she dragged him over to an elderly couple wearing far too many diamonds between them for good taste.

      The rest of us followed leisurely. For over an hour, we trailed after Aaron as his parents paraded him in front of guest after guest. He smiled, made polite small talk, and promised to consider every offer he received, from prestigious jobs to guild memberships to volunteer opportunities. I hoped to see the famous bounty hunter that Tobias had mentioned on our first day at the academy, but aside from the alumni and instructors, everyone else I spotted was some combination of stuffy, old, or way too rich to be a rogue-tagging badass.

      When my stomach growled, I slipped away from my friends to check out the buffet table, and Sin followed me with a swirl of her teal gown. Keeping half an eye out for the pixie mistletoe—it did keep relocating around the room—I snagged a champagne glass off a passing waiter’s tray and almost walked into another guest.

      “Oh.” I smiled at the guy’s familiar face. “Hey Brian. Got an invite, did you?”

      The apprentice alchemist nodded as he tugged at his jacket. The black suit didn’t fit him well. “Valerie insisted we join them since we’re here until Sin’s exorcism.”

      “I don’t see Kelvin,” I noted, glancing around. The transmutation expert/lumberjack hippie was hard to miss.

      “He bowed out,” Brian muttered jealously.

      “What about my last dose of the potion?” Sin asked.

      “He finished it earlier and gave it to me to give to you,” he assured her as he anxiously surveyed the posh gathering. I empathized hard with his obvious discomfort.

      Sin seemed to notice too, because her tone softened. “We haven’t really gotten to talk, have we? Do you specialize in transmutation like Kelvin?”

      I almost snorted my champagne. She hadn’t spoken with the apprentice because she’d been too busy fangirling over his master to notice him.

      Brian perked up at her question. “Yes, though I’m taking my studies in a slightly different direction. Mr. Compton’s focus has always been on tissue transmutation, but I want to expand into …”

      And that was the last word I understood. Shaking my head, I muttered, “I’m getting some food,” and walked off. Sin waved distractedly as she listened to Brian’s explanation.

      I wandered past the small stage where a string quartet serenaded guests with holiday melodies. Aaron, trapped between Valerie and Tobias, was speaking with a trio of old men in matching black tuxes. One of them wore an actual monocle. At the buffet table, I stopped behind two men and a woman around my age, waiting to access a platter of chocolate pastries shaped like holly leaves.

      “Can you believe him?” the tall blond guy in the middle muttered to his friends. “How many guild offers do you think he’s gotten already?”

      “I heard Azalea Inc. interviewed him this morning.”

      “No, that was Olympus.”

      “Olympus? I’d kill to join that guild.”

      I rolled my eyes. Though I could’ve called them out for being gossipy losers, that might interfere with my mission to eat those chocolate pastries.

      “He’s getting invites we can only dream of,” the blond guy said bitterly, “and he’ll turn them all down, just like he does every year. Considering what he’s done, he shouldn’t even be allowed back here.”

      My brow furrowed. What Aaron had done?

      “An academy alumni,” the woman hissed. “A Sinclair mage, slumming it at an inner city guild. Chasing pathetic bounties alongside inferior classes and second-rate mages.”

      “Yamada is good,” the shorter man conceded. “But the aeromage? He wouldn’t pass the entrance exam.”

      “Sinclair is sullying the academy reputation,” the blond guy declared in a fervent whisper. “He’s diminishing our opportunities by setting the worst possible example of an alumni-caliber mage’s capabilities. He—”

      I slapped my hands on the two guys’ shoulders and leaned between them, baring my teeth in a humorless smile. “Hi. Did you know you three are so revoltingly full of yourselves that you’re making everyone around you nauseous?”

      The guys shrugged away from me, and as they turned, I recognized them. Blondie, Pig Nose, and a woman with one side of her black hair shaved close to her scalp—the trio I’d overheard on my first day here. They’d been insulting Aaron then too.

      “Oh,” the woman said coldly. “You’re Aaron’s guildmate, aren’t you?”

      “Damn right.” I folded my arms and cocked a hip. “But don’t let me rain on your jealousy parade. By the way, Aaron’s getting waaay more than mere guild offers.”

      Their faces twisted with heightened resentment.

      I feigned surprise. “It’s almost like his choice of guild doesn’t even matter. Fancy that, huh?”

      “His choice of guild,” the blond guy sneered, “hasn’t affected his reputation because his parents do everything they can to keep the mythic elite from finding out.”

      “Were you dropped on your head as a child?” I retorted. “Any mythic with internet access can look that shit up. Our guilds aren’t a secret, and Aaron—”

      Gold dust, sifting through the air like fine snow, interrupted me. Brow furrowing, I looked up. The pixie mistletoe hung above my head, leaves rustling as it shook glittering dust over me. The trio split, the guy on the left and the woman on the right backing rapidly away.

      Which left me and Blond Bozo standing in a shower of golden sparkles.

      Smirking, he let his gaze glide down and linger on the vicinity of my lace-clad hips, then arched his eyebrows expectantly.

      “I don’t normally fraternize with lesser classes,” he began haughtily, “but—”

      I smiled sweetly, causing him to hesitate. Lifting my hand to my lips, I kissed my fingertips and pressed them firmly to his cheek.

      “Say another word,” I warned, “and that will be my fist next.”

      He leaned back uncertainly. Before he could force me to follow through on my threat, I swept away from him. The pixie mistletoe fluttered on the ceiling, probably cursing me with a lifetime of bad romantic luck. Who cared? My love life was a complete and utter shit show anyway.

      I slipped among the guests, grieving the chocolate pastries I hadn’t gotten to eat, and found the guys in conversation with Valerie and another woman. The petite brunette, her hair curlier than mine, was talking at high speed.

      “… chance to really get your name out there, Aaron. Our magazine is the most read mythic publication in North America. One interview—four hours max, I promise—and a photoshoot, that’s it. The Sinclair family is well known already, but you can show the mythic community who you really are.”

      As Aaron mumbled something noncommittal, she stepped closer, almost on his toes.

      “You’ve ventured well off the beaten path for someone of your upbringing and stature. Last year, you passed on a once-in-a-lifetime offer to join the MPD’s International Crime Investigations division—the first opening in eight years! I know there’s a story there, Aaron.”

      Valerie coughed delicately. “Petra, an interview would be wonderful, but perhaps more focus on Aaron’s accomplishments—”

      “Yes, yes,” Petra agreed with alarming intensity. “Our readers would love to know what attracted you to an unknown Vancouver guild, Aaron. Was it the Crow and Hammer in particular that lured you away, or is there a unique appeal to small guilds? Since you joined, the guild has claimed, on average, thirteen percent more in bounties per year. What’s your role in that increase?”

      He sidled away from her, his mouth pressed into a thin line and his eyes darting for an escape.

      “What about his accomplishments here?” Valerie pressed, somewhat desperately. “Tobias and I often discuss the role he’ll play when he returns to—”

      “Are you planning to rejoin your parents’ guild, Aaron?” Petra lobbed the question like a grenade. “You could join almost any guild you wanted. How did the Crow and Hammer’s membership react when you—”

      “Petra,” Kai cut in, “I’m so sorry to interrupt, but do you know Annaliese James from Ursa Major? She seems to be trying to catch your eye.”

      “Miss James? Oh, I don’t …”

      As she turned to look across the party, Kai guided her attention even farther from her victim. Aaron inched backward, and when Petra didn’t turn on him, he speed-walked away.

      “Aaron—” Valerie hissed, but he’d already slipped behind a cluster of alumni. She muttered a rude word under her breath.

      Kai, the savvy charmer, lured Petra in the opposite direction, his dark eyes her sole focus. If he wasn’t careful, he’d end up scheduled for an interview and photoshoot instead of Aaron.

      I was glad Aaron had escaped, but unfortunately, his and Kai’s departure had left me, Ezra, and Valerie standing in awkward silence.

      “Well,” Valerie sighed after a moment, “I suppose Aaron could use a short break.”

      I snorted before I could stop myself, then coughed to hide it. Ezra caught my eye, the tiniest twitch of his lips betraying his amusement.

      He composed his expression into one of funereal austerity. “Are you enjoying yourself, Tori? This year’s event is even more entrancing than usual.”

      Valerie squinted at him, but nothing in his tone or expression suggested sarcasm.

      “It’s been sensational,” I answered, equally somber. “I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep tonight after meeting so many distinguished mythics.”

      He nodded knowingly. “Understandable for your first time.”

      Valerie looked between us, then decided to ignore the suspicious undercurrent in the conversation. “I’m glad you two are enjoying yourselves.”

      A giggle bubbled up my throat but I choked it back. Ezra’s eyes sparkled with suppressed laughter and my composure threatened to crumble. Crap, I had to keep it together—

      A shimmer of gold dust intruded on my internal battle, the fine powder drifting down from the ceiling and glittering all around us. My pulse jumped with disbelief. Together, Ezra and I peered up.

      The pixie mistletoe was back—and it was parked directly above Ezra’s head, its leaves rustling as it determinedly dusted his head and shoulders.
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      My heart body-slammed my ribcage and my lungs seized as though the air had turned to cement. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Ezra as he looked from the pixie mistletoe to me. For an instant that stretched into an airless eternity, we stared at each other.

      But I wasn’t the only woman standing beside him.

      Valerie let out a jubilant laugh and reached for Ezra. Pulling his head down, she rose on her tiptoes and planted a motherly kiss on each cheek.

      “How charming!” she exclaimed. “You look so handsome with a clean shave, Ezra. I do wish you wouldn’t grow back that awful scruff the moment you get home.”

      When he said nothing, her amusement dimmed. She glanced from him to me, leaping to who knew what conclusion, but I couldn’t worry about that right now. I was way too busy concealing my complete internal freak-out over that lost moment beneath the mistletoe.

      “Well,” she declared, “I should find Aaron. The Lloyds, here from Wales—founding family of the ancient Mabinogi guild—want to speak with him about an open position for an advanced combat instructor.”

      She swept away. Seeming to shake himself out of a daze, Ezra glanced warily at the ceiling, but the pixie mistletoe had disappeared.

      My heart still hammered against my ribs. As I breathed deeply, a chilly breeze blew across my back; the open terrace door was a few paces away. “I’m going to step outside for a minute. I need some fresh air.”

      I walked into the wintry night, the darkness held back by gold lights strung overhead. As I moved to the far end of the terrace, shadows engulfed me and I breathed easier.

      Until I realized Ezra had followed me outside.

      He leaned against the stone railing, gazing at the dark garden below. In a few more hours, the druidess would be down there, exorcising the wolf spirit from Sin before she became a shifter.

      “This week has been all kinds of messed up,” I muttered. “I’ll be glad when it’s over.”

      “Me too. I don’t know how soon the madness will end, though. With that shifter still in the area, breaking into the manor …” He turned, putting his back to the garden. “I feel like we’re missing something, but I don’t know what.”

      I had the same feeling, but considering how much I had on my mind, it wasn’t a surprise I couldn’t sort out my thoughts. Between Eterran’s new ability to control Ezra in his sleep and my uneasy truce with the demon, and the elusive shifter and whatever its mission inside the manor had been … yeah. Just thinking about it triggered a headache in my temples.

      Throwing off the gloomy topic, I asked brightly, “Do you have your phone on you?”

      “Yeah?”

      I held my hand out and wiggled my fingers. He pulled his phone from his pocket and offered it to me. Letting him hold it, I tapped his camera app and flipped it to selfie mode, then squeezed myself against his side.

      “Your arm is longer,” I told him. “You take the picture.”

      Chuckling, he pulled me closer and held the phone out in front of us, our faces filling the screen. Ew, my chin looked terrible.

      I reached up to correct the camera angle. “Wait—”

      The flash went off, blasting my eyes. Spots danced across my vision.

      “Ezra!” I complained, snatching at his phone. “I wasn’t ready!”

      He lifted it out of my reach. “No, this one is perfect. I’m sending it to you.”

      “But—”

      His thumbs sped over the screen, then the phone disappeared back into his pocket. He grinned unrepentantly at my disgruntled pout, which only made me scowl harder.

      “I want a nice photo of—”

      The terrace door banged open. In a rainbow of dress shirts and gowns, a band of prattling alumni filed outside—including the gossipy trio.

      I snagged Ezra’s arm and pulled him to the terrace steps. “Let’s go this way.”

      He followed me with a curious glance back. “Something wrong?”

      “Not really, but I recently threatened to punch one of those guys in the face, so …”

      He laughed and my belly did a mini somersault. Why did that keep happening?

      “The first time Aaron brought me here,” he said, descending onto the grass, “I had trouble with a few alumni.”

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “Aaron and Kai were training me in advanced combat techniques, and a couple guys spied on our lesson. They got this idea that I wasn’t a mage worthy of their academy.”

      My mouth twisted with anger. “Aaron and Kai have to team up to beat you in sparring.”

      Ezra grinned as we walked the long length of the manor. “That’s the only thing I got to teach Aaron and Kai—to hit a lot harder. But those mage kids had no idea I don’t rely solely on my aero magic to win fights, so when they jumped me behind the lecture hall …”

      “Ha! Got a rude awakening, did they?”

      “I might have broken their bones … just a little.”

      We reached a short flight of steps that led to a recessed door. Ezra pushed it open and let me into the dimly lit hall first. This must be the east-wing staff entrance Aaron had mentioned. I stopped just before the corner where the narrow hall joined the main corridor that stretched the length of the manor.

      Once we stepped around that corner, we’d be visible to anyone going in and out of the drawing room. We’d have no choice but to rejoin the party.

      I sighed heavily. “Do we have to go back?”

      When Ezra didn’t answer, I glanced up. He stood beside me, his gaze lingering in the vicinity of my red lips.

      At the turn of my head, he started. “Hmm?”

      An exhilarating rush rose from my toes up to my face, leaving a warm glow in its wake. A soft silence fell over us as we stood alone in the narrow hall.

      The heated flush rolling through me faded. Whatever that look of his had been, it didn’t mean anything. It wouldn’t change anything. We were friends. Really close friends.

      Gold dust sparkled in the air between us.

      My head snapped back. The clump of mistletoe hung from the ceiling, swishing imperiously as glitter rained down. At the sight of it, my overstressed heart threw in the white flag and quit beating entirely.

      “The pixie mistletoe,” Ezra observed.

      “That little bastard has been stalking me. What’s your problem, you leafy psycho?”

      Its answer was a renewed shower of glitter.

      I continued to stare at the leaves, afraid to look down and see Ezra’s expression. My mouth had gone dry and I had to clear my throat to speak. “Aaron said it’s bad luck to ignore the pixie.”

      “He did.” A long pause. “It’d be a shame to risk your love life.”

      As a silent breath shuddered through my lungs, I forced myself to meet his gaze. His mismatched eyes searched mine, his poker face infallible as always.

      “Um …” Breathe, Tori. “Should we …?”

      “Do you want to?”

      Yes. But I couldn’t say it. I’d spent weeks fighting my attraction to him. Our friendship was too important to risk.

      Waiting for my answer, he didn’t move—but for the second time in as many minutes, his gaze fell to my mouth. Such a subtle sign … and suddenly I was wondering if there had been other subtle signs over the past weeks or months that I’d missed.

      Gold dust clung to his hair and shimmered on his cheeks. Longing rose through me in an irresistible tide, and I couldn’t stop myself from stepping closer. Couldn’t stop my hand from rising or my fingertips from brushing along his smooth, chiseled jaw. I curled my hand around the back of his neck.

      The slightest pressure of my hand, the gentlest pull. He moved with my inviting tug, closing the gap between us until the barest whisper separated our faces.

      Breath locked inside me, I tilted my face up.

      His lips, soft and cautious, brushed across mine. Molten heat dove through me, but his kiss was tentative, exploratory. Unsure. Without thinking, I rose onto my toes and pressed my mouth hard into his, asking—demanding—more.

      For a heart-stopping moment, he hesitated. Fear slashed me—that I’d gone too far, revealed too much, that he’d push me away.

      His mouth melded with mine and his warm fingers brushed my elbows, hands closing on my upper arms, drawing me closer. Our lips broke apart, came together again. Then his arms were sliding around me, and then we were pressed so tightly together I couldn’t breathe.

      Deep in my core, something quaked. Earth shifting, foundations cracking.

      His hand curled over the back of my neck, pulling me harder into his mouth—and every secret moment of desire I’d suppressed burned through me. My grasping fingers tangled in his hair—and all the guilty thoughts I’d hidden whenever we’d embraced bubbled to the surface. We pressed into each other, breath mingling, lips locked—and the lies I’d told myself evaporated in the heat flooding my veins.

      As I was coming apart on the inside, he crushed me to him. No longer shy or uncertain, he kissed me with hot urgency. I parted my lips and he took my invitation. The sensual slide of his tongue across mine pierced my center, a spear of blistering arousal—and my crumbling dam of denial burst into a thousand pieces I could never repair.

      My stomach dropped out of my body, leaving me weightless. My blood was boiling. Head spinning. Chest heaving. And I needed more.

      Our open mouths glided across each other. He gripped the back of my head, holding my lips to his with more force. His other hand was hot against the bare skin of my back, and his palm drifted up, fingers grazing my shoulder blades. The contact of our lips didn’t break, couldn’t break.

      I needed his ravenous kiss. Needed his clutching hands. Needed the press of his body, the sharp rise of his chest, his arms pulling me tighter and tighter to him as though he would never let me go.

      Except he did.

      As I spiraled out of control, his lips broke away. His hands released me. He stepped back, withdrawing from my grasp. Breaths coming fast, hair tangled from my fingers, he stepped back again, opening the gap between us even wider.

      Then, before I could speak, before I could lower my reaching hands, he turned away. In two long strides, he’d vanished around the corner—without a word, without a sound.

      Just … gone.

      I stared at the emptiness in front of me. My arms fell to my sides as I wobbled unsteadily, my entire world thrown off its axis. He’d kissed me like I’d never been kissed before.

      Then he’d run.

      A flutter of motion. The mistletoe drifted down from the ceiling, a pair of gossamer wings protruding from the clump of foliage. The pixie’s tiny, spade-shaped face peered at me out of the leaves, its minuscule features poised in question.

      I wrapped my cold arms around myself, my throat tight and eyes stinging.

      The pixie made a soft, inquiring chirp as though asking, “What happened?”

      “I don’t know,” I whispered. “I don’t know.”
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      I returned to the party in a daze. Halfway across the drawing room, I realized only a few guests remained, conversing in low voices. What time was it? How long had I stood alone in that hall, reliving Ezra’s kiss over and over?

