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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
    A hush fell across the observatory, every bit as thick and stifling as the purple cloak wrapped around my perspiring body. I reached for the clasp at my throat, desperate to be free from the weight of the fabric, but my fingers were shaking too hard to unfasten it.  
 
    “Steady, Eggplant,” Professor Castle murmured, brushing my hands aside. She gently opened the clasp and eased the cloak off my shoulders, draping it over the railing that held me up.  
 
    An audible gasp rose from the students gathered below us in the ten rows of theatre-style seating that wrapped around the telescope platform. Cloaks were to remain on at all times during class. Castle had already broken that rule herself, and now she was aiding and abetting me in the same crime. She cast a disgusted look at all the goody two-shoes, then rolled her eyes back to me. 
 
    “Better?” she asked, grasping my shoulder. 
 
    I nodded, unable to conjure my voice. Opening my mouth would only release a sob, and I was already embarrassed enough over the way I’d been screaming when I lurched away from the magical telescope and the horrific vision I’d witnessed. 
 
    No, experienced. 
 
    I saw how my mom really died. 
 
    That confession had only been meant for Professor Castle, but it was obvious the whole class had heard my whimpered words. But had it been sympathy or jealousy that stunned them into silence? Those who’d already had their turn at the telescope had reported dazzling images of celestial bodies far beyond the range of any normal lens, but no one else had glimpsed into the past. 
 
    Just me. The drifter freak.  
 
    Of course I couldn’t just see a comet blazing between the stars. I had to watch my mother’s murder. 
 
    The word coiled around my heart like a constricting snake, squeezing harder and harder until I was sure the already broken muscle would implode, leaving my stuttering lungs to deal with this revelation alone.  
 
    All my life I had believed my mother died in a car accident. 
 
    All my life I had been told my mother died in a car accident. 
 
    A match scratched against my sternum, igniting a spark of anger that quickly flared into a ball of rage. The change in my emotional state must have been plain on my face, because the concern in Castle’s eyes deepened into something more like fear. Her jaw tightened as she glanced down at the rest of her students—the normal ones. 
 
    “Class dismissed!” she ordered.  
 
    The hush reversed in an instant. It seemed everyone had an opinion on the matter, and all those opinions were flying up to the domed wooden ceiling and bouncing back down twice as loud. Mostly it was a jumbled, incoherent mess, but a few words rang out with the piercing clarity of gunshots. 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Drama queen.” 
 
    “Attention whore.” 
 
    Tearing my eyes from Castle’s stoic face, I swallowed the sob jamming up my throat and searched the teeming crowd below. The insults had been spat with enough vitriol that I wouldn’t have been at all surprised to see Serenity and her sycophants lurking among my fellow first-years.  
 
    But of course they weren’t. They didn’t need to be. Serenity’s low opinion of me was a virus spreading rapidly through the student body. If the class dismissed, news of my hysterical outburst would reach Braden and Dasharath within minutes, and with who knew how many untrue embellishments.  
 
    My eyes flew back to Castle. “I’m fine,” I rasped. “You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    She grunted and cupped one hand around the side of her mouth. “Everybody who isn’t Eggplant, out! Now!” 
 
    “It’s Meena,” I muttered, shrugging my shoulder out from under her hand. 
 
    “It’s not mean,” she snapped. “I might as well dismiss all of them from the course. They’re hopeless.” 
 
    “No,” I huffed. “My name is Meena. Not Eggplant.” 
 
    Her eyes raked over my purple cloak, and a smirk flickered on her lips. “No, it’s definitely Eggplant.” 
 
    Groaning, I planted the heels of my hands against my eye sockets, rubbing away the sting of unshed tears. I rubbed until oddly shaped floaters appeared on the dark canvas of my eyelids. When I finally dropped my hands and opened my eyes, the observatory was empty. Even Leia and Oliver had gone. 
 
    Professor Castle whipped her wand from the brass-studded holster slung low on her left hip, and with a quick series of swishes, new floor planks appeared, sealing over the opening to the stairwell. Unease prickled my neck.  
 
    Was that really necessary? 
 
    “Now,” Castle said, sliding the wand back into its holster. “Tell me everything.” 
 
    “Everything?” I repeated, stalling for time. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust Castle personally—I hadn’t known her long enough to make that call—it was that I didn’t trust any of the professors at Broken Wand Academy. Not fully. 
 
    Castle tilted her head and folded her arms, slouching back against the giant telescope she called Scry Baby. “I can’t help you if I can’t believe you.” 
 
    I cast another wary glance toward the fresh floorboards. “You don’t believe me?” 
 
    Castle covered her mouth and massaged the hollows of her angular cheeks. Her dark brows knit together, and she seemed to be choosing her next words carefully.  
 
    Good. I didn’t like being called a liar.  
 
    Crossing my arms, I pushed off the railing and stood as tall as my slight frame would allow. Our eyes locked. Finally, Castle pushed her fingers into her short, choppy hair.  
 
    “I believe your reaction, Egg—Meena. But visions can be subjective. Our species’ biggest flaw is our tendency to see meaningful patterns in random occurrences.” 
 
    “This wasn’t random.” I dug my fingers into my arms, fighting to keep my temper in check. She may have only been a few years older than me, but Castle was still a professor capable of punishing me for disrespect. “This was my mother’s car accident. Except it wasn’t.” 
 
    Castle frowned at Scry Baby’s eyepiece as though it had malfunctioned. “Explain.” 
 
    With a heavy sigh, I sank back against the railing. “I mean, it wasn’t an accident. That’s what I’ve always been told, but…” I trailed off. A memory tugged on the corner of my mind. Something my grandmother’s spirit had said when she gave me my wand. Except it wasn’t just my wand, was it? No, she had called it “our family’s ancestral wand.” That’s what I had chucked so thoughtlessly into the forest last night. A wand my grandmother had used. A wand my mother had used.  
 
    How had I missed that implication? It wasn’t even an implication, really. My grandmother had basically straight-up told me that my mother had also been a witch, but somehow that fact had sailed right over my head. I never should have been so shocked when creepy Professor Phorm revealed she had been his student. And I definitely shouldn’t have ran to Braden’s room and blubbered all over his bare chest— 
 
    I shoved that mortifying memory away, making space for something else my grandmother had told me: “I tried to teach you our secrets, but he couldn’t bear to be reminded of her. And who could blame him, after what happened to your mother?”  
 
    It had seemed strange to me at the time, but I was in such a state of shock and confusion I guess it had gotten lost in the ensuing shuffle. And what a shuffle it had been! First, Dasharath appeared, and the ill-advised kissing began, and then there was the ugly business of disposing of Phorm’s henchman’s body… 
 
    But why hadn’t my grandmother just told me the whole truth when she finally had the chance? The wand was cool and all, but it really seemed like I might have been better served by knowing why a talking wolf wanted my mother dead.  
 
    “Eggplant?” Castle prompted gently. “You still with me?” 
 
    Blinking my moist eyes, I nodded. “Yeah… sorry…” 
 
    “S’okay. This is a lot.” Her eyes probed mine. “But you were saying?” 
 
    I swallowed. “Um…” 
 
    “About the accident?” She frowned. “Or, about it not being an accident?” 
 
    “Right,” I whispered. “She didn’t even die in the car. She got out. She was on—” 
 
    My voice broke off as the full horror of what I’d experienced bore down on me. My mom had died on a cold, wet road. Alone and afraid. And, judging from the menace in that wolf’s voice, probably in pain. There had been nothing quick about it. She hadn’t simply fallen asleep at the wheel and woken up in... whatever comes next for witches.  
 
    The long-awaited sob ripped from my lungs. My knees buckled, and I slid to my butt on the platform. I hugged my legs to my chest and buried my face in my elbows, raking my fingers up and down the back of my head. All I could see was my own toddler face grinning back at me—at her—from the photo clipped to the visor, my favorite brand of cereal getting soaked in the passenger seat…  
 
    That was another detail that had always been carefully removed from the story I’d been told. She wouldn’t have been on the road at all that night if she hadn’t been doing something for me. She would have stayed home. Warm. Dry. Alive. She’d lost her life to bring me a snack, and I could barely even remember her face.  
 
    Castle slumped down cross-legged, facing me. She didn’t speak or try to touch me like others might have done. She just waited quietly for the violent wave of grief to subside.  
 