      My head spun and I felt fragile, unstable. I was a planet wobbling in orbit, about to fly off into space. Everything I’d told myself for weeks about friendship and attraction and my “lust crush” had been so, so wrong. Everything I’d willfully ignored for months had slapped me across the face and shouted, “You’re an idiot!”

      What had Sin told me yesterday? You’ve almost convinced yourself … but deep down, you know.

      Damn it, she’d been right. Straightening, I scanned the room for her. There, still at the buffet table. No sign of Brian. Good.

      As I bore down on her, a beaming smile lit her face. “Tori,” she gushed. “Where have you been? You were so right about Brian. He’s really cute!”

      I checked myself before I dumped my inner turmoil all over her adorable happiness. “Where is he?”

      “He’ll be back in a minute or two.” She bounced on the balls of her feet. “I didn’t really notice him before because Kelvin is so … so much, you know? But Brian is amazing. He rivals Kelvin’s genius, I swear. He’s really, really smart.”

      “Is he?” I hadn’t gotten any “prodigy” vibes off the blushy, awkward apprentice.

      She widened her eyes in emphasis. “He’s amazing. Really. You should hear him talk about the theory of phantasm osmosis. I learned so much.”

      “Did you?” I peered more closely at her face. “Are you drunk? Alcohol won’t affect your anti-shifter potion, will it?”

      “No, no. Brian said it was fine. He gave me the last dose half an hour ago.” Her gaze sharpened. “Where have you been?”

      “I … I need to talk to you about that.”

      Desperation had leaked into my voice and she straightened. “Are you okay?”

      “Yes, but—”

      Tobias walked through the door, spotted us, and hurried over. A waiter followed him, carrying a tray with a decanter and several cordial glasses.

      “Ladies,” he said, nudging his spectacles up his nose. “Have you seen Aaron?”

      “Nope,” I answered.

      The headmaster oozed disgruntlement. “When you see him, let him know the Langleys have left. They couldn’t wait any longer to speak with him.”

      “Oh, what a shame,” I muttered under my breath.

      Tobias’s eyes flashed. Oops, guess that hadn’t been under-my-breath enough.

      Too emotionally raw for tact, I couldn’t stop the next words from falling out of my mouth, laced with biting sarcasm. “Are you surprised he doesn’t enjoy hearing you and Valerie crap all over his accomplishments, pretend he never joined a subpar guild, and act like he’s incapable of making his own decisions?”

      Sin’s mouth hung open in shock. Er … maybe I’d gone too far.

      Tobias’s face remained carefully blank. He gazed at me for a long, painful moment, then turned to the waiter and scooped two glasses off the man’s tray. “Ladies, please enjoy the amaretto.”

      Sin and I accepted the glasses, and the headmaster walked off, shadowed by the waiter. I took a deep breath, trying not to cringe at my runaway mouth.

      “Is this the Lucchese amaretto you were telling me about?” Sin asked, kindly refraining from any commentary on my exchange with Tobias. She sniffed her glass. “I was disappointed I missed it.”

      I took a sip and spicy, nutty sweetness flooded my taste buds. “Yep, this is the stuff.”

      She took a small mouthful, and her eyes went out of focus before she swallowed. “Wow. Wow. It’s so sweet, and I love the nutty taste.”

      “Bitter almonds,” I informed her, jumping on the chance to trot out my dusty knowledge of liquors. “They’re poisonous to eat but amaretto only contains the almond oil, which isn’t poisonous. Neat, huh?”

      “Hmm.” She took another sip and held it in her mouth, savoring the flavors. “It’s really excellent. Have you tried Brian’s candies? They have a nutty taste like this too. They’re so good they’re practically addictive …”

      She trailed off, staring vaguely at nothing.

      “Sin?” I prompted.

      “Addictive.” She spun to face me, her eyes feverish and wild. “How did I not realize it? The tree—Tori, do you remember the tree? In the clearing? Where the shifters first attacked us?”

      “The …” I squinted, thinking back. “There was a wild almond tree?”

      “Yes!” She grabbed my arm. “Bitter almonds. They’re an alchemic ingredient! It’s rarely used in consumable potions because when it’s transmutated in certain ways, it becomes addictive.”

      I blinked.

      “Dangerously addictive,” she emphasized. “Enough to drive a person mad.”

      Understanding clicked, and I could hear it in my head—a thin bough crunching as the naked, delirious shifter tore his teeth through the bark. “Addictive enough to make someone chew on an almond tree branch to satiate their craving?”

      “Yes!” She paced two steps, then whirled back. “And the cherry trees by the lecture hall! Remember they were damaged like the wild almond tree? Cherry trees are in the same family.”

      “Addicted shifters damaged them to get an almond fix!” I nodded frenetically. “The shifter attacks on students all took place in the same area. I bet the shifters were drawn there by the cherry trees.”

      “And that sick shifter you saw—shaking, weak, disoriented, breathing fast, right? Cyanide poisoning. He must’ve been eating bitter almonds. Whoever altered the shifters used bitter almonds as an ingredient!” Her intensity faltered into confusion. “But why? I can’t think of any purpose they could serve in this kind of transmutation.”

      We frowned at each other. I remembered the naked shifter in the woods—his pained moans and desperate demands for “more.” Why add an unnecessary ingredient that caused such horrible side effects?

      “It’s addictive,” I whispered, stepping back in realization. “Sin, what if the alchemist added bitter almonds because they’re addictive?”

      “The alchemist wants the potion to be addictive? Why?”

      “For control. We assumed these mutated shifters came here to live in the woods—but what if they were created here? Some of them are really messed up, with strange wounds and stuff. That can’t be intentional.”

      She made a sound of understanding. “The alchemist must be experimenting, trying to perfect his transmutation, and he got the shifters addicted to control them while he experiments.”

      “But wouldn’t that mean,” I said slowly, “that if the shifters are here … the alchemist experimenting on them must be nearby too?”

      Sin’s face went white. “Oh. Oh no.” She jerked straight. “I need to ask Kelvin something.”

      “Huh? But Sin—”

      “I’ll be right back!” She took three steps, then whirled around. “Find the guys. I’ll get Kelvin. If I’m right—I might be wrong—but if I am—just get them!”

      She sprinted for the door, her dress flapping around her legs. I gawked after her, then looked around the room. The final guests had departed, as had most of the academy staff and guild members—heading home to spend Christmas with their families. The musicians had packed up. Two waiters were lingering by the buffet, waiting to begin cleanup.

      Aaron, Kai, and Ezra were all absent. Leaving my amaretto on the table—after our discussion of the poisonous and addictive properties of bitter almonds, I wasn’t so keen to drink it—I hastened out of the room, across the entry hall, and up the stairs to the third level.

      The double doors to Aaron’s suite were closed. I rapped my knuckles on the wood, waited a moment, then entered. Aaron wasn’t a big stickler for privacy. He wouldn’t mind.

      The room was too dark to see much, but the feeling of a large space was unmistakable. Past the shadow of a huge four-poster bed, I turned to the sitting area dimly illuminated by a large window. Aaron sat on the built-in bench nested into the window well, watching me.

      “This is your hiding spot?” I asked dryly. “Wouldn’t your parents think to check your room?”

      He leaned back against the window. He’d shed his jacket, removed his bow tie, and undone the top few buttons of his shirt. “They already checked in here. I hid in the closet like a five-year-old.”

      On another day, he would’ve delivered that line with a jaunty smirk, his eyes bright and laughing. Tonight, it came out bitter and exhausted, the words edged in anger.

      Skirt swishing around my legs, I sat beside him. Sin’s epiphany could wait a minute.

      Aaron gazed around the dark room, his restless stare reflecting his conflicted emotions. “I couldn’t take it anymore,” he admitted in a low voice. “I know I should’ve stayed to the end and talked to everyone who wanted to see me, but I just …”

      As he trailed off, I found his hand and twined our fingers together.

      “Is it just me?” he burst out. “Am I upset over nothing? Do all parents constantly push their kids to accomplish more?”

      My parents hadn’t, but my family situation had been far from ideal.

      “I think so, but not the way your parents do.” I hesitated, wondering whether I should say more. “These job and guild offers they keep pushing on you … they seem like things you’d like.”

      “They seem that way, don’t they?” He sat silently for a long minute, his jaw flexing. “You’ve been here long enough to notice it, haven’t you?”

      “Notice what?”

      “What these people are like. How shallow and elitist they are.” He turned pained blue eyes to me. “How shallow and elitist I become when I’m around them.”

      I squeezed his hand. “You aren’t—”

      “When I’m here, I have to check myself constantly. I never visit without Kai. He keeps me sane.” He raked his free hand through his hair. “All those guilds and jobs and opportunities—they’re all the same deal. Wealthy, privileged, special. I’d be surrounded by people just like the ones here.

      “Kai could join guilds like that and never change. He’s always done things his way. But me?” He shook his head. “They would turn me into the worst version of myself.”

      And Aaron wanted to be the best version of himself he could be.

      “My parents don’t understand,” he added miserably. “They have no idea why I chose a guild no one outside Vancouver has ever heard of. Every year I pass on all the offers they arrange for me, I disappoint them more.”

      As his shoulders bowed, I realized something. Back when I’d met him, he’d told me he’d chosen the Crow and Hammer to tick off his parents, like a petty teen rebellion he’d carried into his twenties.

      But his choices had never been about his parents. They’d been about himself. His guild, the bounty-hunting jobs he preferred, and even his “only dates girls his parents won’t like” reputation were all about discovering who he was—and who he wanted to be.

      Disappointing his parents wasn’t a source of pride. It hurt him. He wanted them to be proud of him, but all they saw was his “wasted potential.”

      “Your parents haven’t realized it yet,” I said, holding his hand tightly, “but eventually, they’ll see how much you’ve accomplished. Everything you’ve done and will ever do, you’ve earned by being smart and passionate and caring and principled.”

      He smiled weakly. “Thanks Tori, but I don’t think they’ll ever see me that way.”

      “Then they’re idiots.” I wished I could grab Tobias and Valerie and shake them until they got their stupid elitist eyeballs realigned. “You’re a better person, and a better mage, than any of the snooty jerks here. And you might not become the ‘voice for young mages everywhere’ at our guild, but you’re out there every day saving lives.”

      “I am?”

      I rolled my eyes. “Half or more of the jobs you do involve getting dangerous rogues off the streets. You told me way, way back that you chose the Crow and Hammer so you could catch bad guys.”

      His grin finally appeared. “I don’t remember that.”

      “You definitely did.” I bumped his shoulder with mine. “You’re the Crow and Hammer’s rock-star mage and someday, Darius will ask you to be the next guild master. When he does, you can decide for yourself if that’s what you want—not your parents or anyone else.”

      Emotion flashed across his face, then he pulled me against his side in a tight hug. I got my arms around his broad shoulders and squeezed. He didn’t need a famous guild or a prestigious job to be the finest mage the Sinclair academy had produced.

      His arms relaxed and we straightened on the seat. Leaning against the window, he stretched his legs out. “What time is it? I’ve completely lost track.”

      “Not sure.” I squinted out the window, trying to gauge how late it was. “The druidess should be here soon to set up Sin’s exorcism, plus Sin had an epiphany and ran off to find Kelvin.”

      “Ran off where? Kelvin is here—in the guest room at the end of the east wing. Mom said he wasn’t feeling well.”

      I was about to explain my and Sin’s realizations, but my attention caught on the grounds below. Apprehension tingled along my nerves. “Aaron? Do you see that?”

      He turned to peer through the glass. Three stories below, the lawn swept toward the dark lagoon, the surrounding trees bathed in the moon’s pale glow.

      A shape drifted into view. Moving on four legs, it slunk toward the manor.

      Behind it, a second low shape prowled out of the darkness. Two more appeared from the trees on the other side. Another darting silhouette trotted into sight. Some were monstrously large, while others were small and agile.

      Werewolves. Werewolves were emerging from the forest and circling the manor, their pale eyes glowing in the full moon’s silver light.
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      Aaron burst out of his room, shouting for his father, Kai, and Ezra. I followed him, but as he charged down the stairs, I wheeled into the east corridor.

      I raced to the door at the end and hammered it with my fist. “Kelvin? Sin?”

      No answer. I grabbed the handle and jiggled it. Locked. “Kelvin!”

      “Tori?” Kai jogged up to me, his suit jacket over one arm. “What’s going on? Why is Aaron shouting?”

      “Can you break this door open?” I demanded.

      His surprise only lasted a moment before he nodded. I jumped back as he sized up the door, then unleashed a powerful side kick. His heel slammed into the spot beside the handle. Wood splintered.

      I shoved the door open and ran inside. A suitcase sat open on the floor and the bedcovers were heaped over a large body. Light bloomed as Kai hit the switch.

      “Kelvin?” I asked sharply, striding to his bedside. “Are you …”

      My voice died. Kelvin lay on his back, his open eyes staring blankly at the bed’s frilly canopy.

      Kai swore. As he leaned over the man, checking for a pulse, I backed away, my stomach twisting. The alpha shifter had entered the castle last night on a mission. He’d been on the third floor. Had this been his assignment? To take out the master alchemist who’d been unraveling the mad alchemist’s work?

      “He’s alive,” Kai said tersely. “He’s been incapacitated, probably by a poison.”

      I jolted at the word “poison,” then remembered that in mythic lingo, any potion with harmful effects was called a poison. “Where is Sin? She was looking for Kelvin. She—”

      I froze. On the dresser beside the bed sat a vial of pink liquid. It was the same luridly-colored concoction Kelvin had given Sin yesterday. But Sin had told me she’d taken her last dose earlier tonight. Brian had given it to her.

      Brian …

      Brian, standing at the apothecary counter, warning me that the almonds in the large jar beside him were poisonous. Brian, offering me candies that tasted like nuts. Brian, a transmutation expert’s apprentice. Brian, a genius alchemist to rival his master—or so Sin had claimed.

      A transmutation apprentice, living and working at the edge of the academy grounds, with the knowledge, skill, and expertise to alter shifters with an addictive potion. Was he the one behind all this? Is that what Sin had realized, and why she’d run to find Kelvin?

      Since Kelvin had survived the poison this long, he could hang on a little longer. I grabbed the pink vial off the dresser, rushed past Kai, and sprinted down the hall with the skirt of my gown hiked up above my knees. I took the stairs two at a time, hurtled into the entrance hall—and came up short with a shocked scream.

      A pair of monstrous, mutant shifters spun to face me, their jowls dripping white foam on the carpet. Bulky muscles swelled over their humped shoulders, their split skin oozing reddish miasma.

      Kai ran into my back. His arm clamped around me, heaving me off the floor, and his other hand shot toward the ceiling. The air sizzled.

      Electricity erupted from every lightbulb and outlet in the entrance hall. Crackling white power leaped into his body, and I went rigid as the current flowed through me, all the hair on my body standing on end.

      The wolves leaped at us.

      Kai swept his arm down. A twisting bolt as thick as his wrist exploded from his hand and struck the two wolves in midair. They went rigid, every muscle locked, then crashed to the floor, twitching and smoking.

      As the flow of electricity ceased, darkness fell over us. Most of the lightbulbs had shattered, showering the floor with broken glass. A few flickering bulbs cast weak light over the scorched wainscoting.

      “Holy crap, Kai,” I gasped. “That was some Thor-level shit.”

      “Kai!” Aaron ran into the entrance hall. His parents and several staff members followed him, their faces white.

      Kai set my feet back on the floor. “Why are there werewolves in the manor?”

      “They’re circling the manor,” Aaron replied. “I don’t know how many are out there, but it won’t be long until more force their way in.”

      Kai nodded, calm and cool as always. “Who’s still here to help us fight the—”

      “No one,” Tobias cut in, stepping past Aaron into the center of the entrance hall. “They all left. I can call them back, but they’ll be at least fifteen minutes.”

      The mutant wolves would swarm the manor long before help arrived.

      “There are ten non-combat house staff here,” Tobias continued, his jaw tight, “plus a dozen students who are staying over Christmas break. There’s only one staff member on duty in the dorm. If the wolves attack there, they’ll be slaughtered.” He hesitated as though he were calculating how to safeguard everyone. “If we can get the students to the house—or go to the dorm—”

      Aaron unceremoniously pushed his father out of the way and spoke to Kai. “We’ll be too exposed outside. With so few fighters protecting so many, we need to focus on defense. The tower can only be accessed by one staircase.”

      “I’ll take the house staff up there,” Kai said. “I can hold off the shifters for a while.”

      Aaron turned to Valerie. “Mom, help Kai protect the tower.”

      She nodded, her face slack with surprise at Aaron’s sudden transformation to a decisive team leader.

      “You want to leave the two of them here—” Tobias began.

      “The tower is defensible.” Aaron spoke over his father, his blue eyes blazing and no hesitation in his voice. “Taking non-combats outside will get them killed. The only ones leaving this house are you and me. Only we can survive the wolves while we make a run for the dorms.” Aaron looked around. “Where’s Ezra?”

      “Here!”

      The call came from above us. Ezra swung over the second-floor railing, and a gust of wind blew us back a step as he broke his fall. He straightened, his arms loaded with gear. He tossed a sheathed sword to Aaron, then a pair of katanas to Kai. My gear belt was slung over his shoulder, along with a tangle of clothing, and he held his pole-arm in one hand.

      “Sorry,” he said. “Took me a minute to grab everything.”

      Aaron flashed him a terse smile as he unsheathed his sword. “Ezra, I want you and Tori to—”

      “I need to find Sin,” I interrupted. “Has anyone seen her?”

      “I saw her with Brian shortly before the werewolves attacked,” Valerie answered. “He was leading Sin outside. She seemed inebriated.”

      Shit. Sin had seemed tipsy to me too, and I was betting Brian had slipped her something to make her pliant.

      “I think Brian is the alchemist who mutated the shifters,” I blurted. “And he may have kidnapped Sin, but I don’t know why.”

      A moment of silence followed my wild proclamation.

      “Brian?” Aaron repeated incredulously. He processed that information. “In that case, Tori and Ezra, your priority is Sin and Brian. Find them as quickly as you can. Dad, where’s that druidess?”

      “She texted me an hour ago that she was running behind.”

      “Warn her what she’s about to walk into. You and Mom need to get your switches, then we’ll move.”

      Tobias jerked his chin in a nod, then he and Valerie rushed up the stairs. As Kai tied his pair of katana to his belt, Ezra pulled leather pants and a hoodie off his shoulder and tossed them to me. Oh thank god, I didn’t have to battle werewolves in an evening gown.