    After a few minutes, when my wracked body had burned through all of its energy reserves and the sloppy, wet sobbing had dried to a dull, hoarse moaning, the young professor laid her hand on my shoulder once more.  
 
    “Are you trying to say that someone intentionally caused your mother to have a wreck?” she asked gently.  
 
    I lifted my head and peeked between my forearms. “Maybe? I… I’m not sure about that part. I just know…” My eyes squeezed shut and my jaw seemed to lock. 
 
    Castle rubbed my arm. “Take your time.” 
 
    I pulled my lower lip between my teeth and chewed until I tasted blood. The wolf’s voice echoed in my head: “I’m sorry, Kim. But you knew the rules.”  
 
    What rules? And what did it mean that she could hear him speak? The other talking wolf—the one I’d met in the woods just last night, the one who’d told me to call her Rhea—had said we could only communicate because of the blood pact she and my mother had accidentally made when they were little girls. Was the wolf who murdered my mother the reason Rhea had looked so sad when she said I could only talk to other wolves from her bloodline? Were they related? 
 
    I laughed at myself and shook my head. Of course they were related. How many wolf-people could there be?  
 
    “Uh…” Castle grunted. “Something funny now?” 
 
    Still chuckling, I unfurled my arms from around my head and sat up straight, leaning against the lower bar of the railing. “I’m just an idiot. Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    Castle made a face. “Yeah. Can’t do that. Gotta worry. First-year visions don’t generally involve murder. The magic likes to start you off slow. So, if you really saw—” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Then there must be a reason the magic wanted you to know.” 
 
    My mouth dropped a little. “The magic wanted… the magic is sentient?” 
 
    Castle rubbed the back of her head, further mussing up her hair. Her leather jacket creaked where her elbow bent. “No. And yes. Argh, it’s complicated.” 
 
    I thought of my wand being absorbed back into the magic because it thought I was rejecting it. Clutching Castle’s nearest arm, I begged, “Please explain. I’m not from… I wasn’t raised with magic. I feel so behind all the time.” 
 
    Castle nodded, casting her eyes toward the domed ceiling. “There is no single magical force working toward its own purpose. But every family has its own magic, and the magic holds the family’s memories, so… in a way, yes, your magic can want things.” 
 
    “Or have its feelings hurt?” I mumbled.  
 
    Her eyes narrowed and she cocked her head. “Yes. What do you know—” 
 
    “So my family magic wants me to know what really happened to my mom.” I dug my fingers into my throbbing temples. “Why didn’t my grandmother just tell me?” 
 
    Castle shrugged. “I don’t know anything about your family dynamics, but—wait, when did your mom pass?” 
 
    “I was three,” I said quietly, hugging my knees.  
 
    “And no one ever told you about magic?” she asked in a too-even tone that told me she was trying hard not to judge. 
 
    I shook my head. “I knew my grandmother… dabbled. But I didn’t know it was real. My dad forbade her from telling me about it. I guess… maybe what happened to my mom is why?” 
 
    Castle nodded slowly. “Sounds plausible. He was all human?” 
 
    The way she said it made me shudder. I didn’t like to think of myself as non-human. We were just people with extra powers, right? But I knew what she meant so I answered, “Yes.”  
 
    She sucked in her cheeks with a deep breath. “Like I said, I don’t know your family, but I’m guessing—and this is just a guess—that your dad thought he could protect you by hiding the truth from you. And your grandma went along with it because if you turned eighteen and didn’t inherit any magic—” 
 
    “Is that possible?” 
 
    “With a human father? Yeah. And that would suck, wouldn’t it? Knowing about magic and then getting stood up by it? I can see why she didn’t press the issue.” 
 
    Frowning, I rested my chin in the cradle between my knees. Castle maybe had a good point, but I still deserved to know what’d really happened to my mother. They had no right to hide it from me. Not at this age.  
 
    My father had to have known this might happen.  
 
    Anger heated my face, clouding my vision. I needed to speak to him. Tonight. 
 
    “Easy now.” Castle gripped my shoulder. “You don’t want to lose control. Breathe.” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I took a long, shuddering breath and let it out slowly. My anger didn’t dissipate, but it did shrink back to a manageable size. For now. 
 
    “You were saying about the magic?” I pressed. “At least it wants to be honest with me.” 
 
    Castle offered me a sad smile. “Your mom wants to be honest with you. That’s my guess. You’ve come of age, and now she can find ways to communicate. Magically speaking.” 
 
    My heart stopped. I stared at Castle, but I was seeing right through her, back to the clearing where I’d hugged my grandmother’s surprisingly corporeal ghost.  
 
    Would I… could my mother… why hadn’t she come to me? 
 
    “Hey. Earth to Eggplant.” Castle jostled my shoulder after several long moments—maybe even minutes—had passed. 
 
    I shook my head, blinking away my questions. “Yeah. Sorry. This is a lot.” 
 
    “I get it.” The young professor’s face turned grave as she glanced toward the massive telescope. “Now, I need you to tell me exactly what you saw in there.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
     “A shifter?” Professor Castle’s eyebrows shot up and then quickly pulled together over her nose as her lips curled in disbelief. “You saw a shifter at the scene of your mother’s death?” 
 
    I stared back at her, sweat trickling down my ribs. There had been no way to finish the story of my vision in a way that made sense without mentioning the wolf, but I had kept my promise to Rhea by leaving out the part where the male wolf spoke to me. It had been hard, though. I was no longer entirely sure that Rhea deserved my allegiance. What proof did I have that she was actually my mother’s childhood best friend? None. Perhaps my family’s magic had given me the vision as a warning not to trust talking animals.  
 
    “Shifter?” I repeated the word slowly. “What is that?” 
 
    Instead of answering me, Castle scrambled to her feet, rattling the whole platform. She locked both hands behind her head and started pacing in a tight circle. Clutching the railing behind my head, I hoisted myself up, nearly colliding with one of her out-stretched elbows.  
 
    “What?” I demanded. “What does that mean?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Castle muttered, shaking her head. “That’s very—” 
 
    “No!” I let out an exasperated sigh. “What does that word mean? What is a shifter?” 
 
    She froze, then dropped her hands to the opposite railing, keeping her back to me. “Oh. Right. Secrets.” She turned around, and though her eyes were rolling, they were also full of something… deeply sad. “Listen, Eggplant, this place… this whole magic thing…” she wiggled her fingers in the air, “it’s not all fun and games.” 
 
    “Clearly,” I snapped, folding my arms and raising my eyebrows. “Now tell me. What is a shifter?” 
 
    “Hey, watch the tone.” She pointed a finger at me. “I’m still a professor.” 
 
    I plastered on a fake polite smile. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She made a face. “Ugh. Never mind. Ma’am is my mom. Just keep the tone if that’s my only other option.” 
 
    My smile lifted into something more genuine. “Please tell me? I wasn’t raised in this, remember? I don’t know all the lingo.” 
 
    Castle’s mouth twisted, and her eyes darted around the heights of the room. “If she’s listening—” 
 
    “Who?” I asked, following her gaze around the ceiling. 
 
    “Singh,” she hissed.  
 
    “Why would the Chancellor be listening in on a first-year Divination class for students with no talent in the subject?” 
 
    “Why would she be listening in on any class?” Castle shot back in a low growl. “But she does. All the time.”  
 
    “Well then, the cat’s already out of the bag, huh? So you might as well go ahead and explain what you mean.” 
 
    She blew out a stream of air, then jerked her head at the seats below us. “Come on. Let’s sit.” 
 
    “That bad?” I asked, grabbing my cloak and trailing after her with both hands carefully on the rails as she jogged down the steps hands-free.  
 
    Back on solid footing, she shucked her leather jacket and tossed it over one of the folding chairs on the front row. She used one of her brass-fastened boots to stomp the next seat open, spinning and dropping down into it before the chair could fold back up. In the same fluid movement, she crossed an ankle over her knee and threw one arm along the back of the seat next to her. She nodded for me to take the chair at the end of the row. 
 
    Clutching my cloak to my chest, I sank down without any flourish, unfolding the chair with my butt in the usual mundane fashion, grateful for the two empty spaces between us. I could only dream of moving through the world with as much ease and confidence as Castle exuded, and this unexpected envy had me suddenly flustered, like a schoolgirl with a crush.  
 