      I turned my back on the guys and yanked down my dress’s short zipper. Slipping the straps off, I let it fall to the floor and pulled the hoodie on. I hoped they weren’t watching, because no bra had worked with my dress and, well, I hadn’t wanted underwear lines either. My nude thong covered basically nothing.

      I shimmied into my leather pants, then Ezra handed me my fully loaded gear belt, alchemy bombs clinking against each other. I buckled it on and slipped Sin’s potion vial into a pouch as Valerie and Tobias raced back down the stairs—the former carrying two long daggers already sparking with fire, while the latter had a sword as large as Aaron’s.

      “Ready?” Aaron barked.

      Kai and Valerie took up positions on either side of the front door. Tobias strode into the vestibule, but Aaron looked back. His burning gaze swept over me, then to the aeromage.

      “Bring them back safely, Ezra.”

      “I will.”

      My heart clogged my throat. Aaron joined his father, then threw the door open.

      Snarls erupted. Dark, furred shapes hurled themselves at the entrance as the two pyromages leaped outside. Their bodies erupted into white-hot flames, and the snarls turned to agonized yowls as the door slammed shut. Valerie bolted it, then spoke a short Arcana incantation, invoking magical protections on the lock.

      “The staff are upstairs,” she told Kai.

      “Get them into the tower,” he ordered. “I’ll do a final sweep to make sure we didn’t miss anyone, then join you. As soon as you’re up there, call your guild in. We won’t survive the night without help.”

      She nodded and zipped back to the second level.

      “Be careful,” he told me and Ezra. “They’re at their strongest tonight, and we don’t know what Brian is capable of. If he has Sin …”

      “Then we’ll take care of him too,” I said fiercely.

      Kai’s dark eyes flicked to Ezra. “Do whatever you have to.”

      With Ezra’s nod, Kai sprinted toward the kitchen to check for any staff left behind.

      I turned to Ezra. Whatever had happened between us under the mistletoe no longer mattered. “I think Brian took Sin because he wants her for his experiments. He and Kelvin talked about how the mutation passed to the spirit before it infected her. Brian must want to see what will happen when she turns into a full-blown werewolf.”

      “Then we have to get to her before that. Where did he take her?”

      Anywhere. All Brian needed to do was keep Sin out of sight until the full moon, which meant he could’ve walked into the woods to hide her, but my instincts suggested otherwise.

      “To his evil laboratory,” I decided. “The apothecary where he has access to his supplies and conducts all his experiments.”

      “That’s outside the grounds.”

      I nodded as muted howls rang through the night. “And that means we’re going out there.”
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      As Ezra led me down the hall at a fast jog, glass shattered behind us. Thudding paws were followed by low, ferocious snarls. The werewolves were inside the manor.

      I shoved down my fear. The new arrivals were Kai and Valerie’s job. Ezra and I couldn’t stop.

      We darted across the narrow hall where, an hour ago, we had kissed under the mistletoe, then he stopped at the door that opened into the grounds. Passing me his pole-arm to hold, he shook out his heavy-duty bad-guy-smasher gloves. He tugged at the cuff of his dress shirt, then grabbed it and yanked down. The sleeve tore off at the shoulder seam. He ripped off his other sleeve and slid on the gloves—thick material that covered his arms up to his biceps, the elbows and knuckles reinforced with metal.

      He reclaimed his pole-arm. “There’s a path heading east. The garage is out of sight behind some trees. Run and don’t stop.” He reached for the small of his back and pulled a sleek pistol out of his belt. “This is your Christmas present from us. It’s already loaded with sleep potion.”

      Accepting it, I weighed it in my hand. It might be a paintball gun, but it was a solid, dangerous weapon.

      “It’s higher powered than regular ones,” Ezra said, confirming my suspicions. He passed me an extra clip. “Shoots faster and farther. You have seven shots per magazine. It’ll probably take two or three to down a werewolf.”

      I slipped the spare magazine into a pocket in my belt that was the perfect size for it. And the funny-shaped loop I’d always wondered about was probably a holster for the pistol. Something told me the guys had gotten my belt made with this gun in mind.

      “Ready?” Splitting his pole-arm into two matching blades, Ezra faced the door. “Let’s go.”

      Pistol in hand, I reached past him, unbolted the lock, and threw the door open.

      He shot out first and I followed, shutting the door behind me. He cut left down a paved path that wound toward a cluster of mature spruce trees. My sharp breath filled my ears, our footsteps the only sound.

      Then I heard it: the thud of paws, drumming against the ground in a rapid beat. The raspy huff of canine panting, drawing closer.

      I pumped my legs, but the wolves were far faster. They appeared out of the darkness in a deadly rush, closing in on all sides with the moonlight gleaming on their bared fangs.

      Ezra’s blades flashed and a band of wind hit the nearest wolves, throwing them back. “Keep running!”

      As I sprinted past him, a dark shadow leaped out of the trees ahead of me. I whipped my new gun up. The first pull of the trigger snapped loudly as it opened the CO2 canister that powered the weapon. A yellow paintball burst between the wolf’s eyes. I fired two more shots, then dove sideways as the shifter wheeled drunkenly past me and slumped onto its snout.

      Ezra jumped over it, racing for the building peeking through the trees, and I chased after him. He kicked the door, adding a blast of wind for extra force, and the door flew inward. Automatic lights blazed, illuminating six sleek cars that ranged from the luxury sedan Sin and I had ridden in to two low-riding, aggressively styled, fire-red expensive-mobiles.

      As I faced the doorway, my pistol aimed at the two wolf shadows prowling cautiously closer, Ezra grabbed a set of keys off the rack beside the door. The black sedan beeped and flashed its lights.

      “Tori!” He tossed me the keys and I caught them, surprised. “Get in.”

      I holstered my pistol and yanked open the driver’s door. As Ezra slid into the passenger seat, I started the engine. He prodded the garage button and the overhead door began sliding upward.

      A wolf rammed its head into my window.

      I screamed. The shifter withdrew from the cracked glass and set its feet to headbutt the window again. I slammed the gear selector into drive and hit the gas. The car shot forward under the still-opening door, and metal shrieked as it dragged across the vehicle’s roof.

      “Oops,” I gasped as I wrenched the wheel, spinning the car toward the manor. The east wing whipped past, then we blew under the carriage porch. The front door, which Valerie had bolted and sealed with magic, hung off one hinge. Multiple ground-floor windows were broken.

      I swallowed back my terror for Kai and Valerie. “I can’t believe I didn’t even suspect Brian. He seemed so—so harmless.”

      “None of us thought of him,” Ezra said tersely. “Kai was investigating Kelvin, but he didn’t even look at Brian. Take a right here.”

      I hit the brakes, took the corner so fast Ezra grabbed the handle above his window, then floored the gas pedal. The pavement flew toward the headlights and vanished under the car’s nose. It had taken almost half an hour to reach the apothecary earlier this week. I was going to do it in half that.

      “Investigating Kelvin?” I repeated in disbelief, resuming our conversation.

      “He’s a transmutation expert. When he was struggling to figure out the transmutation, Kai and Aaron wondered if he was pretending to be stumped.”

      “Or maybe Brian was sabotaging his master’s work to hide his tracks.”

      Ezra nodded.

      I glanced at the clock on the dash. 11:02. Sin’s exorcism was supposed to happen at midnight, meaning we had less than an hour to rescue Sin and get her to the druidess. This was going to be tight.

      The twisting road sped beneath us. Ezra directed me, familiar with the area from his many holiday visits to the academy. We scarcely spoke, our attention on the road—and our fears. Sin. Aaron and Tobias. Kai and Valerie. Every moment we were gone meant we couldn’t help Aaron and Kai fight. How long could they last against a pack of full-moon-empowered, mutated werewolves?

      When the apothecary’s small community appeared around a bend, I almost blasted right through it. I slammed the brakes, throwing Ezra into his seat belt. The vehicle slid to a stop, my door perfectly aligned with the apothecary’s storefront.

      Flashing Ezra a part proud, part apologetic, part terrified smile, I cut the engine and unbuckled my seatbelt. “Time to find Sin.”

      Silvery moonlight streaked down, the serene luminescence accentuating the eerie quiet. The apothecary was more like a converted house than a store, and we crept alongside the building and into the backyard without issue. Though the apothecary was dark and silent, a faint light glimmered through the trees across the long backyard.

      Ezra gestured toward it and I followed him across the grass. The soft glow leaking through thick spruce boughs brightened. We slipped into the trees and I winced as a twig snapped under my ballet flat. You’d think I could walk more quietly in these than my steel-toed hiking boots, but nope.

      Ezra stopped so suddenly I collided with his back.

      “Something moved up ahead,” he whispered.

      A moment of quiet.

      “Oh, so it’s you,” a gruff male voice called. “I was hoping you would come.”

      Ezra tensed, then started forward again, moving swiftly instead of quietly. Ahead, a much smaller lawn preceded a ranch-style home, its front window glowing brightly. A man with tangled black hair waited for us in front of the house, and my jaw clenched when I recognized him.

      He licked his lips as his gaze fixed on me. “And you brought the feisty girl too.”

      Busy scanning for more werewolves, I didn’t bother returning verbal fire. No others in sight, but that didn’t mean they weren’t nearby.

      Ezra pulled me hard against his side and I gasped in surprise. When he pressed his mouth against my ear, I had to give myself a mental “pay attention!” slap as my stomach did an entire circus’s worth of acrobatics.

      “I’ll take him head-on,” he breathed almost soundlessly so the werewolf’s supernatural hearing wouldn’t pick up his words. “Stay back. If you have a clear shot, take it, but only if you’re certain you won’t hit me.”

      I twitched my head in the tiniest nod. Keeping his pole-arm in baton mode, he strode onto the lawn. The wolfy creep walked forward to meet him, cracking his knuckles like a club bouncer.

      I slipped my brass knuckles out of my pocket and onto my left hand, then withdrew my Queen of Spades and pinched it between my lips. Finally, I unholstered my paintball pistol. Four shots left in this magazine, and I had to make them count. Who knew what else I might need to shoot later.

      Giving no warning, Ezra flung a howling gust into the werewolf, then launched forward.

      The werewolf barely stumbled from the wind attack. He caught Ezra’s pole-arm on the palm of his hand with a loud smack. Anyone else would’ve broken their arm trying to stop a strike from Ezra when he put real muscle into it, but the shifter’s hand barely dipped under the force.

      Ezra wrenched his pole-arm free, then tossed it away. It flew end over end and landed in the grass, well out of reach. My heart crammed into my throat. Ezra didn’t want to chance the shifter taking control of his weapon. He would rely on his steel-plated fists instead.

      As they circled each other, I crept out of the trees and circled them.

      The man sprang. Faster than before, he rammed into Ezra. Limbs blurred as they tangled, then air boomed—Ezra’s fist smashing into the shifter’s chest. The man flew backward but landed on his feet, gasping.

      “You hit hard.” The shifter grinned as he rubbed his sternum. “Harder than a mage should hit.”

      I kept moving. I needed to get in the werewolf’s blind spot.

      Ezra extended his hands out to either side, palms facing upward and fingers curling. The night air came to life. Swirling gusts leaped at his command, rushing around him, whipping leaves and dirt into a spiral.

      He and the shifter lunged. Wind burst outward as they crashed together. Ezra was damn near unstoppable in a one-on-one fight, but not against this opponent, his mutant strength boosted by the full moon. They grappled, fists thudding against flesh. Unleashing his demonic magic could turn the tables in an instant, but Ezra used Eterran’s power only as a last resort—and considering we were in a residential area where witnesses could appear at any moment, it might not be an option.

      I slid closer, watching carefully. I’d been ogling Aaron and Kai during sparring for weeks and I’d gotten an idea of the flow of combat. If I could time it right …

      Pulling the Queen of Spades from my teeth, I whispered, “Ori repercu …”

      Ezra smashed his steel knuckles into the werewolf’s head, blood spattering on impact. The shifter slammed into Ezra, knocking him backward into the ground.

      No, too soon. I waited a beat, then began again. “Ori repercu …”

      Ezra threw an arm up to shield his throat and the shifter sank his human teeth into the aeromage’s forearm, tearing through the fabric glove.

      Not yet, not yet. “Ori repercu—”

      With a jab of his fist, Ezra unleashed a maelstrom of wind to throw the man off. Yes, now!

      As the werewolf was lifted into the air, I thrust my card out. “—tio!”

      Ezra’s wind attack reversed direction and blasted the shifter forward. As he landed on his hands and knees, my pistol was already aimed, and I pulled the trigger.

      Pop pop pop.

      Three yellow balls hit him square in the ass, bursting on impact. Hell yes. I was a way better shot than I was a throw. I mean, I was only ten feet away, but still. Bullseye!

      “Yeah!” I yelled. “Take that, you—”

      The shifter shoved up, teeth bared furiously. In three leaping strides, he was on me.

      He hit me like a battering ram. I slammed down, pain ricocheting through my back. The pistol flew out of my hand. Baring his teeth, stained with Ezra’s blood, he lunged to bite me—and Ezra appeared, grabbing him by the hair before his teeth reached my skin.

      “Ori amplifico!” I shouted as I smashed my fist into the man’s nose.

      He was hurled backward in a spray of blood. So was Ezra. They hit the ground with a thump.

      “Sorry, Ezra!” I gasped, sitting up.

      Ezra rolled away as the shifter writhed in agony—then greenish light spilled out of him. His limbs contorted and fur sprouted all over his body. The monstrous wolf scrambled onto four paws, bloodied snout ridged as he snarled furiously.

      Ezra was on his feet, hands spread wide, wind swirling around him. Man against wolf. Shit.

      I bolted away from them. Aaron had needed his sword for the extra reach—and Ezra needed his pole-arm. As snarls filled the air, I rushed across the lawn, skimming the dark grass. Where was it? Where? Where—there!

      I snatched it out of the grass, turned, and hurled it.

      Ezra caught the spinning weapon out of the air an instant before the wolf slammed into him. He went down under the massive beast, vanishing beneath black fur and powerful canine muscles.

      A flash of silver blade.

      The wolf heaved backward, then collapsed, two matching hilts protruding from his chest. Ezra extracted himself from beneath the dying shifter, breathing hard.

      I rushed to his side as he wrenched his blades free. “Are you okay?”

      He nodded. “You?”

      “Fine.” I scanned him for injuries, then located my paintball pistol and Queen of Spades card in the grass. “Three shots wasn’t enough.”

      “Not on this one,” he agreed grimly. “Let’s keep moving.”

      He strode toward the house. Following, I ejected the near-empty clip from my pistol and loaded the next one. My Queen of Spades was back in its pouch, but the brass knuckles stayed on my hand. They could be useful even when the spell was recharging.

      We slipped around the back and paused. Light from the house’s two rear windows illuminated the treed backyard, and faint clattering came from inside. This was the right place.

      “Over there,” Ezra whispered, pointing not at the house, but at a toolshed nestled among spruce trees at the far end of the lawn. We sprinted for the cover of the foliage. He hesitated in front of the shed, then pulled on the handle. The door swung open, revealing a huge steel cage with bars as thick as my wrist.

      “Sin!” I gasped.

      She lay on the shiny metal floor, her teal hair splayed around her pale face, and didn’t stir at my call. I rushed to the bars and rattled the door. It was bolted shut with a heavy-duty lock.

      “Shit. Can you break that?”

      Ezra took his pole-arm in both hands and smashed the end into the lock with an ear-splitting clang. Three more times he rammed it, but the lock didn’t even bend.

      Lowering his weapon, he shook his head. “We need the key.”

      “What ya wanna bet Brian has it?” I growled.

      I hated leaving Sin behind, but until we could get the cage open, we had no choice. We exited the shed, raced across the lawn to the house, and positioned ourselves on either side of the back door.

      “I can sense him moving around,” Ezra murmured. “He’s to the left, about fifteen feet away.”

      I lifted my pistol. “I can hit him.”

      Ezra nodded and turned the door handle. It rotated easily, unlocked. “I’ll be right behind you. Be careful.”

      “I’ve got this.”

      He pushed on the door and it swung silently open. Paintball gun held in both hands, I stepped inside.

      Whatever this room had been before, it was now an alchemy lab. A long counter ran along one side, and shelving units occupied the other end, sticking out in the room instead of flush with the wall. A table in the middle, its surface permanently etched with circles, was laden with glass vessels, bottles, and bins of ingredients.

      Everything was a mess. Bottles had been knocked over, papers scattered across the floor, ingredients spilled on the counter. Urgent rustles and clatters came from between two freestanding shelves, and on the floor was an open duffle bag filled with alchemy paraphernalia. Either Brian knew he’d been found out or he wasn’t taking his chances. He was running for it.

      The shelves blocked my view of him—and prevented me from getting a clear shot. I tiptoed into the room and Ezra followed a few steps behind.

      A quiet, angry mutter, then a hand appeared, throwing a grimoire into the duffle bag. Six feet away now. Half crouching, I crept two more steps, then leaped forward, swinging my gun into the gap between shelves.

      Orange mist burst through the air.

      I reeled back, gun wavering as I squinted through the haze. A scent filled my nose—sweet with a hint of almond.

      “Drop your gun, Tori.”

      I opened my hand. The pistol tumbled away from my fingers and hit the floor with a clang.

      Wait, what? Why the hell had I done that?

      Panic shot through me, but before I could stoop to grab my gun again, Brian stepped out of the colored fog, a weird-looking rifle in his hand, the butt against his shoulder and the long barrel pointed at my chest.

      “Don’t move,” Brian warned sharply. “Either of you.”

      Three steps away, Ezra held his position. The mist dispersed, the sweet, nutty scent fading—but the damage was done. I’d dropped my gun at his command and now I was unarmed.

      Brian’s right eye twitched nervously, his blond hair tangled and his white dress shirt stained. “Don’t make me shoot. My shifter serum won’t do nice things to a human body.”

      Ah, his rifle looked funny because it was a dart gun. Somehow, I wasn’t all that comforted by the knowledge that I might die from a lethal injection rather than a lethal bullet.

      Brian adjusted his aim, pointing the barrel at my throat. Twitchy fear radiated off him, and that made him dangerous. A scared man was unpredictable.

      “What’s your plan, exactly?” I asked in a conversational tone, ignoring my building panic. “Shoot me? Ezra will snap your neck by the time you pull the trigger, so … maybe not a great plan.”

      Brian stepped out from between the shelves, keeping his gun on me. As he sidled around the table, putting it between him and Ezra, the aeromage inched closer again, now almost directly behind me.

      A low snarl rumbled into the room. A hulking gray wolf prowled through the open door, its milky eyes fixed on me. Two more wolves crowded into the threshold behind the first, their teeth bared and drool dripping from their fangs.