    As soon as that word popped into my head, my whole body stiffened in horror. Not that there would be anything wrong with that—well, she was a professor, so there would be something wrong with that—but the last thing I needed after the public scene Braden and Dasharath had made over me was a rumor that I was also pining for a female member of the faculty when it wasn’t even true. I just really wanted to be able to feel as at home as she clearly did in her own clothes and skin. 
 
    “I like your boots,” I blurted out, then immediately winced.  
 
    “Thanks.” She smirked, wiggling the one propped on her knee. “I hate your cloak.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I echoed without thinking, leading quickly to a second, harder wince. “I mean—hey!” 
 
    She grunted a laugh. “Sorry. Conscientious objector.” 
 
    “I get it,” I said, resting the cloak on my knees. “There doesn’t seem to be a lot of room here for—” 
 
    “Free thought?” She wrinkled her nose. “You don’t know the half of it yet.” 
 
    I met her dark gaze. “Enlighten me.” 
 
    She opened her mouth, and then paused to narrow her eyes before continuing. “You know a little more than you’re letting on though, don’t you?” 
 
    Averting my eyes, I shrugged and fidgeted with the clasp of my cloak in my lap. 
 
    “Hmm.” She stroked her chin thoughtfully. “If you don’t know what a shifter is, then why did seeing a wolf make you believe your mother was intentionally murdered?” 
 
    “Just a feeling,” I mumbled, cheeks flushing with heat. 
 
    “Uh-huh.” She drummed her fingers on the back of the nearest chair. “Okay, Eggplant, welcome to Shifters 101. First things first: there are two kinds of magic. Or, at least, we decided there were two kinds a thousand years ago or something because at the end of the day we’re all just humans who love to divide ourselves up for completely arbitrary reasons.” 
 
    “Okay?” I said slowly, inwardly sighing with relief that she’d admitted we were fully human.  
 
    “Way back whenever, we decided there was sun magic—that’s you and me.” She gestured between us. “And we decided there was moon magic—that’s them. Shifters.” 
 
    “Moon magic?” I narrowed my eyes, then widened them as it clicked. “Are you talking about werewolves?!” 
 
    Castle shrugged and made a sorta gesture with her hand. “Werewolves aren’t real, but those legends were inspired by shifters—people who can change their shape at will. Usually into wolves, but some turn into mountain lions or bears. Here, that is.” She laughed darkly. “Go overseas and all bets are off. You never know what you’ll find.” 
 
    As fascinating as that sounded, I was most interested in the wolves and bears and mountain lions, because those were the same three animals that Professor Phorm had blamed his scars on when he’d caught me trying to peek into the Transmogrification Department earlier that afternoon.  
 
    My mind whirled, sliding more pieces of the puzzle into place. Professor Yates said that Phorm was doing research that only Chancellor Singh knew the nature of. Lucas Billings had been Phorm’s assistant, but now he was dead and Phorm’s favorite pet, Rhea, was running free. And even though Braden thought it was silly, I still believed there was a reasonable chance that the wolf was in possession of the file Lucas had stolen from Professor Phorm. The one that got him murdered. 
 
    A dark thought crossed my mind—did witches ever die of natural causes?—but I pushed it to the back of my head so I could focus on the matter at hand. Earlier, I’d made the assumption that Phorm must be turning people into animals, but if Rhea was one of these shifters, then maybe I’d gotten that wrong. Maybe Phorm was just keeping animals from turning back into people.  
 
    “—been trying to wipe each other out ever since.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what?” I said, shaking myself back to the conversation at hand. “Back up.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Castle tilted her head back and rolled her eyes. “Ugh. Okay. You know what?” She pulled out a gold pocket watch and flicked its case open. “It’s getting late. Cliff notes time.” She stuffed the watch back into her breeches’ pocket. “The gist is each group decided their brand of magic was better than the other, and voila! Endless war.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said softly. A heavy weight settled in my chest, dragging the memory of a dream down from my brain.  
 
    Standing on the edge of the cliff. Three wolves. Three witches. All of them after me. A woman telling me to jump… 
 
    “That’s an incredibly chill response,” Castle mused. “Did you hear me that time?” 
 
    I nodded, swallowing the rising emotions. Had the voice belonged to my mother? Was she calling out to me from the magic? Trying to warn me?  
 
    Squeezing my eyes shut, I sent out a silent plea for a little more specificity. Who’s right? Who am I supposed to trust? 
 
    “Here’s the thing, though,” Castle said, jolting me from my spiral. “There are rules of engagement. Civilians are off-limits. So, for a shifter to go after her like that…” 
 
    My brow furrowed. “What? My mom was some sort of magical soldier?” 
 
    “They’re called Martials. And maybe. Or…” She trailed off, inclining her head. 
 
    “Or what?” I demanded, sitting straight up.  
 
    “Or it was personal.”  
 
    The male wolf’s words echoed in my head once more.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Kim. You knew the rules.”  
 
    And then the other wolf’s voice came back to me. Rhea’s.  
 
    “We can’t be seen together, Meena. It wouldn’t be safe for either of us.” 
 
    “You said there are rules,” I whispered, my mouth too dry for volume. “Rules of war. But… are there others? For, like, personal interactions between witches and shifters?” 
 
    Castle leaned back in her chair, stretching out her legs and inhaling deeply. “Only one.” 
 
    I twisted toward her, and I knew that the urgency on my face was probably giving far too much away, but I didn’t care. I had trusted her this far. Why stop now? 
 
    “And?” I breathed. “What is it?” 
 
    Castle squeezed her jaw until the indented skin around her fingers turned stark white. Finally, she dropped her hand, revealing a ruefully twisted mouth. “It’s… don’t, Meena. The rule is just… don’t.” 
 
    I sucked in a breath as though I’d been struck. Planting my elbows on my knees, I dropped my head into my hands. Don’t was pretty vague as far as rules went, but I was pretty sure it included don’t swear a blood oath to a mortal enemy.  
 
    Castle touched my arm. “What did he say to you?”  
 
    My head flew up, eyes wide. “What? Who?” 
 
    “The shifter,” she replied, locking her eyes on mine, letting me know there was no getting out of this line of questioning. I tried anyway. 
 
    “Wolves can’t talk…”  
 
    She snorted. “Shifters communicate telepathically with each other.” 
 
    I reeled back. “I’m not a shifter!” 
 
    “Shh!” Castle hissed. “Keep your voice down, Eggplant!” 
 
    “Well, I’m not,” I whispered harshly. “I think I would know, if that’s what you’re implying.” 
 
    “Of course you’re not a shifter.” She let out an exasperated laugh. “You’re a witch. You can’t be both. You’d go crazy.” 
 
    “Okay then.” I breathed out the tension, smoothing my cloak over my lap. “Then I couldn’t have heard the wolf talk.” 
 
    Castle cocked her head and pursed her lips. “You could if you were Kim Young-Mi’s daughter.” 
 
    “Wh-what?” I stammered, twisting my fingers into my cloak like a security blanket. “How—?” 
 
    “Um, what classroom are you in?” Castle gestured in the air. “I got this job for a reason, you know?” 
 
    I stared at her, mouth slightly ajar. “But you weren’t looking…” I flitted my eyes toward the massive telescope. “You couldn’t possibly have seen…” 
 
    She gave me an absolutely withering look. “Scry Baby isn’t the only way to divine things, Eggplant. Plus, ninety percent of the whole thing is just having impeccable intuition. There had to be some reason why you believed the wolf was acting with malicious intent. Which meant he must have clued you in. And if you can talk to shifters, then you must be Kim Young-Mi’s daughter.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
    I burst through Castillo Observatory’s main doors at a dead run, carrying my cloak in a wrinkled bundle under one arm while my loosely slung backpack banged against my opposite side. A cool breeze whisked the hair out of my eyes as I thundered down the steps, jumping the last few so my feet hit the sidewalk with an echoing slap. A sharp pain shot up the back of my left calf, and I paused just long enough to redistribute the weight of my bag across my whole back.  
 
    “Meena!” Leia’s voice chirped like a little night bird. “Wait up!” 
 
    Suppressing the groan I wanted to release over being detained, I turned toward the sound of her quick, dainty footsteps. She grabbed me by the elbows as soon as she reached me, peering deeply into my eyes as though they were some sort of health information display screen. “Are you okay? What happened up there?” 
 
    “Listen,” I wheezed, lungs burning, “can we talk later? I’m supposed to meet Brade—” 
 
    Leia’s brow flattened. “Of course you are.” 
 
    I blinked. Every breath felt like sucking in a plume of fire, and the pain made it difficult to read my friend’s face clearly. “Are you mad?” 
 
    Her lips thinned. “Why would I be mad that I waited out here for an hour to make sure you were okay only to be told that you can’t talk because one of your boyfriends is waiting?” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. I did not have time for this kind of contrived drama right now. “Leia, I’m sorry. I really appreciate your concern. I had a bad experience, but I’m fine. And…” I lowered my voice so I could throw her a friendship bone, “I learned some stuff. About everything. And right now, I need to follow a lead.” 
 
    Leia’s eyes widened, shooting spears of guilt into my heart. No one had been as good to me as her since I arrived here. She deserved real answers, not these vague blow-offs, but if I tried to explain anything, she would only ask more questions, and then before I knew it, the night would have slipped away. I had to get to Braden’s room before he gave up on me.  
 
    “What kind of lead?” Leia’s fingers dug into my bare arms. “Meena, you’re shaking! Can’t you just tell me—” 
 
    “No. I’m really sorry. I have to go.” I pushed my cloak into her arms. “Can you take this back to our room? It’s only weighing me down.” 
 
    Leia scowled as she scrambled to keep any of the rich purple fabric from so much as brushing the ground. “A witch shouldn’t be without her cloak,” she grumbled. “It’s not safe.” 
 
    “Safe?” I cocked my head. “What do you mean?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes. “They’re covered in basic wards, of course. To bounce minor spells off. That’s why it was so irresponsible of that child not to wear hers to her own class tonight! Madame Solari would have never—” 
 
    “She’s not a child,” I snapped. “She’s actually… really cool.” I kicked myself as soon as the words left my mouth. Not only did they sound idiotic in their own right, but revealing my admiration wasn’t going to help with Leia’s slight jealousy situation.  
 
    As if on cue, her scowl deepened into a fierce frown. “What did she say to you? Why did she make all of us leave?” 
 
    Leia’s fingers pinched at my skin, and I flapped my arms like a raven to dislodge her hands. Taking a step back, I grasped the straps of my backpack where they dug into my chest. “Because she needed to know what I saw in the telescope, and she didn’t want me to have to relive it in front of the whole class. I don’t know why you’re so mad at her. She’s really—” 
 
    “Cool?” Leia arched her brow. “So you’ve said.” 
 
    “Yeah, well…” I shrugged, scuffing one shoe on the pavement. “She is. I like her.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t get too attached,” Leia said with a tiny smile that didn’t match her dark tone. “The way she was running her mouth about the way things are done around here… She won’t last a month. Chancellor Singh hates—” 
 
    “Free thought?” I snorted. 
 
    Leia reared her head back as though she’d been slapped. “Oh, you’re still upset because she was weird about the Dash thing, aren’t you? I thought you resolved all that.” 
 
    “Dash and I talked, but that doesn’t mean— You know what? This is irrelevant. We can have whatever this is out tomorrow.”  
 
    I spun on my heel and started walking away. The boys’ dorm, Merlin Hall, loomed just a few hundred yards in front of me, a three-story patchwork of lit and darkened windows. Even though we had already planned to open a breach tonight, Braden’s disheveled appearance at dinner had me worried that I would find him either sleeping or extremely un-sober.  
 
    Leia’s feet came pattering after me, and I picked up the pace. “Seriously, Leia, I’m in a hurry. I promise we’ll—” 
 
    A sound like the fluttering of a massive bat’s wings made me duck, but it was too late. A furry weight settled over my shoulders. A scream jumped out of my throat as I began twisting and thrashing, trying to buck the creature off my back.  
 
    “Meena! What are you doing?” Leia called out, her voice breaking with laughter. “It’s your own damn cloak!” 
 
    I froze, staring down at the deep purple fabric draped over my outstretched arms. Growling, I flung it into the appropriate position without threading my arms through the sleeves. With my lumpy bag trapped underneath it, I must have looked like a hunchbacked old… witch.  
 
    “Was that really necessary?” I asked, stomping away from Leia once again. Then I stopped and abruptly turned around. “Are you trying to stall me?” 
 
    Leia’s pale face flamed a bright enough red that I could see it under the light of the waning moon. “I’m trying to keep you from getting yourself killed, Meena. You and Braden sneaking off… nothing good has come from that yet.” 
 
    “You don’t even know what we’re doing,” I snapped, shaking my head and moving away from her again.  
 
    “Then tell me.” She caught my arm, and when I reluctantly met her eyes, they were pleading. “So I can at least rescue your dumb butt if necessary?” 
 
    “Fine,” I huffed, brushing hair out of my eyes. The breeze had picked up into a brisk wind. “I’m going to go see my dad.” 
 
    Leia’s mouth fell open. “Meena, are you insane? You can’t do that! Literally. That’s impossible.” 
 
    “Braden knows how,” I whispered. “It’s incredibly easy, actually. I’m just going to pop in, and ask a few questions, and come right back.” 
 
    “Are you?” she asked, eyes searching mine.  
 
    “Yeah, that’s what I just said.” 
 
    “You’re not thinking of running away?” she probed, eyes narrowing. 
 
    I lifted my palms. “What are you talking about? Why would I do that?” 
 
    “Meena!” a male voice called out from the side entrance to the dorm, filling me with instant warmth, if only because it held the hope of saving me from this frustrating conversation.  
 
    “Gotta go,” I said, pushing my mouth into a painful sort of grin. “One of my boyfriends is calling.” 
 
    Leia’s face darkened, but this time she didn’t follow. She didn’t even push past me to head for our own dorm on the other side of the boys’. Her footsteps faded away in the direction we’d come from, back toward the Observatory, giving me a twinge of unease.  
 
    I quickly pushed the feeling aside. Leia was my friend, even if we were having a rocky patch. She was probably just aiming to go lecture our edgy new professor on the importance of conformity.  
 
    Good luck with that! 
 
    Dasharath met me several feet in front of his dorm’s side door. Heat crept into my cheeks, remembering all the kisses we’d shared last night in the woods, but when he bent low to brush his lips across my cheek, the feeling immediately cooled. I had agreed to consider actually dating him if we took the time to get to know each other first, but whatever madness had overtaken me in the woods had not followed me back to campus.  
 
    “Too much too soon?” Dash asked, drawing back, a worried crease in his forehead.  
 
    I forced a smile. Maybe too much too ever, but he didn’t need to know that right now. We were pre-dating. There was no law that said we had to have irresistible chemistry twenty-four-seven. No one could blame me if his aunt’s bizarrely threatening behavior last night had turned into a real turn-off. Maybe we just needed some time to re-ignite the spark. This was college. We had plenty of time. 
 
    Except I didn’t, really. Not right now. 
 
    “Dash, you’re not going to like this—” 
 
    His face fell like a wounded puppy, and I tried not to visibly cringe. “I’m not?” 
 
    “No,” I said brusquely, touching his hand to soften the blow. Immediately, a stream of warm electricity shot up my arm, eliciting an audible gasp. Flustered, I forgot what I had started out to say. The warmth worked its way through my body, leaving me a little light-headed. 
 
    Dash’s fingers laced through mine. “I’m not doing that on purpose, just so you know.” 
 
    Blinking rapidly, I cleared my throat. “Not doing what?” 
 
    He tilted his head with what I’m sure he imagined was a seductive smile. “Exchanging magic. It’s just happening.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said, staring down at our clasped hands. “I didn’t even know.” 
 
    “Most couples have to try, but—” 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, whoa.” I dropped his hand and tried to ignore how much I missed the sensation already. “I think you’re about to say something that’s going to make me feel claustrophobic, so let’s stop right there. I was about to ask you something you weren’t going to like.” 
 
    Dash dropped his chin with a disappointed sigh. “You want me to let you in the boys’ dormitory so you can visit Mr. Thomas?” 
 
    I gaped at him. “How did you know? Did you get that from my hand?”  
 
    He laughed. “No, Meena, I wasn’t stealing secrets from your magic. He told me about your… Proteus project. Didn’t want me to get the wrong idea. And no, I’m not happy about it, but I respect his forthrightness.” Dash straightened to his full height, which was considerably less than the glamour he’d worn in the woods last night had made it appear. “I even agreed to let you in for him so that if my aunt caught wind, she would think…” He cleared his throat and looked away. “She wouldn’t be angry.” 
 