      Well, that answered my question about Brian’s plan.

      My heart raced, speeding faster and faster as though it could outrun this nightmare. Ezra and I, cornered in a room, with three super-werewolves and a psycho alchemist. Not good.

      “My friends are very loyal,” Brian said, tense but triumphant. “And on the full moon, they’re all but invincible.”

      Yeah, I’d noticed that.

      The alchemist’s gaze snapped from me to Ezra and back. “I’ll never get to show Compton what I’ve achieved, but I’ve already surpassed his greatest accomplishments. I’ve created a transmutation that can transcend the flesh and alter a spirit.”

      “Congratulations,” I muttered, my mind spinning through my options. Except I had no options.

      Brian’s chest rose as he took a deep breath and held it. His expression hardened. Muscles tensed. Pupils dilated. Physiological warnings, Kai and Aaron had taught me. The subtle signs of an enemy about to strike.

      I knew what was coming, but I was too slow to react.

      Brian pulled the trigger—and Ezra’s arms snapped around me, one across my throat and the other my chest, shielding my most vulnerable spots. We pitched toward the floor and slammed hard on our sides.

      I lurched out of his arms, my panicked gaze sweeping across him, terrified of what I’d see.

      The dart full of serum, its fuzzy yellow top like a beacon, stuck out of Ezra’s forearm—the one he’d used to shield my neck. He plucked the metal syringe out, but the damage was done.

      The serum was in his bloodstream.
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      I lunged away from Ezra, my hand outstretched. Hitting the floor in an awkward dive, I seized the cold metal grip of my gun and swung it toward Brian.

      The gray wolf landed above me, a paw planted on either side of my head and its teeth snapping in my face. I froze, the barrel pressed to the wolf’s chest—but one shot wouldn’t take it down, and that was all I could manage before it ripped out my throat.

      A few yards away, Ezra had lurched to his feet, his hand pressed to his chest. His pole-arm slipped out of his other hand and clattered to the floor.

      “Ezra!” I choked, trapped beneath the snarling wolf.

      Brian walked around the table, his feet appearing in my line of sight. “How does it feel? I’ve been wondering what effect my serum would have on a mage instead of a shifter.”

      Ezra listed sideways and his shoulder hit a shelf. He panted harshly, his face ghostly pale.

      “Looks like it’s poisoning you.” Brian’s dress shoes shifted, his nervous energy leaking out. “There was a slight chance it might have the same empowering effect as it has on the shifters, but … at least your skin isn’t splitting from rapidly engorged muscles. That side effect took me a while to figure out.”

      The wolf’s hot breath washed over my face and its foaming drool dripped on my neck. It licked its chops hungrily.

      Ezra’s panting breaths rasped in the silence. He dragged his arm up and pressed his hand over his left eye.

      Icy cold swept through the room. Crimson light sparked over his fingers, then blazed up his left arm in veins of red light that shone through his gloves.

      “What?” Brian gasped.

      Ezra pulled his hand off his face, revealing the deep scarlet glow that filled his left eye.

      Brian lurched away. “Kill him! Quickly!”

      The two wolves in the entrance charged Ezra, their fangs exposed. Red light flared over his arm as he thrust his open palm at the shifters. Power erupted—then exploded in a violent burst.

      The wolves flew backward, the table flipped, and shelves tore away from the bolts that held them to the floor. The wolf on top of me ducked its head as the concussion blasted over us.

      Shielded from the worst of it, I pistoned my fist into the wolf’s furred chest. “Ori amplifico!”

      My magically amplified blow propelled the wolf off me. It crashed into the overturned table, tumbled off, and landed beside its packmates—who were already clambering up. “All but invincible” hadn’t been an exaggeration.

      As I shoved off the floor, facing the wolves on trembling legs, an arm clamped around my shoulders. Ezra pulled me into his chest as suffocating cold and darkness plunged over the room. He didn’t bother with a demonic spell. He just flung his arm out and unleashed a band of seething crimson power.

      The blast hurled the wolves into the walls. Blood misted the air. As they crashed to the floor, yelping in pain, the door banged open. Hauling his duffle bag over his shoulder, Brian bolted outside. The wolves fled after him, their tails vanishing through the door.

      Holy crap. Gasping for air now that we weren’t in immediate danger of annihilation, I turned my head to thank Ezra for saving my lame ass.

      He grinned malevolently as power snaked over his arms, one still locked around my shoulders, holding me against him. Matching crimson eyes glowed like molten lava.

      Not Ezra. Eterran.

      “Hello again, Tori,” he crooned.

      “You!” My relief collapsed under a fresh wave of panic. I shoved away from him but his arm tightened, his strength unmovable. “You broke your promise!”

      “I keep my promises.” His eyes glowed more brightly. “The serum has affected my power and Ezra can’t control it. Even I am having difficulty.”

      Red light flared over his arms. He stretched his free hand out and flexed his fingers. Writhing veins crawled up to his shoulder.

      “Interesting,” he remarked.

      This was so bad. Eterran had control of Ezra, the demon’s magic was acting up, Brian was escaping, and Sin was locked in a cage with her last chance at exorcism about to expire.

      “Let me go,” I said, straining against his hold. “I have to stop Brian.”

      I wasn’t expecting him to release me and almost fell on my face when he did. Stumbling, I whirled toward him. He met my suspicious stare, then strode past me, his arms and shoulders veined in rippling power.

      “Wait,” I gasped. “What are you doing?”

      Clutching my paintball pistol, I rushed after him. He strolled through the door and onto the lawn.

      The full moon illuminated the three wolves arranged in front of the toolshed. Brian walked out, Sin’s unconscious body slung over his shoulder. He moved easily, unburdened by her weight. Yeah, someone had been dosing himself with strength-enhancing serums.

      Eterran gave our four adversaries a sweeping glance, then raised his hands. Intricate circles coalesced around his outstretched fingers, but power crackled wildly over the spells and the runes that had appeared in their centers fizzled and melted like wax exposed to flames.

      The demon observed his misbehaving magic, then flicked his fingers. The circles dissolved. Power blazed over his arms as he brought his hands together, palms facing outward. He snapped his hands apart.

      Raw magic roared outward and exploded across Brian, his wolves, and the toolshed. Trees quaked and toppled in a cacophony of snapping branches. The earth trembled.

      “What are you doing?” I screeched, my heart in my throat. “You’ll kill Sin!”

      Opening and closing his fists as power raged across his limbs, Eterran glanced at me, his expression easy to read: Do you think I care?

      “If you want that amulet, you’ll deal with the wolves only,” I snapped. “I’ll handle Brian.”

      His leering smile made me shudder. “As you please, payilas.”

      Casual and confident, he ambled toward the wolves as they staggered onto their oversized paws, stunned and unsteady from the demon’s last attack. Leaving him to it, I ran toward the shed’s remains. Brian, groaning, sat up among splinters of wood. Sin lay beside him, still unconscious. I couldn’t tell if she was injured, but she was in one piece—which was more than I could say for the toolshed or mature trees Eterran had blasted into kindling.

      I whipped my pistol up. Pop pop pop.

      My first shot missed but the second two burst across Brian’s white dress shirt. Yellow stains splashed across his chest. He gasped in pain … but didn’t collapse into an immediate slumber.

      “A sleep potion?” he sneered. “I’m an alchemist. The first thing I did tonight was take a universal antidote.”

      Shit, really? Snarling, I fired again. Three more shots exploded against him and though he cringed from the impacts, he didn’t even wobble. What was the point of this gun? My track record for knocking out enemies was really stinking low so far.

      Jamming the gun in its holster, I clenched my fist around my brass knuckles. Plan B.

      Brian whipped a potion vial at my face. I dodged and it hit the tree behind me, shattering. Blue smoke roiled away from the melting bark.

      In the yard, crimson power exploded. Brian’s eyes darted toward the detonation, triumph lighting his face.

      “I had no idea,” he breathed. “No idea the power my serum could give a regular mythic. It’s wasted on shifters.”

      Huh? It took me a moment to understand—then I threw my head back in a harsh laugh. He thought his silly little serum had given Ezra all that power? Yeah right! That was pure demon magic, not an alchemic transmutation.

      Rigid at my laughter, Brian pushed onto his knees, his open duffle bag in front of him. “You’re just like Compton, laughing at my work with no idea what I can do. I spent months inventing that serum. It uses ingredients you can’t fathom, so rare you don’t even know they exist. Once I reveal it, I’ll be a hundred times more famous than him!”

      “Infamous maybe,” I retorted.

      His eyes bulged. Grabbing a vial from his bag, he ripped the cork out and dumped the liquid down his throat, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed.

      “You think you’re tough?” he hissed. “Now I’m stronger and faster than you.”

      He jumped forward, and before I could understand how swiftly he was moving, he’d buried his fist in my stomach.

      I hit the ground on my back, diaphragm paralyzed with agony. The second the muscles unlocked, I flipped onto my stomach and vomited up what felt like my entire stomach and most of my internal organs.

      A foot slammed into my ribs, lifting me off the ground. I crashed onto my side, unable to breathe and in worse pain than before. Rolling sideways, I ripped an alchemy bomb off my hip and flung it. It shattered and released an expanding white fog. Brian disappeared, along with the house, the dark trees, and the wolf-demon battle on the lawn.

      Ignoring the agony that threatened to buckle my limbs, I scrambled up. Brian had potion-enhanced strength and speed but no combat training. His kick had been powerful but shitty—just like how I used to kick.

      A shape appeared in the fog and I flung out my fist. “Ori amplifico!”

      My knuckles hit an unknown part of Brian’s body and he flew backward, howling in pain. As he jumped up with extreme speed, I swung my brass knuckles again. They crunched against his throat. I’d been aiming for his face, but whatever.

      He lurched, hacking for air. I swung again, but he evaded my fist—and tripped on his heel.

      Wait. Sin had told me about speed-enhancing potions. They made your body faster but not your reflexes, rendering you critically clumsy.

      I dashed away. He hurtled after me, but I ducked sideways and he flew past, unable to stop himself. As he whirled, I swung at his face again. He dodged, too fast for me, and his super-powered fist hit my sternum.

      The ground and I met in another painful impact. Vaguely, I heard rapid-fire explosions nearby. Either Eterran was having trouble defeating the three wolves, or he was toying with them.

      With no time to lie around in agony, I rolled up, scarcely evading another kick, and ducked behind a tree. Brian stumbled over a root. I bolted toward the most trip-happy terrain around: the shattered toolshed. Brian chased me, stumbling just often enough for me to stay ahead.

      I dove as his fist swung past, grazing my updo. I landed on my stomach and shoved my hand into his duffle bag. Yanking out a random vial of black sludge, I flung it at him.

      “No!” he yelled, snatching it out of the air. “Don’t—”

      I grabbed another two bottles and threw them. He caught one but the second shattered on the ground.

      “Stop it!” he roared.

      Snatching up three round bottles, I lobbed them at the tree beside him. They smashed against the trunk, releasing clouds of colorful steam. The colors mixed. The mist began to bubble.

      The cloud exploded. The blast knocked me flat, while Brian hit a tree and slid down with a breathless grunt. Pain throbbed through my limbs and despite my brain screaming at my body to move, I could only lie there and groan.

      Brian dragged his head up, glaring at me as blood trickled from his mouth. The explosion had done more damage to him than me, and he didn’t seem keen to leap to his feet either.

      “I,” he panted, “am the best transmutation alchemist of my generation. Everything was perfect until Sin got bitten. If not for her, I would’ve finished my experiments without anyone noticing.”

      Slumped on my back, I returned his glare. “You’re a psycho, not a prodigy, and soon everyone will know it.”

      Desperation twisted his face and his wild eyes darted around. “I didn’t have a choice, don’t you get it? Do you know what it takes to compete with the greatest alchemists? I had to do something radical. This job was perfect—perfect—but—”

      This job? It hadn’t been a personal project?

      “But the shifters—too many—getting out of control,” he babbled, almost pleading with me to understand. “I never meant for them to hurt anyone. Then the academy started investigating, and Compton got involved, and he was bound to realize I was the alchemist behind it, and—”

      He gasped in a frantic breath, then hoisted himself to his feet. Before I could get my abused body moving, his fingers closed around my throat. He shoved me to the ground. With his other hand, he dug into his duffle bag. Vials spilled across the leaf litter and a steel box bounced off a rock with a loud clank, its lid popping open.

      He raised a metal syringe. “I’ll be fine. I’ve perfected the ultimate transmutation serum—and with it, no one can stop me.”

      I gargled against his squeezing hand, trying to warn him. He jammed the needle into his outstretched arm and injected the serum.

      “I’ll be as powerful as Ezra now is,” he bragged, a crazed light in his eyes. “I don’t even need Sin anymore as proof that my serum can alter a … a fae … spirit …”

      His hand on my throat weakened. He tipped over, out of his crouch, and landed on his butt. Blinking rapidly, he held up his hands and stared as though he couldn’t comprehend why they were trembling.

      “This—this is normal,” he panted, breath coming faster and faster. “It’s transforming my body into—”

      “It’s poisoning you, you idiot!” I sat up, ignoring my pain. “Is there an antidote?”

      “No, no, I’m being transmutated into a—I’m being—” He ran out of air, his limbs shaking. “I—”

      His face went white and he doubled over, vomiting. I lurched back.

      “I’ll be … powerful …” he gasped between heaves, braced on his hands. “I’ll be … the best …”

      “Brian, you need an antidote!”

      He retched again, then lifted his white face, breath whistling through his lungs. Terror spread across his features. “There is … no … antidote.”

      A shudder ran through him, then he pitched forward, limbs convulsing. Saliva foamed out of his mouth as he seized in the vomit-splattered leaves, throat clenching in spasms but no air entering his lungs.

      I couldn’t do a damn thing as his convulsions reached a violent pitch, then weakened. When they finally stopped, his blank eyes stared at nothing, his cheek pressed to the earth, hands curled into claws from his final seizure.

      “Sh-sh-shit,” I stammered weakly, unable to tear my eyes away.

      “What a foolish genius.”

      My head snapped around. Ezra—no, Eterran, his eyes glowing in the darkness, stood a few yards away. The writhing magic on his arms had calmed to a soft glow across his fingers.

      I scanned him for injuries—none except for the bite on his forearm—and prepared to push my weak, trembling, aching body up. My wrist nudged the box that had spilled from Brian’s bag and a small piece of paper slid out.

      Picking it up, I tilted it toward the light from the house. I could just make out crisp, hard-edged handwriting.

      
        
        Brian,

        Please find enclosed your final stock. I hope to receive a completed sample by the end of the month.

        Yours most sincerely,

        - X.

        

      

      I flipped the steel lid open. A foam insert fit snugly inside the box, and five thin, shallow dents suggested narrow vials or test tubes had been safely nestled in the foam for transport.

      What had Brian said? Ingredients you can’t fathom, so rare you don’t even know they exist. Had this box contained one of those ingredients? Provided to Brian by whoever was working with him on this “job”?

      In the distance, a howl pierced the night. I jolted back to the present, remembering that even though we’d vanquished Brian and his final wolfy sergeants, the clock was still ticking. Sin’s deadline was almost here.

      Tossing the paper, I staggered around the demolished shed to where Sin lay unconscious. I checked her for injuries—she seemed okay—then turned to the watching demon.

      “Carry her to the car.”

      Eterran’s eyes narrowed at my command.

      “Do you want my help or not?” I threatened.

      His mouth curved up; he found me amusing. He glided to Sin, scooped her easily off the ground, and walked out of the trees. I followed him, hands clenching at his leisurely pace. What time was it? How much longer did Sin have to be exorcised?

      Ezra’s pole-arm was somewhere near the house, but I’d recover it later; we’d have to come back to clean up Brian’s mess anyway. Assuming Ezra/Eterran and I weren’t the only survivors of the shifter rampage at the Sinclair manor.

      When we reached the car, I rushed ahead to open the back door so Eterran could lay Sin across the seat. Eyes on the demon, I retreated several steps. My hand slid to my hip and my fingers closed around cool metal.

      Eterran backed out of the car, pivoted toward me—and froze at the paintball pistol aimed at his chest.

      But I’d already pulled the trigger.

      My final shot burst across his chest and bare upper arm in a spray of yellow potion. Furious red light flared through his eyes as his face went slack. He might be a scary demon, but Ezra’s body was—mostly—human, and a single shot was enough. He slumped against the car, then slid down the glossy black panel.

      I waited, watching the top of his head, but he didn’t move. Exhaling shakily, I holstered my gun.

      Then I looked from the unconscious demon mage to the car. Back to the demon mage. Back to the car.

      Aw crap.

      It took five minutes of heaving, straining, and pulling muscles to drag Ezra’s dead weight onto the floor of the back seat. Breathing heavily, I tucked his legs up, shut the door, and rushed around to the driver’s side.

      “Why,” I panted to myself, “didn’t I shoot him after he got in the car?”

      Slamming my door shut, I grabbed the keys and started the engine. The dashboard lit up, the clock glowing.

      11:59.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Tires screeched on the pavement as the car blasted around the final corner. The Sinclair manor was a dark shadow under the moon’s glowing face.

      The clock on the dash read 12:16. But it wasn’t too late. It couldn’t be too late.

      I hit the brakes and squealed around the curve in the driveway—and almost rear-ended an SUV parked half on the lawn. I narrowly missed its bumper and slid to a stop under the carriage porch.

      The manor’s front door hung open, the interior black. A dozen vehicles that hadn’t been there before were parked haphazardly around the driveway and lawn, but nothing moved. Where was everyone? What was I supposed to do now? Panic constricting my throat, I looked in the rearview mirror. Sin lay across the seat, out cold, and Ezra lay across the floor.

      The car jolted as something hit it, then my door flew open and hands flashed toward me. I gasped in a breath to scream.

      “Tori!”

      The hands grabbed my shoulders and Aaron’s white face came into focus. He stank of smoke and burnt blood, his face smudged with soot. Sharpie’s hilt stuck up behind his shoulder.

      The back door opened and Kai leaned over my two passengers. “What happened to Ezra? Is he—”

      “He’s fine,” I gasped. “I’m fine, we’re both fine, but Sin—”

      Aaron released me and shouted at the top of his lungs, “Dad! Over here!”

      I jammed the buckle of my seatbelt and it gave way. As I heaved myself out of the car, Tobias sprinted up to us. Aaron wrenched the other door open and the two pyromages pulled Sin out. Tobias slung her limp form over his shoulder, then ran up the steps into the manor.

      “What—” I began.