    My stomach soured, even pushing a little bile into my throat. I swallowed it, along with the urge to point out how messed up it was that she would look the other way if he took a romantic interest to his room, but the rest of the guys weren’t even allowed to have female friends over. Judging from the chagrined look on his face, he already knew. No point in making him feel crappy about it. He wasn’t responsible for his aunt. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said as we walked toward the door. “I really appreciate you being cool. I mean, you should be cool. You don’t deserve a gold star for not being a possessive psycho, but, I mean, it’s cool that you actually listened to me. A lot of guys wouldn’t.” 
 
    Dash punched in his code and held the door open for me. His hand brushed mine as I walked by, and I shivered with the pleasant sensation that pulsed across my skin.  
 
    “Trust is the foundation for any lasting relationship,” Dash said, a little pompously. He immediately winced. “Oh, no. I did it again.” 
 
    “Friendships are relationships too,” I said, punching him playfully on the arm. “Buddy.” 
 
    His smile lit up his eyes—presumably because I didn’t bite his head off—and he clasped my hand. “I’ll walk you to Mr. Thomas’ room… Pal.” 
 
    I grinned, bumping my shoulder against his. “That’s more like it.”  
 
    His brow furrowed quizzically—and, I had to admit, kind of adorably—as he took in the sight of my cloak draped over my backpack in the bright light of the hallway. 
 
    “What?” I challenged him with one raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Nothing.” He shook his head and then squeezed my hand. “It’s just… you look like a very regal turtle.” 
 
    With the warmth of his magic sizzling through my veins, I found myself leaning ever so slightly into him. “Oh? Is that something you’re into?” 
 
    “It is now,” he murmured in the same low voice he’d used in the clearing.  
 
    Our footsteps slowed, and then stopped. Our bodies turned toward each other as if pulled by magnets. Or magic.  
 
    I knew it was a mistake. I knew exactly what I would feel. His mouth just didn’t do it for me like his hands. But still, my head was tilting, and my lips were parting, and he was leaning… 
 
    A door banged open at the end of the hallway. Braden stumbled out, shirtless and scowling, a long-neck bottle clutched in one hand. He pointed at me and slurred as loudly as humanly possible, “There’s my girl!” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
    Dasharath immediately puffed himself up like some kind of fancy little rooster. He stepped in front of me, seeing a threat where I saw only a sad, lost boy teetering down the hall, slurping on his beer like a baby bottle.  
 
    “Mr. Thomas,” Dash said in his most formal, authoritative tone. “I will ask you to keep your voice down, and then I will ask you to explain how you intend to complete a group project in this… shameful state.” 
 
    Braden’s eyes darkened. “Dude. I’m fine. I am good to go. No need to worry about me!” 
 
    “Meena,” Dash said softly, “I think you should go. Let me walk you—” 
 
    “No,” I sighed, pushing in front of him with a reassuring squeeze to his elbow. “It’s alright. I can handle him.” 
 
    “He’s completely useless,” Dash huffed, grabbing my hand. “You won’t get anything done.” 
 
    I shook off Dash’s hand before the magic could have its way with me. “I know that. I’m just going to put him to bed.” 
 
    “Oh, no!” Braden howled, pressing his back against the wall. “I don’t go to bed with witches. Not anymore!” 
 
    My heart seized. With pity for the fool he was making of himself, yet also with something maybe a little like jealousy. The last witch he’d dated was Serenity. My worst enemy. The girl who had tried to kill me in the Arena that very afternoon. The girl who I had briefly transformed into a very confused white wolf. I hated her enough already, but even more now that I knew she may have been partially responsible for Braden’s… delicate emotional state.  
 
    Actually, more than partially responsible. Because she definitely belonged to the cult of weirdos we’d battled in the woods the night Braden got stabbed. The cult that may very well have been involved in the murder of Lucas Billings, Braden’s roommate and seemingly only friend.  
 
    Except maybe it hadn’t. Maybe that had been creepy old Professor Phorm… 
 
    I shook all the mysteries out of my head for the time being. The important thing now was to get Braden safely tucked into bed before he did something really embarrassing like wet himself in front of my potential boyfriend. And then I needed to open a portal in his closet and go visit my lying father. And if that went as poorly as I suspected it was going to, I would need to sit on Braden’s couch and crack open a cold one myself.  
 
    “Meena, please,” Dash hissed through his teeth. “I have a bad feeling about you being alone with him.” 
 
    “Dash.” I wrapped my arms around him and pressed my cheek against his chest. “You are a very good friend. A very upstanding guy. But I’ve got this. He needs me, okay?” I lowered my voice, casting a sideways glance at Braden, who was sagging toward the floor. “Look at him.” 
 
    “He’s pathetic,” Dash grumbled. “At least let me come with you.” 
 
    I shook my head, easing out of his arms. “No. He’d be a nightmare tomorrow when the embarrassment kicks in. I appreciate your concern. I really, truly do. But you’ve got to trust me, remember?” 
 
    Dash’s mouth pulled back in the tightest, unhappiest frown, but he took a deep breath and clasped his hands behind his back. With a little bow, he muttered, “As you wish.” 
 
    I gave him a hard look because I couldn’t tell if he was being genuine or sarcastic. He turned on a dime and practically marched back down the hall, finally stopping beside the door we’d just entered through.  
 
    He was going to post himself like a soldier. He was nothing if not noble, it seemed.  
 
    A loud, meaty thud from behind told me Braden had collapsed onto the floor. Rolling my eyes for Dash’s benefit, I turned and went over to the crumpled pile of limbs that was the Academy’s other prize Proteus. He blinked his sorrowful, bloodshot eyes as I slid my arms under his grotesquely sweaty pits. 
 
    “Come on, big guy,” I grunted, tugging upwards. There was no way I could actually lift him, but perhaps he could be inspired to gather his feet under himself.  
 
    “I messed up,” he slurred, placing one hand flat on the wall behind him for support. 
 
    “Yep. You sure did.” I tugged again, and this time he sprang upward, knocking his head against my chin. Stars danced around my eyes, but I refused to let it show. Not with Dash watching like a loyal German Shepherd down the hall.  
 
    “We had a date.” Braden frowned. His breath was putting to rest any ideas I had about kissing him instead of Dasharath.  
 
    “We did not have a date,” I said firmly. “No witches, remember?” 
 
    “Right.” Braden nodded, steadying himself on my shoulder. “You’re a witch. I’m a boy-witch. It’s no good. Not a date.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” I said, leading him toward his open door with one hand loosely on his back. “But we did have plans. Important ones. So I’m not very happy with you.” 
 
    His head sagged, threatening to pull his whole body down with it. My hand slid across his bare skin, digging into his ribs on the other side. He laughed and squirmed away from me, childishly swatting at my hand. “Don’t tickle.” 
 
    I wasn’t about to turn around and unwittingly beckon Dash back over, but I could feel his concerned eyes boring into us from behind. Guilt poked at my heart; not quite strong enough to call it a stab, but it smarted all the same. If Braden hadn’t barged out when he did, Dash and I might be making out right now. Dash would be delighted, and I would be…  
 
    Bored, and leading him on.  
 
    Guiding Braden through his door, I found myself glaring at the hair sticking up on the back of his head. He was the one who’d told me it was okay to date someone I wasn’t totally into, so he was the perfect person to blame for this mess. I should have thrown out his advice the second Oliver let the cat out of the bag about Braden and Serenity. The guy was clearly an idiot. The right thing to do was tell Dash that he’d caught me in a vulnerable moment last night, and while he seemed like a nice enough guy, I just wasn’t interested in dating him. Not even pre-dating him, whatever that even meant.  
 
    I pulled the door shut and flicked the lock. Braden stumbled toward his couch, which was littered with cans and bottles. He flopped down with a metallic crunch, grimaced, and then withdrew a crushed can from under his butt. He threw it across the room as though he wasn’t the one who’d left it there. But, of course, he had been. He lived here alone. 
 
    My eyes drifted toward the dark rectangle of Lucas’ open bedroom door. A sliver of moonlight fell across the neatly made bed, causing my heart to flip. Phorm’s goons had ripped that room apart searching for the missing file, but at some point during the day, Braden had restored order. Granted, he may have been able to do so with a few magical gestures, but it was the thought that counted, right? Tidying his friend’s room had mattered to him. 
 
    A low moan drew my attention back to the couch. Braden was slumped over his knees, cradling his head in both hands. The grip he had on his own hair was powerful enough to make the muscles in his arms and shoulders bunch. He looked up at me suddenly, dragging his fingers over his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Meena.” He said the words slowly and with a seemingly great effort not to slur. “I’m not... someone you can—” He paused and emitted a sound halfway between a burp and a hiccup. “—count on.” 
 
    “Don’t,” I said firmly, marching over to the couch and beginning to gather up his trash. “You don’t get to judge the way people grieve. Not even yourself.” 
 
    His eyes widened, like he’d been given a rare gift, only to collapse into an expression of extreme bitterness. He looked toward his bedroom, rubbing the back of his neck. “I wasn’t much better before.” 
 
    I placed my hand—the one that wasn’t awkwardly clutching the necks of three empty bottles—on his shoulder and squeezed. “Well, then we really can’t expect you to be dealing with this any different.” 
 
    His lower lip trembled, and he quickly bit down on it. In that moment, he looked so vulnerable and lost that I had to fight the urge to comb my fingers through his tousled hair. He was a mess, yeah, but what else could he be? His best friend had been murdered and officially written off as a suicide, and everyone else seemed to be going along with this obviously fake story. No wonder he was going crazy. 
 
    I carried the bottles over to the waste basket and dropped them with a loud, glassy clank. Cringing, I hoped the noise wouldn’t bring Dasharath running. Braden also cringed, either from the noise or his own embarrassment, I couldn’t be sure. 
 
    “Just because it’s understandable doesn’t mean it’s... continuable,” I said, folding my arms. “We’re going to find you a more constructive way to handle your emotions.” 
 
    Braden made a face. “Don’t have ‘em.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. Okay.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to open the breach now. You just stay here and... be good.” 
 
    Now he was the one rolling his eyes as he staggered to his feet. “No way. Not safe. Woods. Wolves. Witches. Nope. I’m coming.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not going back to the woods. I’m going to my house. To talk to my dad.” 
 
    “What?” His arms spread out to the sides, as though he was steadying himself on a bumpy subway train. “Meena, no. I’m not too drunk to know that’s a bad idea.” 
 
    “And why would that be?” I huffed with rising irritation. So much time had already been wasted. I shouldn’t have to argue with my friend for the right to see my dad. It was bad enough that the faculty forbade it.  
 
    Braden drew a hand over his scruffy beard, finally clutching the tuft on his chin in his fist. “Because you need your… you know.” He gestured, as if with a wand. “That was the whole point of taking the risk.” 
 
    “Well, now there’s a new point,” I said, and when that obviously wasn’t going to be enough to change his opinion, I let out a heavy sigh. “Braden, I saw something in Divination tonight—” 
 
    His mouth formed a surprised ‘O’ and he mimed looking through the telescope while lifting his eyebrows in an unspoken question. 
 
    “Yes. Like that.” I suddenly became aware of the weight of my backpack cutting into my shoulders, so I let it slide down my arms and hit the floor with a heavy clunk. My cloak fell flush against my back and I pulled the heavy material tightly around my upper body. “I saw my mother’s death.” 
 
    Braden rocked back, then slammed a hand against the wall to support himself. He gaped at me with an expression he probably meant to look shocked and sympathetic, but it came across as just being… drunk. I took the opportunity to dart past him and into his dark bedroom, making a beeline for the closet where he kept the enchanted spool of silver thread that made leaving campus possible. 
 
    “Hey! You can’t!” He followed me, bumping noisily into the door frame and emitting a string of swear words that suggested he’d hit something important. Grunting and hissing, he hobbled over to the foot of his bed and grasped the footboard with both hands. The bed squeaked, and in an instant, the air in the room changed. 
 
    Braden straightened up, and the same moonlight I’d glimpsed shining gently on Lucas’ bed now threw every line of Braden’s muscular chest into stark relief. His jeans sat low on his hips, drooping without a belt. A warm flush swept downward from my neck as our eyes locked, and a jumble of words tumbled through my mind.  
 
    Shirtless. Bed. Dark. Alone.  
 
    He took a step forward in the same instant I took a step back, shaking my head. No. Braden was not… we had already agreed we didn’t see each other that way. That look in his eyes had been a trick of the light. And my body’s response had been even more foolish than my impulse to kiss Dash in the hallway had been.  
 
    Flustered, I trailed my fingers through my hair and took a deep, settling breath.  
 
    “Meena—” he started, but I held up a hand.  
 
    “Don’t,” I snapped, fearing whatever words the alcohol might have loosened.  
 
    Braden blinked and nodded a little too vigorously. “I was just going to ask if you could, uh, hand me a shirt.” 
 
    “Oh,” I said. “Right. Sure.” 
 
    Reaching behind me, I fumbled with the closet door. Why was my hand shaking so badly? And the sweat…  
 
    Finally, I turned and wrenched it open, thrusting my hand inside and grabbing the first piece of cloth it brushed. I tossed it over my shoulder. “There you go.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he mumbled. 
 
    Wiping my hands on my cloak, I stared into the blackness of Braden’s closet until I heard the soft sound of cotton being pulled over bare skin. Glancing over my shoulder, I found him wearing a T-shirt sporting the faces of several surprised cats floating in outer space. He looked down at his chest and shrugged. 
 
    “It was a gag gift.” His voice thickened. “From Lucas.” 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut. “I’m sorry. I just grabbed—” 
 
    “Hey,” he grunted. “It’s cool. Listen, Meena, I get it if you think I’m an idiot.” He suppressed a belch by thumping his chest. “I am. But this idea. It’s bad.” 
 
    “Did you not hear me in there?” I pointed toward the living room. “I saw how my mother died.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said. “I heard. And I’m sorry. Really sorry. But that’s even more reason—” 
 
    “And it wasn’t how he always told me.” The words fell out of my mouth. “He lied. He’s been lying my whole life. About so much. And I just need him to know… that I know. That he couldn’t keep it from me forever, so he never should have tried. I deserved the truth.” 
 
    Braden hung his head. “I get it, wanting the truth. Believe me, I do. But it won’t change anything. Won’t help anything. You need your wand back.” 
 
    I shook my head, turning back to the closet and groping for the coil of magical string. “It’ll come back when it’s ready. I don’t need the stress of hiding it all year anyway.” 
 
    In spite of all my wiping, sweat continued to slick my fingers, making it impossible to maneuver the thread around my Academy-issued ring.  
 
    Braden heaved a sigh, and a moment later, his warm breath was blowing across on my neck. “Here. Let me—” 
 
    I let out a shrill laugh, jerking away from him. “You can barely stand up and you think you can work your fingers better than me?” 
 
    “Oh, I know I can,” he murmured, and his confident laugh set my cheeks on fire.  
 
    In the moment it took me to recover from my own incredibly poor choice of words, Braden made a swift gesture with his right hand that sent the end of the thread zipping through my pinched fingers. Like a very tiny snake, it coiled around the base of my ring finger and tied itself in a tight knot.  
 
    “Oh,” I said, blinking. 
 
    The other end of the thread followed suit, this time worming between the ring and my skin. It shot out the other side and looped up and around, tying itself in a tidy knot around the metal band.  
 
    “Now you can take it off,” Braden said, stepping out of my personal space. 
 
    “Take it off?” I yelped.  
 
    Our eyes met. An awkward smile crossed his lips with a dry laugh. “The ring?” 
 
    “The ring,” I breathed. “Right. It stays here.” 
 
    Braden nodded, smirking. “Should I look away, or—” 
 
    “Shut up.” I glared at him as I wiggled the ring off my finger and set it gently on his nightstand.  
 
    “Wish you’d reconsider,” he said, ignoring the command I’d just given. He also kind of fluttered his eyelashes, which caused my stomach to kind of flutter back, and for a split second, I also kind of wondered if maybe he was right. Maybe my priorities were out of order. Maybe the wand was the most important thing. 
 
    But no. Dasharath was a more advanced student than Braden. If he said my wand was gone, then it was probably the truth. Returning to the clearing would be dangerous and pointless. Getting answers from my father while I had the chance was the right thing to do.  
 
    “I have to,” I whispered, lowering my eyes because the intensity of his stare was becoming too much. “I have to know.” 
 