      “Josephine has the exorcism ritual set up. She’s waiting.” Aaron rushed around the car and helped Kai drag Ezra out. They lifted him over Kai’s shoulder, and the electramage tottered unsteadily as Aaron stepped back.

      “Suck it up,” Aaron said pitilessly.

      “I’ve got him,” Kai grunted. “But I’m a bit exhausted, in case you haven’t noticed.”

      Aaron pushed me into motion and Kai followed with heavy steps. He wasn’t the only exhausted one; my strength was flagging too. In a big way.

      “What happened?” I panted as we cut across the entrance hall. “Did you—”

      “You’re back!” Valerie swept out of the living room, her black hair falling out of its elegant twist. Her beautiful silver gown had been hacked off at the knees. “Is Ezra okay? Bring him in here, Kai. A healer just arrived.”

      As Kai heaved Ezra’s dead weight into the living room, Valerie hovering at his side, I called, “It’s just a sleeping potion.”

      The moment Kai reappeared, Aaron grabbed my arm and hauled me into the drawing room, still decorated for the Christmas party—except the tables had been smashed and the garlands torn off the walls. A dead werewolf lay in the debris.

      “It was all going to hell,” Aaron said as he shoved through the terrace door, and I realized he was belatedly answering my question. “Dad and I made it into the dorm, but the wolves were right behind us. We kept them off the students, but we were being overwhelmed.”

      “They burned half the building down,” Kai added from behind us. “Valerie and I were holding out better, but not by much. The wolves wouldn’t quit—or die.”

      “Just when it was getting real ugly, Josephine arrived.” Aaron shook his head. “Druids, I tell you. They’re insane.”

      “Insane how?” I asked sharply, so busy watching him I missed the last step.

      He caught my elbow and steadied me. “Let’s just say she and her familiar know their way around feral shifters.”

      We reached the top of the sunken garden, where the druidess had first tried to exorcise Sin three nights ago. The circle was waiting, and Tobias had laid Sin in front of the fire. Josephine, wearing jeans and a leather jacket, stood ready.

      Gathered in the garden, positioned well back from the circle, were another twenty mythics, all carrying weapons. Some were smudged with soot like Aaron and his father.

      “Guild members,” Aaron said before I could ask. “Mom called for help. They arrived while you were gone.”

      We stopped twenty paces from the exorcism site, where Josephine had just begun her chant. The air shimmered and her familiar appeared at the opposite end of the circle. His pale lilac hair swirled around him, silver magic sparking over his fingers.

      “Will it work?” I whispered. “It’s past midnight.”

      “She said the ritual won’t have as much power, but as long as Sin drank the potion Compton made her—”

      “But she didn’t!” I plucked the third pink vial from my belt. A crack ran down the side, but thankfully it wasn’t leaking. “Brian gave her a fake version. She hasn’t had her third dose!”

      Aaron paled.

      I launched forward. Josephine’s voice rose, ancient words filling the quiet night. Her familiar turned as I skidded to a stop at the circle’s edge, waving the vial.

      “Sin hasn’t taken her final dose!” I told him frantically.

      A green glow rippled over Sin’s body and reddish wisps oozed out. Josephine didn’t falter, her voice rich with power.

      Niavv studied me, then plucked the vial from my hand. He uncorked it, sniffed its contents, and wrinkled his nose in displeasure.

      The greenish haze around Sin deepened, the shuddering aura forming a wolf’s head and upper body. Niavv lifted the vial, then upended it. I sucked in a horrified breath, but instead of pouring onto the ground, the potion floated in a weightless blob above Niavv’s palm. He tossed the vial away.

      Josephine lifted the bucket at her feet. “Luna, lunae carmen, tuam ad lucem tuos voca liberos!”

      She dumped water on the fire in the circle’s center. The flames snuffed out in a roil of smoke, and the wolf spirit lurched above Sin’s chest. Sin’s unconscious body twitched and spasmed.

      Silver light spiraled around Niavv’s fingers and he swept his hands through the floating potion. The liquid coated his magic, turning it vibrant pink, and he cast the glowing threads at the spirit. They hooked into the phantom wolf.

      The fae familiar heaved. The phantom wolf reared up, forelegs appearing in the twisting light. As the spirit strained toward Sin, Niavv slid a few inches across the grass. The moon’s white face mocked us.

      Bracing himself, Niavv wrenched on his magical threads. Jaws open in a silent howl, the wolf spirit tore free from Sin. Her spasms died as she went still.

      I stumbled backward as the fae familiar reeled the struggling wolf spirit in like a fish on a hook. He dragged it out of the circle, then plunged his slender fingers into the wolf’s transparent chest. Silver light flashed. The wolf’s aura paled, the green tinge leaching away, then its phantom body broke apart. The pale wisps drifted skyward as though drawn toward the glowing moon.

      I stumbled into the circle. Josephine was kneeling over Sin, checking her vitals. The druidess looked up, a relieved smile on her lips.

      “She’s okay. She needs a healer, but she’s alive and the wolf spirit is gone.”

      My knees went weak, and I abruptly sat down. “Thank goodness.”

      At Josephine’s wave, Aaron picked Sin up. He hurried toward the manor and, presumably, a healer. Not sure my exhausted, pain-filled body could stand again, I decided to sit there for a minute.

      Flowing, silk-like fabric appeared beside me. I looked up and found pupilless opal eyes watching me. Niavv’s beautiful, androgynous face held no expression, but he gave me a slow, deliberate nod. I nodded back. What else was I supposed to do?

      Apparently, that was an acceptable response, because he shimmered out of sight. Okay then.

      Kai crouched beside me and wrapped an arm around my waist. “Come on, Tori. You’re looking rough.”

      I intended to protest, but as he gently pulled me up, a thousand aches and pains hit me. Grimacing, I had to admit he was probably right.

      Aaron met us halfway back to the terrace. He fell into step on my other side, so close his charred sleeve brushed my arm. The Sinclair guild members had moved off—scouting for stray wolves, putting out fires, cleaning up, whatever.

      “A healer is treating Sin,” Aaron told me as I winced my way up the steps to the terrace. “You’re her next patient.”

      “Sounds good,” I sighed tiredly. “How’s Ezra?”

      “Bruised, plus one bite, but he came up negative for any infection.”

      Likely because Eterran would never allow a lowly wolf spirit to butt in on his host body.

      “The healer decided it was best to let him sleep the potion off.” Aaron held the door to the drawing room open for me. “What happened out there?”

      “Well, there was Brian and there were wolves and there was a lot of punching and falling down and a couple of explosions …”

      “How did Ezra get shot?”

      I winced, then sighed. “Um, well … that was my fault.”

      “You shot him?”

      I flinched again. If I told them I’d shot Ezra deliberately, I’d have to tell them why. How would they react to the news that Eterran had not only taken control of Ezra, but that the demon had been reasonably willing to fight alongside me?

      The truth about Eterran hung on the tip of my tongue, but I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t reveal anything—not yet. I still had a month to investigate on my own before Eterran’s promise to behave expired.

      “It was right near the end,” I lied. “I missed a shot and hit him.”

      The two mages exchanged a long look, probably debating the wisdom of giving me a potion gun.

      I let them silently debate my weapons competency, my guilt-ridden apprehension dampened by exhaustion and pain. The problem of Eterran had grown more urgent, but Sin was safe. Aaron and Kai were safe. Aaron’s parents and the academy students were safe.

      I’d worry about Eterran later.
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      “Tori!” Sin exclaimed. “Seriously?”

      I laughed at her scandalized expression. She held up the lingerie set she’d pulled from a candy-cane-patterned gift bag, bits of lace and strappy things hanging off it.

      “What?” I asked innocently. “It’s your signature color. How could I not get it for you?”

      “What do I need lingerie for?” She plucked at a silk ribbon. “I don’t have a boyfriend.”

      Perched on the bed beside her, I shrugged. “Who knows when that might change? Besides, you don’t need a boyfriend for sexy clothes.” I waved at the gift bag. “Open the rest of it!”

      “There’s more?” Warily, she dug her hand into the tissue paper and withdrew a small bundle: three pens in different colors, wrapped in a piece of paper and tied with a ribbon. “What’s this?”

      “Special pens for writing in your grimoire,” I informed her proudly. “They have non-smudging, waterproof ink, and that paper wrapped around them is the alchemic recipe for making more.”

      “What? No way!” She slid the ribbon off and unfolded the recipe. “Wow, thanks Tori!”

      “I got Katherine’s help. She has recipes for more colors if you want them.”

      Grinning, she gave me a tight hug, then hopped up and pulled her grimoire out of her suitcase. As she tucked the recipe between the pages, I noticed a bit of gold sticking out of the back cover.

      I pointed. “What’s that?”

      “Nothing!” she blurted, then realized her blush was giving her away. “It’s a card from Kelvin Compton.”

      The super-genius alchemist had made a full recovery by Saturday morning. From what I’d seen, being poisoned by his own apprentice had inflicted no harm on his ego either.

      “What kind of card?” I asked curiously.

      “A Christmas card … and a get-well card.” Her blush deepened. “He also, um …”

      “Oh my god!” I gasped. “He asked you out, didn’t he? That old pervert!”

      “What? No, no.” She gazed at her grimoire. “He invited me to apply for an apprenticeship with him.”

      I leaned back in surprise, a squirmy feeling in my stomach. “That was fast.”

      “He’s not interviewing new candidates until spring, but he wanted me to think about it.”

      Oh, okay. That wasn’t quite so bad. At least he wasn’t trying to replace his deceased apprentice mere days after his tragic death.

      “And are you going to think about it?” I asked.

      She didn’t look at me and instead poked the gold card back into her grimoire. “Maybe. I don’t know. It’s a great opportunity, but I’m not sure I could live anywhere near here after … everything.”

      Setting her grimoire on the nightstand, she sank down onto the mattress beside me. The girl was so determined to be positive that I couldn’t get a read on how much the events of the past week had affected her, but I was guessing she’d be having wolf-related nightmares for a while.

      I slung my arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Give it time and see how you feel in a few months. You don’t need to decide anything now.”

      “Yeah.” She shook off her apprehension and beamed happily. “I can’t wait for dinner. Lily and Anna are freaking out over how fancy it’ll be.”

      Sin’s parents and older sister had arrived last night to join the two youngest Bakers. Earlier this morning, their family, the Sinclairs, Kai, Ezra, and I had gathered in the smoking room—the living room had been trashed in Friday night’s battle—to exchange gifts.

      It’d been a movie-worthy holiday event. Christmas music had played softly from a stereo in the corner, and a breakfast buffet of croissants and fruit had been laid out on the coffee table. We’d had mugs of cocoa with whipped cream to sip on, and a Christmas tree—salvaged from another room—had flashed its lights as sunlight streamed through the windows.

      “Have you given the guys their presents yet?” Sin asked, interrupting my reminiscence.

      Nerves flitted through my belly. “They’re next.”

      “I get why you wanted to give me my gift in private”—she shot an amused look at the lingerie—“but why didn’t you give them their gifts this morning?”

      “Just because.” I twitched my shoulders. “I should do that before they wander off in search of turkey.”

      As I stood, Sin gave me an encouraging slap on the butt. “Don’t look so panicky. Whatever you got them, they’ll love it.”

      I could only hope.

      Slipping out of her room, I got five steps down the hall before the three mages in question surrounded me. Aaron blocked my path, hands on his hips, while Kai and Ezra flanked me.

      “Thought you could sneak off without giving us our presents, did you?” he asked in a villainous growl.

      I rolled my eyes. “I wasn’t sneaking anywhere. I was just going to get your gifts.”

      “A likely story.”

      “Haven’t you opened enough presents?”

      His grin flashed. His parents had given him several exquisite suits and dress shirts—preparing him for future guild interviews, no doubt. My gift from Tobias and Valerie was way better: three bottles of fine liquor. I’d already packed them snugly in my suitcase so I wouldn’t forget them, which would be a complete and utter crime against alcohol everywhere.

      Squeezing between Aaron and Kai, I waved them to follow me. “All right. Gift time.”

      They shadowed me into my bedroom. Butterflies tumbled in my gut as I opened the otherwise empty bottom drawer of my dresser and withdrew three rectangular gifts wrapped in holly-patterned paper with green bows.

      Gulping, I checked the labels, then passed a gift to each mage.

      Aaron’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline as he weighed the present in his hand. “You got us all the same thing? Isn’t that a bit lazy?”

      I folded my arms, fighting back nerves. “Shut up and open them.”

      Snickering, he tore into the paper. On either side of him, Kai and Ezra did the same. Three matching photo albums with leather covers emerged from the torn paper, and the guys peered down at their gifts like they had no idea what to do with them.

      My confidence shriveled.

      They flipped their albums open. Aaron’s eyes widened and Ezra’s soft intake of breath cut through me, reinforcing my doubts. Maybe this had been a dumb idea.

      Photos of us filled each album. I loved capturing moments with a quick snap of my phone camera, and on every outing—when we weren’t fighting for our lives—I took at least one picture. Usually multiples. The albums contained page after page of our grinning faces, spanning the seven months we’d known each other.

      “They aren’t exactly the same,” I mumbled. “Some of the photos are, but others I chose depending on—”

      Album in one hand, Aaron swept me into his arms. I wheezed as he crushed the air from my lungs, then Kai was pulling me away to squash me in his own hug. Lastly, Ezra wrapped me in a warm, gentle embrace, and I silently sniffed back the happy tears threatening to leak down my cheeks.

      “This is the best gift I’ve ever gotten,” Aaron declared, flipping pages. “Ha! I’d forgotten about this photo—look at your face, Ezra.”

      He tilted his album toward the aeromage, who chuckled. “I remember. We were toasting after the Yaletown vampire job and I knocked my drink off the bar.” He canted his head. “What’s that one?”

      I peered upside-down at a shot of Kai scowling darkly while Aaron laughed. “Oh, we were out for lunch and two girls started crying when Kai wouldn’t let them sit with him.”

      Aaron snorted. “Oh yeah! And right after you took the picture, they tried to—”

      “Yes, yes,” Kai interrupted, seizing Aaron’s shoulder and steering him to the bedroom door. “It was very funny for the rest of you. You should put your album somewhere safe and get ready for dinner.”

      “But I want to—”

      Kai shoved him through the door, then looked back to meet my amused gaze, his dark eyes sparking with humor. “Thank you for the present, Tori.”

      I giggled as he herded Aaron down the hall.

      “It’s a wonderful gift,” Ezra murmured. “Thank you.”

      My heart did a skip, hop, and tumble as I realized we were alone for the first time since Friday. Since the mistletoe. Since our deadly battle against Brian and his wolves.

      I’d lied to Aaron and Kai about Eterran’s role in that fight without considering that Ezra’s story might contradict mine, but when he’d woken from the sleeping potion, he couldn’t remember anything past our struggle with the alpha shifter.

      And so I’d had no choice but to lie to him too. My secret pact with Eterran hung over me, a hard pit of guilt and anxiety lodged in my stomach.

      Pushing those worries aside, I smiled nervously at Ezra. “I have one more for your album.”

      He watched as I opened my bedside drawer. Pulling out a brown envelope, I offered it to him. With a curious smile, he opened the flap and slid out a glossy photo.

      Our faces filled the image, my lips bright red from Sin’s fancy lipstick and his hair combed back, a gray tie snug around the white collar of his dress shirt. I was reaching for the phone he held, my lips forming the word “wait” as I tried to adjust the camera angle. He, however, wasn’t looking at the camera. His face was turned toward mine, a grin stretching his lips, his mismatched eyes bright with silent laughter as he snapped the picture before I was ready.

      Though it wasn’t anything close to my most flattering photo, it was my new favorite shot of him. Not just because of his smile and laughing eyes, but because of the way he was looking at me, his arm around me, holding me close as I reached for the camera, oblivious to his gaze.

      He stared at the picture for a long moment, then grinned. “I told you it was a perfect photo. I love it.”

      My heart added a delighted leap to its acrobatics. He opened his album, turned to the last page, and slipped the new photo under the protective plastic.

      “Ezra …” I began.

      He glanced at me, wariness in his eyes. He’d picked up on my tension.

      “Ezra, can we …” Deep breath. I could do this. “Can we, um … talk about …”

      The kiss. Could we talk about the kiss? The one where he’d crushed his mouth to mine like he needed me to breathe? The one that had rocked my world right out of orbit?

      I was shit at this kind of thing. Discussing emotions always made me choke and run away. But this … I needed to talk about this. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. I needed to know what it meant.

      “We should get ready for dinner,” he murmured, his gaze sliding away from mine.

      My nerve almost broke but I held my ground. “Why can’t we talk about it?”

      “Do we need to? It was just a kiss under a mistletoe.”

      Well, at least we were on the same page about what we needed to discuss.

      I swallowed hard against his dismissive words. “I thought it was more than that.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      I clenched my hands. “Don’t screw around with me. Don’t pretend that was nothing to you.”

      He stayed quiet, avoiding my eyes. I’d seen this behavior from him before—an inner withdrawal, a deliberate and stubborn avoidance of a topic—and I didn’t like that I was seeing it now. I would have to push him for answers.

      I swung my bedroom door shut, then strode to him. He stepped back, his legs bumping the bed.

      I stopped almost on his toes. “Talk to me, Ezra.”

      He lifted his gaze to mine, his mouth curving into a faint, rueful smile. “You’re stubborn.”

      His words were a reminder of the last time we’d done this—me cornering him in the bathroom at their house. Where I’d told him I didn’t care that he was a demon mage. Where he’d caressed my face, then hugged me with a desperation I would never forget.

      “Extremely stubborn,” I agreed. “And I’m not leaving until you talk to me.” I lifted my chin. “Or you can kiss me again. Your choice.”

      His eyes flicked down to my mouth, then snapped back up. He swallowed, his throat moving, and for a second, I swore his hands twitched in my direction.

      Inhumanly quick, he slipped past me. I spun as he crossed the room and halted, facing the closed door, his hand pressed against the wood and shoulders bowed.

      “I can’t do this, Tori.”

      My muscles locked up. The hoarse emotion in those quiet, simple words—he wasn’t just talking about a kiss.

      “There are things you don’t know about me.” He spoke to the door as though unable—or afraid—to speak to my face. “When Aaron and Kai told you what I am, they didn’t tell you the worst part.”

      The floor under my feet suddenly felt unstable. “What didn’t they tell me?”

      He was silent, the seconds stretching past, then he exhaled sharply. “You already know a demon mage has to fight his demon for control, but that’s not the end of it. Whether the human gets weaker over time or the demon grows stronger … whichever it is, the demon always wins in the end.”

      I couldn’t breathe right. Why was there no air in this room? “What do you mean?”

      “The average lifespan of a demon mage is eight years. The record is ten.”

      My hands, fisted at my sides, trembled. “I don’t understand.”

      His shoulders moved with a silent breath. “I’m going to lose my mind to my demon. It happens to every demon mage. Always.”

      Eterran’s voice whispered in my head. Ezra knows his body and soul are destined to be mine.

      “But—but your control is so good.” A whimper of denial wormed into my voice. “You’re better than those other mages. You …”

      “My hold over my demon and his magic started weakening about four years in, and it’s been slipping ever since.” A long pause. “Do you understand? I’m losing. It’s already begun, and I’ll only get more dangerous as my demon gets stronger.”

      My voice scraped in my throat. “Ezra …”

      He turned around, putting his back against the door. Dark despair, deep and hopeless and heartbreaking, dimmed his eyes. “I’m sorry I kissed you. It was stupid and selfish of me. I just—”

      He broke off, shaking his head.

      My mind was reeling, my chest tight and burning. I blinked rapidly as I absorbed this bombshell that explained so many of the brief comments and hidden reactions from Aaron and Kai.

      “What can I do, Ezra?” I asked hoarsely, stumbling toward him. “How can I help?”

      I stretched my arm out, my fingertips brushing his chest. He caught my fingers, his warm hand gripping tight. His other hand rose, thumb brushing across my cheek—wiping away an escaped tear.

      “Just be my friend,” he whispered, “for as long as you can.”

      My vision wavered as I lost the battle against my tears. His face blurred, and I choked on a sob.

      The door handle clicked and a breeze hit my skin. I wiped my hand over my face, clearing my eyes, but he was already gone, the door hanging open, the hallway empty.

      I stood alone, trembling, terrified. My gaze fell on his photo album, forgotten on my bed. Seven months of photos, of laughter and silliness and the best moments of my life. Unbeknownst to me, had our happiness been ticking away, an unseen and silent timer counting down to an inevitable end? How long did Ezra have until his demon destroyed him completely?

      My lungs heaved as I fought back another sob. I strode into the hall. The door to Kai’s guest suite was open and his voice drifted out, followed by Aaron’s laugh.

      The two mages looked up as I stormed in, their amusement dying at the sight of my tear-streaked face.

      Kai stepped toward me. “Tori—”

      “How long has Ezra been a demon mage?” I fired the question like a bullet, fierce and fiery.

      He cast a surprised glance at Aaron, then refocused on me. “Nine years.”

      The average lifespan of a demon mage was eight years. The record was ten.

      “Actually,” Aaron said in a quiet voice, “nine and a half.”

      Nine and a half years. That meant Ezra had been barely fourteen when he became a demon mage. And now, at only twenty-three, his time was almost up.

      My breath wheezed out. Aaron stepped close and Kai was right there on my other side, the two mages positioned like bodyguards, as though they could shield me from the truth. They’d tried to. They hadn’t revealed this final, soul-crushing detail to spare me.

      Kai touched my shoulder. “Did Ezra tell you?”

      “That he’s going to lose his mind to his demon, and it’ll probably happen soon?” I asked with a harsh, bitter laugh. “Yeah, he did.”

      Aaron grimaced. “The hell kind of timing is that? It’s Christmas.”

      “I forced him into it.” I looked between them. “What’s the plan?”

      “What plan?”

      “To save Ezra!” I grabbed Aaron’s sleeve and shook it angrily. “How are we going to get that demon out of his body before it destroys him?”

      Kai wrapped his arms around me from behind, pulling me into his chest. As he rested his cheek against the top of my head, my panic almost broke free. Kai wasn’t normally touchy feely—and the fact that he was now terrified me.

      “It’s a lifelong, soul-binding contract,” he whispered. “It can never be undone.”

      “But what if—”

      “There is no ‘what if.’ Do you think we didn’t try? Aaron and I researched Demonica and demon mages for three years straight after we found out what Ezra is. We looked into everything.”

      Everything … except the demonic amulet they didn’t know I had.

      Just as Eterran had promised, Ezra was doomed. I might’ve hoped he could survive past ten years, but based on recent evidence and Ezra’s own warning, Eterran was well on his way to taking full control. That meant the amulet was no longer a last resort. It was Ezra’s sole chance at survival.

      Eterran had said it himself: You are giving him his only chance.

      I leaned back into Kai and closed my eyes. They didn’t know it yet, but we were going to save Ezra. We would use the amulet to separate him and Eterran—somehow. I had four weeks to find out all I could about the amulet and come up with a plan.

      And then I would tell Aaron and Kai everything.
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      From the rooftop of MPD headquarters, I could see most of downtown Vancouver. Low-hanging clouds shrouded the city in a wet mist, obscuring the tops of the tallest skyscrapers. I had my hood pulled up from under my black denim jacket, but it didn’t help much. It was a cold, gloomy day.

      Well, the weather was gloomy.

      I was freaking hyped.

      “Finally,” I declared. “I can check this off my bucket list.”

      Huddled in the roof access doorway, Lienna raised an eyebrow. “Your bucket list includes investigating a murder on a farm?”

      “Not that part.” Of course not. Who got excited about murder? Well, maybe Hannibal Lecter, but the only bright spot for me was the interruption in my normal duties. A homicide investigation sounded significantly safer than our usual—hunting serial killers, identifying terrorists, tracking unbound demons, tagging rogue assassins, and fining guilds for bureaucratic infractions.

      Strangely, that last one often seemed the most perilous.

      Playing Murder She Wrote in cottage territory was a bit outside our scope, but if the boss needed us there, we’d put on our detective hats and be there. Speaking of which, I needed a proper Sherlock Holmes deerstalker.

      “The helicopter,” I added matter-of-factly. “I’ve wanted to ride in a helicopter since I was a wee lad binging A-Team reruns in my foster parents’ basement. Every action movie ever has an awesome chopper scene. Apocalypse Now, Die Hard 2, The Matrix, James Bond movies across the board, The Dark Knight, Black Hawk Down, Rambo III … I could go on.”

      Lienna tucked a lock of black hair behind her ear. “Doesn’t the helicopter crash or blow up in most of those?”

      “Yeah, but the good guy always survives.”

      “And you’re the good guy?”

      “We’re MPD agents. Aren’t we always the good guys?”

      Lienna scoffed. “Depends on who you talk to.”

      Ah, well, I couldn’t argue there.  Lienna was on the Clark Kent end of the morality spectrum, but when it came to the rest of my fellow agents, I wasn’t all that convinced.

      The MPD, an acronym for something Latin and confusing that I’d never bothered to memorize but more realistically stood for “Magic Police Department,” kept the world’s mythics under control. The job involved an uncomfortable number of people trying to kill us … or maybe that was just a reflection of my limited personal experience.

      If it was weird that I doubted the integrity of my “esteemed” colleagues, well, they didn’t like me either. Not that they didn’t have their reasons.

      “What else is on your bucket list?” Lienna asked.

      “For cool methods of transportation? Let’s see. A dragon boat, a tank, a snowmobile, a zeppelin, a double-decker bus, a cruise ship—”

      “We were on a ship last month.”

      “That was a cargo ship—and we almost died on it.” I gave her a dubious look. “Are you really comparing that industrial monstrosity to a luxury cruise liner with buffets, gift shops, and Elvis impersonators?”

      A black dot appeared on the horizon, growing steadily larger as it flew toward us. Lienna stepped out of the doorway and we waited—me fidgeting impatiently—beside the landing pad that spanned the east end of the rooftop. A low whump-whump-whump reached my ears and my heart rate spiked.

      “What about a rocket?” Lienna asked. “Or a space shuttle?”

      “Huh?”

      “For your bucket list. No outer space vehicles?”

      “Hell no. Have you seen Gravity? Or Alien? Or 2001? Nothing good happens in outer space.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      I got that a lot—the classic Lienna eye roll—and I loved it. You’d think it was an expression of annoyance, but I saw it more as a sign of affection. And Lienna was extraordinarily affectionate.

      The unmarked black helicopter plunged downward. It slowed to hover above the landing pad, then settled onto the rooftop. Cold gusts from its thunderous rotors whipped Lienna’s long hair all over the place like a maniacal hair dryer. My hood blew off, but since I kept my hair short—I liked to think it gave me that Jake Gyllenhaal appeal—it mostly stayed put.

      “Get to the choppa!” I yelled to Lienna in my best Arnold Schwarzenegger impression.

      That earned me another eye roll. See? Super affectionate.

      Bending at our waists, we ran toward the whirlybird. The large door swung open and the copilot hopped out, waving us over. Lienna climbed inside. Grinning broadly, I jumped in after her. Three jump seats were lined up side by side, and I was surprised to see that a weirdly small man, about forty years old with a perfectly bald head and round, dark-rimmed glasses, already occupied the furthest one.

      It was Dr. Bunsen Honeydew! Except, you know, a human and not a Muppet.

      Recovering from my surprise, I dropped into the seat beside Lienna and fumbled for my harness. The copilot shut the door and handed us each a bulky headset. As I squashed it on my head, the chopper lifted into the air, vibrating with the power of the rotors. The surrounding rooftops shrank away as we shot skyward, and my stomach flipped.

      “This is awesome,” I squeaked quietly to myself.

      Feminine laughter sounded in my ears, buzzing with distortion. My startled gaze flicked to Lienna.

      She tapped her headset. “We can hear you.”

      Aw, crap. I looked past her to the distinctly unimpressed Honeydew, then cleared my throat and asked in my deepest, most masculine voice, “Do you know where we’re headed?”

      “A farm,” he replied curtly, his voice equally distorted by the mic.

      Gee, thanks, Mr. Informative. “Did someone murder a horse?”

      Lienna tensed so abruptly she elbowed me in the side. “God, I hope not.”

      I shifted over a few inches, wincing. Note to self: horses were no joking matter for Lienna Shen.

      “I have a second question,” I said, turning the conversation away from the glue factory. “Who the hell are you?”

      Dr. Honeydew forced a smile and reached across Lienna to offer me his hand. “Shane Davila.”

      “Did you say de Vil? Like Cruella?” I asked, shaking his hand as I pictured him in a floor-length fur coat. It worked in a vaguely Liberace way.

      “Davila,” he repeated, with extra emphasis on the last syllable. “And you are?”

      “Kit. Agent Kit Morris.”

      That wasn’t me trying to pull off a “Bond, James Bond” thing. I still wasn’t used to introducing myself with a job title—especially that job title.

      “You’re an agent?” Shane squinted through his glasses, studying me then Lienna. “Both of you?”

      I got that Lienna and I didn’t have that “stick up the ass” agent vibe, but we had just boarded an MPD-issue helicopter, which had picked us up from an MPD precinct for a secret MPD mission. We didn’t look that unagenty, did we? I even maintained some stubble on my twenty-two-year-old face to offset my big baby blue eyes and general youthfulness. It must not be giving me the badass agent mien I was aiming for.

      If possible, Lienna was even more unexpected than I was. Bracelets, necklaces, earrings, hair beads, and more decked her out from head to toe, and she carried a satchel full of everything she couldn’t attach to her body. (Side note: She was also gorgeous. Way too gorgeous to be a stuffy MPD agent. And no, that wasn’t just my she’s-my-amazing-and-attractive-partner bias talking.)

      She coolly offered her hand to Shane. “Agent Lienna Shen.”

      Surprise washed over his face. Lienna, at the ripe old age of twenty-two, was already a minor legend in the mythic community. Be impressed, non-famous Muppet man.

      “Your work on the Scarlet Killer case last year was very impressive,” she added. “My entire precinct followed along.”

      Uh, what?

      Shane nodded modestly. “It was a difficult one. I knew I had the right rogue, but I wasn’t sure we could make the tag. We almost lost him in the final hour. Di-mythics are tricky.”

      “I think your only case that got more international attention was TelepathyGate. People talked about that one for months.”

      Okay … maybe he wasn’t non-famous after all. Did that mean I was the only nobody in this helicopter? Who was the pilot? The Pope?

      I tapped Lienna on the leg and scrunched my eyebrows meaningfully. Someone please fill in the commoner on how starstruck he should be.

      “Shane’s a bounty hunter,” she revealed. “Well known, particularly among MPD employees.”

      I looked from her to Shane and back, checking for signs of a prank in the making.

      A bounty hunter. This guy? This tiny, leather-gloved Muppet with Harry Potter glasses and male pattern baldness? That defied everything I knew about bounty hunting and the tough-as-nails mythics who engaged in it. Almost without fail, they were gritty, vulgar, muscle-bound dickbags with bad attitudes and a penchant for breaking rules.

      “What’s your class?” I blurted.

      He stiffened, but I was too curious to care about decorum.

      Lienna elbowed me in the side again. She, apparently, did care. Don’t tell me she was a bounty hunter groupie or something.

      “What brings you out here?” she asked extra politely. “Is this homicide related to your current bounty?”

      “Not precisely. I’m in town on a different matter, and Captain Blythe asked me to join the team to see if I could shed any light on this new case.”

      “What is this case?” I jumped in. “What’s so special about this homicide that the MPD is flying us millionaire-style to the crime scene?”

      Shane shrugged. “The captain didn’t provide any details.”

      “You’re going after a Vancouver bounty?” Lienna asked, leaning forward eagerly. I suppressed a scowl. “I didn’t think we had any rogues big enough to merit your interest.”

      The Muppet smiled mysteriously. “There are a few enticing options, but I have my eye on one in particular. What about you, Agent Shen? I believe you were stationed with the LA precinct before this?”

      “I transferred here to fill a staffing gap.”

      That was a neat way to sum up a long story that involved my dramatic arrest at LAX. I was selfishly relieved hadn’t shared that part.

      “The Vancouver precinct is lucky to have you,” Shane said. “Good abjuration sorcerers are few and far between.”

      My scowl deepened. Flattery now? If he tried to flirt with her, we’d all get to find out if bounty-hunting Muppet-men bounced.

      Not that he was wrong. Lienna’s specialty earned automatic mega-respect. If Arcana were science, alchemy would be chemistry and sorcery would be physics. Or something. I don’t know. I’ve never taken physics. But you get the idea. Lienna was an Apollo-space-genius level of smart, and she could do a whole lot more than calculate how to light a fire under a man’s ass in the correct way to launch him into outer space.

      Shane mentioned an LA agent he’d met a couple of years ago, and as they chatted about people I didn’t know, I looked out the water-streaked window. Snow-blanketed mountains swept by beneath us, wispy white clouds hanging around the peaks like cotton fluff, and a fresh wave of “hell yeah, this is so cool” lightened my gut.

      I watched the fog-draped, toy-sized scenery pass until the pilot’s voice crackled through our headsets.

      “Two minutes till arrival.”

      Leaning into the window, I craned my neck to see where we were headed. The helicopter began a casual descent, dipping between rolling peaks. Snowy forests clung to rocky slopes all around us. Compared to the urban bustle of the city, it was ruggedly beautiful and welcomingly serene.

      That all changed the moment the helicopter flew over a ridge, revealing a hidden valley. Without a doubt, this was our destination, and it wasn’t just a murder scene.

      It was a goddamn apocalypse.
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      I stepped out of the helicopter, and my shoes crunched against the grass. Or what was left of it. The ground was scorched and crispy, and a whirlwind of ash and dust billowed around us as the helicopter lifted off again. I wished I was still inside it, flying right back home. This place wasn’t giving me any “cozy mountain retreat” feels.

      Winter lay over the surrounding peaks, and beyond the valley, towering trees bowed under the weight of snow on their branches. But here, there was no snow. Only destruction.

      Grass was far from the only victim. The trees had been reduced to skeletons, with bare, stubby branches, and the meadow was black. Charred posts, in neat rows, marked the former fence lines, and fire had consumed most of the buildings. I didn’t look too closely at the sad humps scattered across the field. A couple hundred yards down the hill were the remains of a large house, a single plume of gray smoke rising from one corner. Holes marred its walls and one side had crumpled inward, as though a giant had stepped on it. A gigantic giant.

      I was starting to understand why the captain had called for backup on this one.

      Shane wasted no time in marching toward the scorched house. Lienna cast a long, somber glance at me, then followed. I trailed after them through the desolation. As we drew nearer, I spotted four people gathered out front, talking. One of them peeled away and trudged up to meet us.

      Captain Blythe was a sharp-eyed woman in her mid-forties, with blond hair that hung down to her chin and an aura that screamed, “Bullshit not welcome here.” Possibly the scariest lady I’d ever met, and she was the head honcho of our precinct and a powerful telekinetic.

      “Agent Morris, Agent Shen, Mr. Davila,” she greeted in rapid succession. “Come with me. The body is this way.”

      Blythe, as you might have gathered, was not one for small talk. Or first names.

      “Late last night,” she began as she led us to the house, “local law enforcement received multiple reports of a forest fire in the area. As you would expect, a fire in early January was cause for surprise. Emergency responders were dispatched to this property, which they found engulfed in flames, although the fire hadn’t spread beyond the property’s borders.”

      “That must have raised suspicions,” Shane remarked.

      “It did,” Blythe confirmed. “By the time these reports reached us, the fire was out. We took over the scene as quickly as possible.”

      We joined the waiting team. I recognized Nick, our precinct’s coroner, from past dead-body experiences. He was an older man who looked more or less like Santa Claus, minus the red outfit, but including the beard, belly, and dimples. His name wasn’t actually Nick, but until he corrected me, I’d keep calling him jolly ol’ Saint Nicholas.

      The other two were strangers: a tall, stick-thin dude with a camera, and a young, gothic woman with dark hair, black eyeliner, and more than a few facial piercings. She held a funky set of potions in test tubes and shiny tweezers. Did I want to know the purpose of the tweezers?

      I was so busy analyzing the team that I didn’t immediately notice the object of their attention—a blackened and distorted shape at the base of the porch steps. A heavy weight settled in my gut. That was a body. A very, very, very dead human body.

      “Who is that?” I asked. “I mean, who was that?”

      “We don’t have an ID yet,” Blythe answered brusquely. “Could be the owner of the property or an intruder.”

      Lienna stepped closer to the body and knelt to get eye level with it. Not that there were eyes to get level with.

      “Do we know anything about the victim?” she asked.

      Nick consulted his clipboard. “Female. Mid-twenties. Average build. I’ll know more once we get her back to the city.”

      Lienna wiped a finger through the soot near the remains, then skimmed the wreckage of the house. The fire’s residue wasn’t the normal shade of gray you’d see in your backyard firepit. It was all dark, deep, unforgiving obsidian.