    “Okay,” Braden sighed, shaking his head. “Okay. Just… be careful out there, huh?” 
 
    “I will,” I said, and somehow my hand wound up touching his arm. “I promise.” 
 
    “You better,” he said gruffly. “I’m all out of liquor.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
    Pushing aside the empty plastic hangers dangling from the slightly off-kilter rod in my bedroom closet, I stepped through the breach I’d just opened and over a big plastic tub full of old stuffed animals, nudging the shutter-style folding door open with my toe in the process. The room I’d grown up in was pitch black and deathly silent—my dad had turned my rickety, rattle-y ceiling fan off. Emerging into the stagnant air felt like wading barefoot into an algae-covered pond: not great. Like, really not good. 
 
    Since the main light switch was on the opposite side of the room, I reached up and found the beaded string connected to the closet’s dim bulb. A quick tug illuminated the fluffy faces peering out of the plastic bin and threw a rectangular patch of light onto the carpet.  
 
    “Cool toys,” Braden chuckled, and I looked up to see he was still standing in the doorway of his own closet, one hand resting casually on the frame. 
 
    Glaring, I snatched up a plush hippo and chucked it at his inebriated face. He caught it with cat-like reflexes, flashing a cocky grin. He pressed the purple toy to his heart, and something glimmered behind his unfocused gaze. It sent a tingling sensation radiating out from my core, and I quickly turned away. Pressing a hand over my stomach, I told myself I was just queasy with nerves over what I was doing. Braden Thomas couldn’t possibly be stirring up my butterflies. Not in his current state. 
 
    I eased deeper into my bedroom but kept my feet in the patch of light. I couldn’t think of a single good reason why anyone would be lying in wait for me here, of all places, but then I barely knew anything about myself, did I? Someone had wanted my mother dead. Who knew how they felt about me? 
 
    My fingers twitched near my hip, aching for the confidence my wand would have brought me had it been sitting there in a holster. Or, rather, the confidence I imagined it would have brought me, since I’d never gotten the chance to use to it. But maybe that was for the best. So far, my hand-cast magic had severed an arm, turned a girl into a wolf, and killed a man. I was honestly a little afraid of what I might be able to accomplish with a wand.  
 
    “Stop dilly-dallying,” Braden growled from behind me.  
 
    Glancing over my shoulder into the closet, I could see him perched on the edge of his bed, purple plush hippo clasped between his widespread knees.  
 
    “I’m going,” I whispered.  
 
    Braden glanced at his alarm clock. “Ten minutes. Tops.” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I turned away and stepped out of the patch of light. My room looked sad and sparse given how much of my stuff had been magically transported to the Academy. How had this been explained to my father? I couldn’t have run away on a bus, like he’d apparently been told, with my entire room in tow.  
 
    The deep rumble of my dad’s favorite anchorman floated up from the living room below. So that’s what you do when your only child skips town without even saying goodbye. The same thing as usual.  
 
    My anger, which had somewhat cooled during the debacles with Leia, Dash, and Braden, suddenly burned hot, like a volcano ready to spill lie-destroying lava from its crumbling peak.  
 
    “Dad!” I shouted, bolting from my eerie bedroom. The hallway shook with the force of my footsteps. The aging stairs squealed as I half-ran, half-tumbled down them.  
 
    “Meena?” My father was on his feet in front of his still-rocking recliner by the time I reached the bottom.  
 
    I skidded to a stop in the TV-lit room. My out-of-shape father clutched a metal baseball bat in front of him. I was no big sports fan, but even I knew his hands were too close together to take a good swing at whoever he believed might be after him. He might as well have just left the bat by the front door to arm his attacker.  
 
    “Dad?” I hated the way my voice cracked, but imagining someone trying to hurt him... The flame of rage that had propelled me downstairs was snuffed out. “What are you...?” 
 
    “Meena.” He breathed a sigh of relief, but his eyes remained wary. “It’s really you?” 
 
    “Of course it’s me,” I said, circling around the couch slowly, as though approaching a frightened animal. “Who were you expecting?” 
 
    Dad lowered the bat with sagging shoulders. “I think you must know now.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, coming to a stop a few feet in front of him. Up close, I could see the dark smudges under his eyes were more than just shadows. He hadn’t been sleeping. “If you mean that I’m a witch.” 
 
    The bat slipped from his grasp, clattering loudly against the wooden floor. He sank back into his recliner, hunching over with his face cradled in both hands. The bald spot in the midst of his jet-black hair shimmered blue and white with the flickering of the television. 
 
    “I didn’t want this for you,” he moaned. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “Sorry?” I hissed, stepping over the bat. “For what I am, or how you lied about it?” 
 
    He looked miserably up at me through his fingers. “I didn’t want this for you.” 
 
    My hands curled into fists. Not that I would ever strike my father, but his pitiful non-answer was making the wall look mighty appealing at the moment.  
 
    “Not wanting it was never going to stop it. I had a right to know. To be prepared. Grandma—” My voice choked off and I had to clear my throat. “She could have helped me. But you wouldn’t let her. You—” 
 
    “Didn’t want to lose you!” Dad shouted, launching up out of the chair again. “Meena, these… these… people, they’re—” 
 
    “My people,” I said firmly, even though only five of them I’d met so far actually made me feel that way. It didn’t matter. I was what I was, and so were they. “They’re my people now, Dad. They always were.” 
 
    My father’s face crumpled, his eyes fluttering shut. “Meena, sweetheart, please… let me explain.” 
 
    “You had eighteen years to explain!” I exploded.  
 
    Of course, that was exactly what I’d come here to get him to do, but in that moment, it felt like the most important thing to do with my limited time on this side of the breach was to make him feel as terrible as I possibly could about what he’d stolen from me.  
 
    “But you just pretended like everything was normal!” I screamed, furious tears burning their way out of my eyes. “That I could make plans for a normal life! When you must have known all along that they could come for me. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be sitting here watching the damn news in the middle of the night instead of out there looking for me!” My voice reached a pitch I wasn’t sure I’d ever previously achieved as I flung my hand in the direction of the door.  
 
    Dad moved toward me, reaching his hands toward my shoulders, but I jerked away. He winced, as though I’d struck him after all, but respectfully backed out of my personal space. Snatching up the remote, he finally muted the television, and a heavy silence filled the room like an invisible, noxious gas.  
 
    “Of course I knew you hadn’t hopped a bus, Meena,” Dad said with a weary sigh. “Your mother and grandmother both prepared me for this possibility.” 
 
    “How nice for you,” I muttered. “Advance warning. Imagine that.” 
 
    “So, yes, I have been reasonably certain you were somewhere alive, if not entirely safe, or else—” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I cut him off. “If not entirely safe?” 
 
    He opened his mouth, then snapped it shut. “I don’t know.” 
 
    “Then why did you say it?” 
 
    He looked away from me toward the curtained window facing the front lawn. “Your mother did not remember her time in school fondly, but she didn’t like to say why. She survived, though, so I’ve been clinging to the hope that you would do the same. If you have half her power…” 
 
    “I have more,” I whispered. “I mean, I think.” 
 
    Dad’s head drooped. “She was afraid of that.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, but my breathless whisper disappeared under the sudden chiming of the hall clock. My ten minutes was up. Sinking to my knees in front of his chair, I grasped my father’s hands. “Dad, I have to go soon. Please. Why was she afraid? Tell me everything she ever said about me.” 
 
    He lifted his head and offered me a heartbroken smile. Brushing a lock of hair behind my ear, he said, “That would take hours, sweetheart. Once you arrived, you were all she talked about.” 
 
    My heart seemed to spasm as memories from my awful vision returned full force. My photo clipped to her visor. My cereal getting soggy in the passenger seat. Her confusion and fear. The last thing she saw. The last words she heard.  
 
    “I’m sorry, Kim. You knew the rules.” 
 
    I pressed my forehead to my father’s knee, tears dribbling down my cheeks and off my chin. “I had a vision.” 
 
    He drew in a sharp breath, but then settled his warm hand on the back of my head. “She was afraid of that, too.” 
 
    “Did… did she have visions?” 
 
    He was silent for a long moment. Too long. I imagined how anxious Braden must be getting back in his room. I worried that he might try to come after me, and in his drunken state, screw the whole thing up. 
 