      “Black magic,” she murmured.

      “It appears that way. Agent Goulding”—Blythe indicated the goth woman—“is our forensic alchemist, and she’s confirmed that there are signs of black magic present all over the property. Mr. Davila, what are your thoughts?”

      The famous bounty hunter, hovering two long steps behind me, cleared his throat. “The location of the body suggests she was either entering or leaving the house. The level of destruction …”

      He trailed off. Wow, insightful.

      “While we finish here, spread out and search the property,” Blythe ordered me and Lienna. “I want every inch of this valley examined. I’ll call you when I’m ready for you.”

      Lienna nodded purposefully, stepped around the body, and ventured into the crumbling house. I watched her vanish, then headed in the opposite direction. I needed fresh air before I gave the house a go.

      Yeah, maybe other agents would call me a wuss, but I hadn’t been at this long enough to shrug off the charred remains of a young woman.

      I wandered across the blackened grass, taking in my surroundings. The mountainous terrain, with its forested slopes and snow-capped peaks, provided a pleasant vista, if you could ignore the line of absolute desolation that cut through the trees and earth. At least the weather was nice—for early January.

      After a few minutes ambling in random circles, I approached the ruins of another building—a barn, by the looks of it. Like the house, the framework remained intact but the rest was a mess. The door, twisted and split, lay askew at the entrance, forcing me to climb over it. The ashy crap that coated everything was inescapable, and I was grateful I’d worn mostly black today.

      The barn’s interior was dark and I struggled to differentiate between soot and shadows. Once my eyes adjusted, the horror of the place came into focus. My gorge rose. I didn’t like seeing dead humans, but something about dead animals ripped at the heart—even more so when they’d been trapped inside a burning building with no hope of escape.

      I turned away. How dark did your soul have to be to commit this sort of atrocity?

      “Kit? You in there?”

      Shit! I rushed toward the entrance but not fast enough. Lienna poked her head around the broken door, searching for me. With no time to warn her, and knowing her reaction to the equine bodies would be stronger than mine, I did the only thing I could:

      I made them disappear.

      Spotting me, Lienna scaled the mangled barn door with remarkable grace. She hastened to my side and peered cautiously into the nearest charred stall. “Anything in here?”

      “Doesn’t look like it,” I answered.

      She sighed with relief. “The animals must’ve escaped. Well, that’s one good thing, I guess.”

      “Totally. Any luck inside the house?”

      “I only took a glance around before I realized you hadn’t come in with me.”

      Had she come to check on me? Aw. “Figured I’d start out here. Where did the Muppet go?”

      “Who?”

      “Shane,” I clarified. “Do you think he has a tall, skinny sidekick back at his lab who speaks exclusively in meeps?”

      “He’s more of a lone wolf, Kit.”

      “That was a Muppet joke.” Maybe I needed to switch up my material. Puppet-based humor could only be stretched so far.

      “I know.” Another eye roll. “I’m telling you that Shane Davila doesn’t have a sidekick. He doesn’t even belong to a guild.”

      “What? How’s that possible? Does Blythe know?”

      “He’s so good at what he does that the MPD head office awarded him special status, giving him more freedom to take on big cases.”

      “Like a mysterious countryside murder that reeks of dark magic?”

      “It would seem so.”

      Another voice echoed through the barn. “Agent Shen? Are you here?”

      Speak of the devil. Shane climbed over the door, somehow achieving even more awkwardness than I had. Seriously, this guy was a famous bounty hunter with MPD-awarded special status? I didn’t get it.

      Dusting his gloved hands off, he joined us. “Agent Shen, Captain Blythe would like your opinion on something.”

      I’d bet my measly MPD paycheck that she hadn’t asked that nicely.

      “On it,” Lienna replied quickly. And she was off, vaulting over the blocked exit with ease while we watched bemusedly. She disappeared outside, and the scorched barn seemed imperceptibly darker and colder without her presence.

      Shane observed the dimly lit interior. “Tragic,” he remarked. “Why kill the horses?”

      “I was wondering that myself.”

      He tugged off a glove and placed his bare hand on the nearest stall. Ash crumbled beneath his fingers. He hurriedly donned his glove again and peered at me through his dorky round glasses. “What do you think happened here, Agent Morris?”

      I almost replied with a flippant comeback about figuring it out himself, but the somber attentiveness in his question quashed my usual smartassery. Mouth thinning, I crossed the barn and scrambled over the door. Out in the chill wind, I let my gaze travel from the scorched fields to the crumpled house.

      With a clatter, Shane stumbled to my side and straightened his jacket. He looked at me expectantly.

      “You mentioned the level of destruction.” I waved a hand vaguely around the valley. “A dark arts practitioner squashing some poor, unprepared shmuck would’ve left one smoking crater and nothing more. What’s-her-face, the forensic alchemist, found signs of black magic all over the place. Does that mean this farm belongs to a black-magic user, and another one showed up for an apocalyptic showdown? Is this the result of a no-holds-barred battle?”

      “That’s what Blythe thinks,” Shane murmured, not quite hiding his surprise that I actually had a brain. “Am I wrong to think you aren’t sold on that theory?”

      My attention slid over to the house. “The woman died near the front porch …”

      “And?”

      “She was just … there, like she’d walked out the door to see what the ruckus was and got obliterated in an instant.” A shiver ran over me. “Where’s Lienna?”

      He gestured across the field, and I squinted. The rest of the team was gathered around a random patch of burnt ground. They looked busy.

      “I suspect you’re right,” Shane said unexpectedly. “I don’t think this was a dark arts showdown either.”

      With a fussy little nod, he strode away. Curious, I followed him. Bypassing the dirt path that would’ve led us to the others, he headed to the house. The body was now zipped up in a black bag for transport. Shane moved around it and entered the charred threshold.

      I hesitated, then stepped inside. The small vestibule faced a staircase to the second floor that looked moments away from collapsing. Shane removed a glove, placed his hand on the crumbling railing, paused thoughtfully, then turned away from the stairs. I trailed after him into the kitchen, recognizable by the fire-damaged appliances. He scrutinized the room, then cautiously touched the fridge.

      I waited again as he stood there, eyes glazed like he’d stubbed his toe and was desperately trying not to openly weep from the pain. Toe-stubbing was the worst.

      Weirded out, I crunched past the island to the far end of the kitchen. Judging by the heaps of burnt and broken glass lying against the wall, there had been shelves here. I opened the nearest cupboard and found mostly intact plates. Lots of plates. Enough to serve dinner to Willy Wonka’s entire Oompa Loompa workforce.

      “How many people lived here?” I muttered. “Or did this gal love entertaining?”

      “Many people.”

      I jumped at Shane’s sudden mutter.

      He pulled his hand off the fridge. “Many people lived here, but I’m getting a read on only three long-term occupants. Two men and a woman.”

      “You’re getting a what now?”

      He tugged his glove back on. “I’m a psychometric.”

      Cue the lightbulb above my head. “So you can read an object’s past by touching it?”

      I’d bet that came in handy (pardon the pun) in the world of forensics. You want to know who shot this gun last? Get a psychometric to rub their magical paws on it and they’ll tell you. What better dude to invite to a mysterious crime scene?

      “Is that why you wear the gloves?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I don’t need to know every mouth that’s drunk from my mug.”

      “What about every ass that’s sat on your toilet?”

      He frowned. “My powers only extend to my hands.”

      “You flush, don’t you?”

      His frown deepened.

      I shrugged. “What did you get from the fridge?”

      “Kitchens are the heart of a home,” he replied cryptically. “I need to read more of the house.”

      I followed him as he wandered through the wreckage. Some rooms were burnt beyond recognition, but we found two bedrooms with multiple bunk beds. Shane did his creepy touching thing while I moseyed around uselessly, my brain churning through the facts and a whole lot of nonsensical theorizing.

      Maybe if I had one of those Sherlock Holmes hats, I could deduce my way into an “Elementary, dear Watson” breakthrough.

      “So…” I prompted Shane as he pawed through a pile of thrift-store clothes that had escaped the fire by means of an indestructible tote. What name brand was that? Because I had about seventeen dollars in a savings account I was ready to invest. “Figured out anything?”

      He tossed aside a jean jacket. “Have you?”

      “Maybe. You first.”

      Shane sat back on his heels and looked up at me. “The woman who died outside lived here, but she didn’t own this property.”

      My eyebrows arched. “How’d you get that?”

      “Ownership leaves a different feel.” He threw a pair of sweats out of the tote. “What did you figure out?”

      “That this wasn’t a fight. Even a dark magic battle wouldn’t result in everything getting torched. Once your opponent is dead, it doesn’t make sense to burn the entire property to a crisp—unless that was the whole point.”

      “What are you saying?”

      “I’m saying this was a massacre. Someone was sending a message, but I have no idea what that message is.”

      Dr. Honeydew pushed his glasses up. “I have suspicions along the same lines. The man who left traces of ownership on everything here hasn’t been present in months.”

      That got my attention. Mr. Dark Arts Farmer had either ditched his homestead or chosen a really bad time for a vacation.

      “But the burning question,” Shane added, digging into the tote as he spoke, “isn’t who he is but who the other people are … and …”

      Eyes going out of focus, he lifted a pair of women’s runners out of the bin. My nose wrinkled. A disgusting black stain had ruined the shoes, but Shane was clutching them like they’d been autographed by Serena Williams.

      “… where they are now,” he finished distractedly.

      Still clutching the shoes. Weird. Super weird. I waited to see if he’d come back from mentally feeling up the runners, then shook my head and walked away. Shane didn’t even notice.

      Thoughts spinning, I picked my way back to the front porch. The plastic-wrapped body was gone, and I could see Nick and Photo-man in the distance where a single overgrown road joined the valley. A black van was parked at the edge of the trees. Clearly, not everyone was special enough for a chopper ride.

      I gazed at the spot where the woman had died. If I was right, she was the victim of a power play between the mysterious attacker and the equally mysterious owner of the property.

      Lienna, Blythe, and the goth alchemist—Agent Goulding—were still clustered in the same spot, and with a mental shrug, I headed toward them. As I drew closer, I spotted more torched fence posts and deduced that the ladies were parked in the middle of a former garden. Blythe stood off to one side, while Lienna and Goulding were crouched beside a hole in the ground.

      “Whatchya digging for?” I asked casually as I stepped between two stubby posts.

      “Stop!” Goulding pointed commandingly. “You can’t go that way.”

      I halted and looked down at the sooty earth and crispy stems of overcooked plants in front of my toes. “I might not look it, but I’m more than a match for dirt clods.”

      “I identified the remains as plants from the Apiaceae family. If you disturb the ashes, we’ll all get to enjoy vivid, violent hallucinations for the next hour.”

      I took a careful step back. “Sounds like this was a fun garden.”

      “For a practicing alchemist who specializes in poisons, maybe. Do us all a favor and don’t touch anything.”

      As I circled around to enter the garden behind Blythe, Goulding bent over the hole. Beside her, Lienna was reaching into the foot-deep pit, her lovely brown eyes scrunched with concentration.

      “What’s happening?” I whispered dramatically to the captain.

      She slashed me with the same look parents give their toddlers when they reappear after a two-minute absence covered head to toe in raspberry jam. “We uncovered a buried container. It’s sealed with magic. Agent Shen is nearly finished.”

      I filled in the rest of that sentence: Agent Shen was nearly finished employing her extra-special, extra-difficult anti-magic abjuration. No sealing spell stood a chance against her.

      Leaning closer for a better look into the hole, I spotted a dirty metal surface, upon which Lienna had drawn a double-ringed circle with runes on the inside. The shapes were complex, and she’d added several small objects around the border. Currently, she was chanting in a language I didn’t recognize.

      She concluded the chant with a bold exclamation of gobbledygook, then pushed to her feet.

      “Well?” Blythe demanded.

      “I don’t know how it was sealed,” Lienna replied. “It’s probably dark magic, so I’m using a combination of abjuration sorcery to erase the seal and something with more punch to take out the defensive portions, if there are any.”

      “Wait,” Agent Goulding cut in, dripping judgment. “So you don’t know if this will work? You’re just throwing everything at it and hoping something will stick?”

      “You’ve got a lot of attitude, Wednesday Addams,” I shot back at her, feeling more than a little protective of my partner. “Do you have a better plan?”

      “Proceed, Agent Shen,” Blythe said loudly.

      Lienna glanced around. “We should back up a bit.”

      Blythe and I were out of the garden in a blink; we’d both witnessed the shit Lienna could do. I’d seen her ignite steel, dismember monsters, reduce grown men to tears, and crush spirits—both metaphorically and literally. She’d once threatened to turn all my body hair into catnip and send me to an alternate dimension populated by giant, angry housecats. That might sound outside the realm of possibility, but with Lienna, I never chanced it.

      Once we were all clear, Lienna took a deep breath and uttered a final nonsensical phrase.

      The runes drawn into the circle glowed so brightly that it hurt to look at them. Even from ten paces away I could feel the heat. I shielded my eyes as the metal hissed and bubbled like a pot of water boiling over.

      When the light faded, I peeked into the hole. The case’s metal top had melted away, gone without a trace—which didn’t seem possible, but then again … magic, so …

      The open case was about two feet deep and stacked with strange objects: a Russian doll, a raccoon tail, nunchucks, a crystal orb, and masks that looked like they should either be worn to a Victorian ball or in a Stanley Kubrick film. Curiosity lighting her face, Lienna stepped forward.

      A deep, braying laugh interrupted her. It sounded like the cackle of a bad actor portraying a theatrical antagonist. We all glanced uncomfortably at each other as though any one of us could be the source of that villainous jubilation. Where the hell was it coming from? Who the hell was it coming from?

      The laughter subsided and a low voice echoed from the buried case: “Greetings, purportless mortals! Welcome to the vestiges of mine own hell.”
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      Lienna cautiously approached the case and peered into its depths. “It’s … a talking skull.”

      The rest of us followed her back into the ravaged garden. Sure enough, nestled beside the Russian doll was a yellowed human skull with a faint red glow in the empty eye sockets. I hung back with Goulding, letting Lienna and Blythe flank the case.

      “I am no mere skull,” it retorted, glaring balefully at the two women. “I am power beyond the comprehension of your feeble female minds.”

      Lienna arched an eyebrow. “A sexist talking skull?”

      “As I said, mulish heifer, I am not a skull but one of the most feared and formidable Lords of Drangfar. I once ruled—”

      “Tell us what you know about this farm,” Blythe interrupted, leaning over the hole threateningly.

      “Am I to obey a pair of squawking hens?”

      Goulding shifted closer to me, her narrowed eyes on the animated noggin. “The Drangfar Lords were mighty darkfae. Thousands of years ago, they terrorized ancient Persia until a druid and a sorceress, both the most powerful of their age, joined forces to defeat them.”

      “So the skull is lying?” I asked her.

      “Not necessarily. The myths suggest some of them were captured, not destroyed.”

      “Captured … inside a human skull?” I twisted my mouth skeptically. “How do you know any of that, anyway?”

      “Pick up a book once in a while and you might learn something too, Agent Morris,” she sneered.

      I was thinking of a comeback when the shouting skull recaptured my attention.

      “I will waste no more breath on these doltish femmes,” it clamored. “Fetch me a man of authority!”

      Blythe and Lienna stiffened.

      “A man?” my partner repeated.

      “Are you not familiar with the word?” the skull mocked. “A male of your species, one of the stouter sex, strong-jawed and unburdened by the salacious constitution that plagues shrews such as yourselves.”

      “I am the one in charge here,” Blythe growled at the skull.

      The cranium sighed. “The hull of the world has run aground on the beach of emasculated patriarchy.”

      Lienna stared at the skull in revulsion. Without looking away, she called out, “Kit, get over here.”

      I obliged, stopping beside her. “What’s up?”

      “Our bony new friend won’t talk unless he’s in the presence of a penis.”

      “I uttered no such statement!”

      “Alas, poor Yorick, you pretty much did,” I told the skull. “Now, do you need to see the penis or will you take my word for it? Because I’m not sure I’m comfortable with—”

      “Putrid bipeds!” the skull spat.

      I let out a half-laugh. “I think Skeletor is jealous of our legs.”

      Beside Lienna, Blythe exhaled sharply in exasperation, then extended her fingers toward the skull. It lifted out of the case and hovered in the air just below eye level.

      “I’ll only say this one more time,” the captain grunted. “Tell us what you know about this place, or—”

      “Or what?” the skull interrupted with a condescending chuckle. “Your pathetic psychic energy is but a fitful breeze brushing across a mighty stone peak, hag. This skull is a vessel, a prison for my true form, which, were you to ever lay eyes upon it, would shatter your frangible mind.”

      “I have a question for you, Crypt Keeper,” I began.

      “Hold thy ignoble tongue, eunuch.”

      I guess that answered my “taking my word for it” question. “You’re pretty old, right?”

      “My history spans millennia.”

      I nodded seriously. “Okay, then how come you talk like you’re stuck in a bad Shakespearean performance from four hundred years ago?”

      Blythe huffed, Lienna rolled her eyes, and behind us, Agent Goulding said, “Um, guys?”

      “Insolent child,” the skull snarled. “You haven’t the faintest idea to whom you are speaking.”

      “Why don’t you fill me in, Ghost Rider?” I shot back.

      “There is magic deeper, darker, and so delightfully sinister that your tepid spirit could endure not so much as a taste. You are standing on earth which mourns in the wake of such horrific sorcery that even the blood of my keeper, a profoundly potent practitioner in his own right, chills at its name. But I—I am capable of far more.”

      “Guys!” Agent Goulding repeated loudly.

      The three of us turned to look at her—and found ourselves staring into a dark shadow solidifying in the middle of the garden. We backpedaled and I almost fell into the hole.

      “The hell is that?” Lienna gasped.

      “It’s him!” Goulding shouted. “It’s the skull! You broke the seal with your stupid abjuration magic and now he’s escaping!”

      As a rolling, gravelly laugh poured out of the skull, Blythe flipped it around with her telekinesis. A crack ran down the back, and a thin trail of dark vapor like smoke from an oil fire, nearly invisible against the backdrop of burnt meadow, leaked out. The smoky line spiraled toward the growing shadow-blob.

      Well, shit. If this asshole was, as Goulding had suggested, a genuine Drangfar Lord, we were all oh so screwed.

      With a slash of her hand, Blythe tore three blackened fence posts out of the earth and flung them at the shadow. They sailed harmlessly through it and crashed to the ground on the other side, sending up a puff of soot. I hoped that wasn’t “violent hallucination” soot.

      The skull roared with amusement.

      “We have to reseal it,” Blythe announced as she sent another post flying at the shadow, eliciting more raucous laughter.

      We all knew what that meant: Lienna had to work her magic. She was the only one with any sorcery skill.

      Blythe waved her hand again, and the hovering skull flew toward Lienna. She snatched it out of the air—and the massive shadow rushed at her. It knocked her back and she landed on her butt, more surprised than hurt. The shadow whirled on me, and a blast of wind threw me backward. I fell at Goulding’s feet.

      “It’s only going to get stronger,” she said, crouching as the shadow spun threateningly, the swirl of darkness obscuring my line of sight to Lienna and Blythe. “The longer it has to regenerate itself, the more powerful it’ll get. If it reaches its full form, there’s no way we can stop it.”

      “Seriously, how do you know all th—”

      A body flew past us—Blythe, spinning from an unseen blow. She slammed into a fence post and crumpled limply.

      As I scrambled to stand, the darkfae shadow swelled to over nine feet tall. From the writhing darkness, six limbs took form, each shaped like a twisted tree trunk and emitting a neon green hue. Knife-like teeth protruded from his lizardy jaw and his spine bulged with horns. Or tusks. Or whatever the horror-monster equivalent of horny tusks were.

      Cool.

      Time to add some nightmare fuel of my own to this party.

      “Hey, Jack Skellington,” I called, sauntering along the garden’s edge—moving away from the others. “I’ve got a few more questions for you. First up, do you suffer from arachnophobia?”

      The darkfae, his monstrous body growing more solid with each second, twisted to face me—but I was no longer alone. I had my own unsightly ally: a spider the size of a small truck, with multi-jointed legs and a huge, blubbery body. Darkfae prick, meet Shelob, straight out of her hidden Cirith Ungol lair.

      His reptilian head tilted as he took in my new fanged friend. Not giving him time to puzzle out what he was facing, I sent Shelob scuttling toward him in a lightning-fast charge. The darkfae lunged sideways, evading the spider’s assault. For a “feared and formidable” Lord of Drangfar, he was awfully skittish.

      At the other end of the garden, Lienna and Goulding knelt over the cracked skull, the ass end leaking a steady stream of black miasma. Lienna riffled through her satchel as she barked rapid-fire commands at Goulding. The alchemist mashed what looked like pink bubble gum—more likely to corrode your jaw than provide a single moment of cherry-flavored joy—into the crack.

      The darkfae began to turn in their direction. Shelob launched into his path and jabbed warningly with the two-foot stinger sticking out of her jiggly ass. The fae came up short, again unsure how to tackle this strange, hideous creature. Toothy jaws snapping, he cast one of his six arms in a wide arc, and a wave of neon green light swept out. Ruptured earth sprayed everywhere as the beam passed.

      I clenched my jaw with concentration.

      The light hit Shelob and she rolled backward, legs flailing, then popped up again, unharmed. Behold, my invincible spider of Mordor! Nothing could hurt her—not unless I decided she could be hurt.

      Which, uh, maybe I should’ve done.

      The darkfae snarled quietly, and the red pinpricks glowing in his shadowy face—his eyes, I was guessing—swung to me. Okay, Plan B.

      Shelob dug into the ground like the world’s biggest, leggiest gopher and disappeared. From beneath the churning earth, something new rose: long, bulbous head with bared teeth, three-jointed legs, skeletal body, bony tail, and glistening black skin. A perfect rendition of the Xenomorph opened her terrifying mouth and let out a ghastly shriek.

      I couldn’t remember the exact pitch of her shrieks in Alien, but close enough.

      The darkfae froze, quite possibly paralyzed by the realization that he wasn’t the ugliest thing ever conceived. His body had grown more solid, with spines jutting from his limbs and his six arms thrashing. The shimmers of green light over him were brightening, and where licks of neon glow touched the earth, the sooty dirt bubbled like molten goo.

      The Xenomorph loosed another horrific scream—and the darkfae smiled. Maybe. With that face, it was hard to tell if he was smiling or sneering or just had some bad indigestion.

      “You think me fooled, petulant boy-child?” the darkfae hissed, his arrogant laughter gone.

      He strode forward, the earth seething in protest under his feet. The Xenomorph leaped at him, but this time, he didn’t evade. The slimy alien passed right through his body like she wasn’t even there. Which, technically …

      And now nothing stood between Skully the Douchebag Darkfae and Lienna.

      She had the skull in one hand and a marker in the other as she scribbled frantically across the yellowed bone and chanted in Latin. Goulding hovered helplessly beside her, gripping a silver wand—no doubt from Lienna’s satchel—and gawking in terror at the approaching darkfae.

      Shit on a stick. Plan C?

      I ran forward, stooping to grab one of Blythe’s broken fence posts as I went. With loud pops, two dozen knee-high creatures appeared, huge ears flapping and teeth-laden mouths gaping with squeaky cackles. The gremlins leaped at the advancing fae—and these ones were wet, exposed to bright lights, and glutted on a freaking feast after midnight.

      The fae tried to walk through them, but my evil minions weren’t mere visions. When Skully McSkullfae felt their clawed hands on his shadowy legs, he lurched to a stop. Roaring, he swiped at the creatures. His toxic green talons passed through them—but he could feel them scrambling up his body. Sight, sound, touch—all a little too warped for him to figure out what was real and what wasn’t.

      With another bellow, he whirled in search for the source of the pests: me.

      I was already rushing him, and as he turned, I rammed the fence post into his lizard maw. My gremlins might lack substance, but that three-foot length of splintered wood sure didn’t.

      The darkfae flung his head back, two of his six hands tearing the post out of his throat—but I’d forgotten about his other four hands.

      Twenty clawed digits seized my arms and lifted me effortlessly. The touch of his earth-melting magic felt about as awesome as I’d imagined it would, and my vision went white with pain. Hot breath reeking of dead things bathed my face, and that gaping mouth opened wide to chomp my head off like I was a life-size gingerbread man.

      Two fence posts flew out of nowhere and slammed into the fae’s head from either side.

      His hands opened and I dropped to the ground. As I crumpled, Lienna shouted a final Latin command. Behind the fae, she held a lighter to the pink gum sealing the crack in the skull. The gooey substance came alive in a shower of sparks and flame, and orange light swept over the bony surface.

      An unearthly shriek tore from the shadowy darkfae and the green glow that had infused his limbs flared a fiery orange. He launched at Lienna, but before he could impale her on his countless claws, he disintegrated into glowing embers and dust.

      A haunting howl, like wind slipping through a window crack in a sixties horror flick, rose from the skull. The beast’s ashen remains swirled into a funnel cloud that was sucked into the eye sockets. The bubble gum fire faded and Lienna slumped onto her butt, breathing hard, with the skull balanced on one palm. Its eyes glowed red, but the crack was gone.

      “Holy shit,” I wheezed. “You did it.”

      “Agent Morris.” Blythe limped into my field of vision. That’s where the final flying logs had come from. Made more sense now. “How badly are you injured?”

      I glanced at my arms. My sleeves had melted away and my skin looked like hot dogs that were roasted in a campfire too long.

      Goulding hurried over to me, her brows pinched together. “I can help. I have burn treatments and magical residue neutralizers in my bag. Give me a minute.”

      As she rushed off, I picked myself up off the ground and pretended I didn’t want to whine pathetically from the throbbing agony in my arms. Asshole fae. Speaking of which …

      I shot a nasty look at the skull. “No commentary from the newly resealed peanut gallery?”

      Silence.

      “Nothing?” I asked, peering harder at the glowing eyes.

      Nope. Nothing.

      Lienna handed the skull to Blythe. “I think my seal is stronger than the original one. The fae can’t speak anymore.”

      Blythe glowered into those red eyes as though she could pry answers out of it with sheer force of will. Considering what else she could do with sheer force of will, I wouldn’t be surprised if she succeeded.

      Lienna leaned toward me and asked softly, “You okay, Kit?”

      I forced a smile, like a proper wounded hero. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Well,” Blythe barked, sounding remarkably normal despite the way she was listing to one side. I wasn’t the only one in need of healing. “Where are we at?”

      “Whoever owned this farm buried a case of dark artifacts in their alchemy garden,” Lienna said promptly. “They were from a mixture of magic classes, including Spiritalis, which suggests the owner is a collector of some kind.”

      “The woman who died on the front steps wasn’t the owner,” I added. “And whoever killed her did everything they could to destroy this place as viciously as possible, probably as a big ol’ FU slap to the farm’s real owner.”

      Lienna and Blythe stared at me. What? Hadn’t they figured that out yet?

      “I thought we had one dark arts master on the loose,” Blythe growled. “Not two.”

      “Two highly dangerous rogues who are at war with each other.” Lienna stared at the scorched valley, the beads in her long hair clinking from the cold wind. “With magic that can inflict damage like this …”

      “We need to uncover what really happened.” Blythe looked between us. “Agent Shen, Agent Morris, this is your case now. Find out who owns this farm, where they are, and who killed the woman. Find out everything—and report directly to me. Involve no one else.”

      Lienna’s eyes widened a fraction, and I suspected we were wondering the same thing. Why did Blythe want us to keep this investigation quiet? Was she hiding something from the MPD or worried someone in the MPD was hiding things from her?

      Crunching footsteps approached us. I was desperately hoping it was Goulding with the promised magical pain relief—each gust of wind felt like a thousand bee stings at once—but it was Shane. He carried a brown paper bag that looked about the right size to hold a pair of women’s shoes. At least he wasn’t stroking them anymore.

      Weirdo.

      “Mr. Davila,” Blythe greeted. “I trust you’ve made some headway here.”

      What a nice way to imply that he’d better have made himself useful in the house since his gutless ass hadn’t made a single appearance during our life and death battle.

      He gave a thin smile. “I think I have everything I need.”

      Blythe nodded. “I’ll call the helicopter. It’s time we returned to the city.”

      She strode away, steadier than before. I allowed one tiny, near-silent whimper as a fresh gust of winter wind stung my burns. Lienna inched closer, her face drawn with concern. Maybe I’d keep the burns for a bit longer. Go back home, let her tenderly bandage my wounds. Maybe she’d shed a heartbroken tear over my suffering, bravely earned in the course of—

      Shane’s intent stare broke into my happy fantasy. I met his eyes behind those round glasses, wondering what he was thinking—and what “headway” he’d made. Was he investigating this case too, or was he seeking a different prize?

      Turning away from the bounty hunter, I asked Lienna, “Do you think there’s another way to get back to the city from here?”

      Her brows furrowed. “Another way?”

      “Yeah, like another mode of transportation? Maybe a hovercraft? Or a hang glider? Crossing two things off my bucket list in one day is also on my bucket list.”

      Ah, the eye roll. I’d needed that. Flashing her my most charming smile—impressive considering the amount of pain I was in—I invited her to join me with a tilt of my head. Together, we started toward the house and wherever Goulding was dawdling with her alchemic bag of healing potions.

      However I got home, I wasn’t too worried. This new case promised to be an interesting one, mysterious in a way that made my fingertips tingle with a mixture of anticipation and unfiltered dread. Maybe my travel ambitions would be realized with something crazy like a hot-air balloon or one of those glass balls from Jurassic World, but even if I ended up on something lame—like a canoe or, worse, a tandem bicycle—it’d be a new adventure with Lienna.

      And I couldn’t complain about that.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        The mystery continues in

      

        

      
        DRUID VICES AND A VODKA

        The Guild Codex: Spellbound / Six

      

        

      
        - Pre-order now on Amazon -

        Coming January 3, 2020
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        * * *

      

      
        
        And introducing an all-new series

        featuring unlikely MagiPol agent Kit Morris:

      

        

      
        THE GUILD CODEX: WARPED

        By Rob Jacobsen & Annette Marie

      

        

      
        Coming 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Reading Order

          

          The Guild Codex

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Guild Codex includes three series—Spellbound, Demonized, and Warped (coming 2020)—which can be read independently or as one epic, interconnected saga. For maximum awesomeness, here’s my recommended reading order. More books to come in all series!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three Mages and a Margarita

        Spellbound #1

      

        

      
        Dark Arts and a Daiquiri

        Spellbound #2

      

        

      
        Two Witches and a Whiskey

        Spellbound #3

      

        

      
        Four Shifters and a Stranger

        Spellbound Short Story

      

        

      
        A Damsel and a Demigod

        Spellbound Novella

      

        

      
        Demon Magic and a Martini

        Spellbound #4

      

        

      
        Taming Demons for Beginners

        Demonized #1

      

        

      
        The Alchemist and an Amaretto

        Spellbound #5

      

        

      
        A Little Warped

        Spellbound / Warped Short Story

      

        

      
        Slaying Monsters for the Feeble

        Demonized #2

      

        

      
        Druid Vices and a Vodka

        Spellbound #6

      

        

      
        (Are you missing anything from this list? Visit the reading order page on my website for info on the bonus stories.)
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        DRUID VICES AND A VODKA

        The Guild Codex: Spellbound / Six

      

      

      
        
        I’ve said it before, but sometimes I’m a bad person. I cheated on my twelfth grade math final, I’ve run countless yellow lights, and I gossip about how hot my kickass best friends are.

      

        

      
        But there’s bad, and then there’s bad. And I’m not sure which applies to a certain dark druid/wanted criminal/reluctant friend of mine. His transgressions include black-magic dealings, kidnapping, and murder, and he’s about to add “revenge-fueled” killing spree" to his resume—if I don’t stop him.

      

        

      
        Should I stop him?

      

        

      
        He and his nemesis are gearing up to tear each other apart, rogues and vultures are converging with their sights on the spoils, and the guilds that would normally stomp them into the ground are under attack. We’re on the brink of an all-out criminal turf war, and my time to decide is almost up.

      

        

      
        Who’s the real bad guy ... and do I dare stand in his way?

      

      

      
        
        - Pre-order now on Amazon -

        Coming January 3, 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE GUILD CODEX: DEMONIZED

        Sister series to The Guild Codex: Spellbound
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        Introducing the Crow and Hammer’s newest recruit …

      

      

      
        
        Meet Robin Page: outcast sorceress, mythic history buff, unapologetic bookworm, and the last person you’d expect to command the rarest demon in the long history of summoning. Though she holds his leash, this demon can’t be controlled.

      

        

      
        But can he be tamed?

      

      

      
        
        - See The Guild Codex: Demonized on Amazon -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Slaying Monsters for the Feeble by Annette Marie (Cover)]
        

      

      
        
        SLAYING MONSTERS FOR THE FEEBLE

        The Guild Codex: Demonized / Two

      

      

      
        
        I’m bound to a demon.

      

        

      
        For my entire life, I avoided magic at all costs. Now, I’m responsible for a demon who wields magic more powerful than the toughest mage or sorcerer.

      

        

      
        Demons are evil.

      

        

      
        That’s what my textbooks say. That’s what I see. He’s ruthless, he’s temperamental, he’s cold. But he protects me without fail. I wonder if he’s hiding a heart behind his hostility.

      

        

      
        My demon is a monster.

      

        

      
        Whether he’s heartless or not, my contract with him is illegal and beyond dangerous. Together, we must find a way to return him to his own world before anyone discovers our secret. If that wasn’t bad enough, I’ve come to realize something else:

      

        

      
        My demon isn’t the only monster I should be worried about.

      

      

      
        
        - Pre-order now on Amazon -

        Coming November 1, 2019

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE STEEL & STONE SERIES

        YA urban fantasy by Annette Marie
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        When everyone wants you dead, good help is really hard to find …

      

      

      Piper knows the first rule for an apprentice Consul is don’t trust daemons. But when she’s framed for the theft of the deadly Sahar Stone, she ends up with two troublesome daemons as her only allies: Lyre, a hotter-than-hell incubus who isn’t as harmless as he seems, and Ash, a draconian mercenary with a seriously bad reputation. Trusting them might be her biggest mistake yet.

      
        
        - See the Steel & Stone Series on Amazon -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Spell Weaver Trilogy

        Urban fantasy by Annette Marie
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        The only thing more dangerous than the denizens of the Underworld ... is stealing from them.

      

      

      
        
        Living in exile among humans, Clio has picked up all sorts of interesting skills. But pilfering magic from the Underworld’s deadliest spell weavers? Not so much.

      

        

      
        Unfortunately, that’s exactly what she has to do to earn a ticket back home.

      

        

      
        Conning her way into the Underworld may have gone pretty well, but now she’s got a new problem. His name is Lyre, and he’s a sinfully alluring incubus and gifted spell weaver—and her biggest obstacle to getting her hands on some forbidden magic.

      

      

      
        
        - See the Spell Weaver Trilogy on Amazon -

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        THE RED WINTER TRILOGY

        YA romantic fantasy by Annette Marie
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        A destiny written by the gods.

        A fate forged by lies.

      

      

      
        
        If Emi is sure of anything, it’s that kami—the gods—are good, and yokai—the earth spirits—are evil. But when she saves the life of a fox shapeshifter, the truths of her world start to crumble. And the treachery of the gods runs deep.

      

        

      
        This stunning trilogy features 30 full-page illustrations.

      

      

      
        
        - See the Red Winter Trilogy on Amazon -
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            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Annette Marie is the author of Amazon best-selling YA urban fantasy series Steel & Stone, its prequel trilogy Spell Weaver, romantic fantasy trilogy Red Winter, and sassy UF series The Guild Codex.

      

        

      
        Her first love is fantasy, but fast-paced action, bold heroines, and tantalizing forbidden romances are her guilty pleasures. She proudly admits she has a thing for dragons, and her editor has politely inquired as to whether she intends to include them in every book.

      

        

      
        Annette lives in the frozen wasteland of Alberta, Canada (okay, it’s not quite that bad) and shares her life with her husband and their furry minion of darkness—sorry, cat—Caesar. When not writing, she can be found elbow-deep in one art project or another while blissfully ignoring all adult responsibilities.
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        Find out more about Annette and her books here:

      

        

      
        Website: www.annettemarie.ca

        Amazon author page: amzn.to/2b8ZHlh

        Facebook: www.facebook.com/AuthorAnnetteMarie

        Facebook Reader Group: www.facebook.com/groups/annettemarie/

        Goodreads: www.goodreads.com/author/show/8546572.Annette_Marie

        Instagram: instagram.com/annettemarie.author/
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading The Alchemist and an Amaretto and sticking with Tori and the guys through their adventures. Will you take a moment to leave a review? Word of mouth plays a big role in a book’s success and you can help with just a sentence or two.

      

        

      
        - Review on Amazon -

      

        

      
        Thanks so much!

      

        

      
        Annette Marie

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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