    “Terrible visions,” my father admitted, his voice hoarse. “They kept her up at night.” 
 
    I lifted my head, sniffling. “About what?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t say. She kept it all inside until…” He pressed his lips together in a look I knew all too well meant he was trying not to cry. “Well, you know.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I whispered. “That’s the problem. Except now I do. But I still don’t, and—” 
 
    He smoothed his hand over my head. “I’m afraid I’m not following, honey.”  
 
    “My vision.” I squeezed my eyes shut and looked down at the floor. “Dad, I saw how she really died. It… it wasn’t a car accident.” 
 
    “Oh no,” he murmured, and I felt his whole body tense. “Oh no. No no no. You were not supposed to see that.” 
 
    I straightened up, letting go of his hands. “So you knew that?” 
 
    He pushed out of his chair and paced across the room, wringing his hands. “Of course I knew that. How could I not know that? I had to see—” He clenched his jaw and shook his head. “I understand why you’re angry we didn’t tell you, but you were just a little girl. Practically a baby! There was no way to make it make sense to you.” 
 
    Standing, I caught his arm and made him hold still. “Dad, I haven’t been a little girl in a long time. You could have told me. You should have told me. If Mom was murdered—” 
 
    Dad’s mouth fell open, and the utter shock in his eyes ended my sentence. His hand covered his mouth, and then moved to cup my cheek. “Oh, sweetheart, no… That’s not…” 
 
    “Yes, it is,” I said, gripping his wrist. “I saw it. Her car ran off the road, and then she got out, and there was a wolf, and he said—” 
 
    “Meena,” my father said sharply. “I know nothing about magic, but I would hope that school is teaching you to distinguish between a bad dream and a psychic vision.” 
 
    I blinked, unsure how to proceed if he was going to continue denying things.  
 
    “It’s true that your mother ran her car off the road,” he said in a flat, lifeless tone. “But she wasn’t eaten by a wolf, or whatever it is you think you saw happen.” 
 
    “No, Dad, I saw—” 
 
    “And I saw her body, Meena.” His fingers dug into the side of my face, jostling my head. “That was my job. As her husband. To identify her body. And I can assure you she had not been…” He grimaced. “There were no wolves involved.” 
 
    I stared at him. Had Professor’s Castle magical telescope shown me a false vision? Or was I the one who had jumped to a false conclusion? Because suddenly, hearing my father say words so difficult I knew he couldn’t be lying, I realized I had never actually seen the wolf attack.  
 
    The silver string tied to my finger pinched roughly into my skin. Braden was beckoning me back. I gave a quick tug to let him know I was coming. Dad eyed the string with an expression of curiosity and bitterness. Whatever was on the other end was going to take me away from him again.  
 
    “So…” My brow furrowed. Maybe the wolf hadn’t killed her, but she had still died that night, and not inside her car. “Then what?” 
 
    Dad made a single sound of distress deep in his throat, and then he threw his arms around me, gathering me to his chest. There were still things to be angry about, but I clung to his neck, letting him make me feel truly safe for the first time in days. A sob welled up in my throat. I didn’t want to go back. 
 
    “I never wanted you to have to know this,” he said fiercely in my ear. “But I can see that was an impossible dream. You are right about one thing. Your mother did not die in the car accident.” 
 
    I pushed away from his embrace, eyes wide and desperate, searching his for the truth. But he immediately clenched them shut. His teeth ground against each other with a painful, rasping noise.  
 
    “Meena, I need you to understand that you were the light of your mother’s life, but—” 
 
    “But what?” I asked, my voice shrill. A cold pit of dread had opened in my stomach.  
 
    “Her visions made life very dark.” 
 
    “No,” I whispered, the chasm inside me widening. “No.” 
 
    “After your mother wrecked her car that night, she… wandered into the woods. She came to a cliff and… she jumped.” His hands gripped mine. “Your mother ended her own life, Meena.” 
 
    I yanked away from him, stumbling backward. “No. No, she must have fallen, she must have—” 
 
    “There was a witness, Meena. A man came across her car and saw her going into the woods. He followed and he saw the whole thing. She meant to do it. I’m sorry. I know this is a terrible thing to learn, but—” 
 
    “Then he pushed her!” I shouted. The wolf. A man. A shifter. Now it made sense. 
 
    Dad shook his head. “His story checked out, and your mom… She hadn’t been well, sweetheart. Not for a long time.” 
 
    As I gaped at him, trying to process this disturbing news about her death—and worse, her life—the silver string cut into my finger again. Hard enough to pull my whole arm backward.  
 
    Whirling toward the stairs, I shouted, “I am coming! Hold on!” 
 
    The next tug ripped me right off my feet. I slammed to the wooden floor, pain shooting through my elbow and hip. Dad bent over me, terror plain on his face, but before he could so much as touch me, I was skidding on my back toward the stairs. 
 
    “Meena!” he shouted, chasing after me. 
 
    The force dragged me upward, every sharp stair edge rattling my bones as I bumped my way to the top.  
 
    “Meena!” Dad lunged and caught me by one ankle. “What’s happening?!” 
 
    “I don’t know!” I shouted even though I did. We had clearly been caught. Braden was a jerk, but he would never manhandle me with magic like this. “But you have to let go!” 
 
    “Never!” Dad growled, throwing his weight backwards. 
 
    I yelped in pain. The force that had me by the finger was as solid as a wall, and my father’s attempt to yank me downstairs had only pulled the muscles in my overstretched back. I kicked out at him. “Don’t! Let me go!” 
 
    Dad tried to grab my flailing foot, but I flew out of his reach like a fish being reeled inexorably into the boat. As the magic whisked me down the hallway toward my room, I rolled onto my stomach and tried to find the string. If I could break it— 
 
    But no. That would leave Braden all alone with the consequences of our actions. I couldn’t do that to him. I had to go back.  
 
    “I’m coming!” I shouted again, digging my toes into the carpet just enough to slow the pull and get my feet under me. 
 
    My father reached the top of the stairs, slapping on the hall light just as I was standing. “Meena!” 
 
    “Go back!” I yelled, pointing at the stairs. “Don’t follow me!” 
 
    “Meena, please, you can’t go back there,” Dad begged, ignoring me and coming closer. “Stay with me. I’ll keep you safe. We’ll run if we have to.” 
 
    The force yanked, digging the silver string so deeply into my finger that I feared it might sever it clean off, but I grabbed my bedroom door frame. “There’s no running, Daddy,” I whispered. “I have to go back. But… they say I can come home for Thanksgiving.” 
 
    The string pulled again. This time, I cried out. Blood pooled around the string where it bit deeply into the flesh of my finger. 
 
    Seeing this, my father’s face twisted with rage, and with a bellow I’d never heard the likes of before, he charged toward me. “Let my daughter go!” 
 
    Realizing that nothing would keep my father from following me through the closet now, and knowing nothing good could happen to him on the other side, I threw up my hands and shouted, “Dad, stop!” 
 
    A burst of purple magic lit up the hallway.  
 
    My father’s scream ripped straight through my heart. The magic’s afterglow had left my eyes burning and blind, but my ears caught the thump of flesh against the floor. 
 
    “Daddy!” I shrieked, lunging forward in spite of the swarm of purple spots clouding my vision. “No!” 
 
    But the silver string yanked, whipping me off my feet. My chin slammed hard against the door frame, and the spots before my eyes congealed into darkness. 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes, but the darkness remained.  
 
    Leaves crunched under my elbow as I lifted my right hand to my throbbing jaw. The moist crust of a large, half-formed scab greeted my fingertips, causing them to recoil into my palm. I let my fist fall beside my head and emitted a low groan as I poked around at my teeth with my tongue to make sure they were all accounted for. Luckily, it seemed their roots had all held firm.  
 
    As my eyes adjusted, a spray of stars came into focus on the black canvas of night stretching overhead. I deduced that the darkest, jagged areas at the edges of my vision must be the tops of trees circling the clearing.  
 
    How had I wound up back here? I squeezed my eyes shut and wracked my brain for the memory.  
 
    Ah, yes. Braden and I opened a breach to retrieve my wand.  
 
    My thumb pressed against the base of my ring finger, searching for the silver thread. I breathed a sigh of relief when it was right where it should be. If I’d lost that, Chancellor Singh would know I’d removed my ring, and this would be my last night at Broken Wand Academy. I’d be on the first magical transport home— 
 
    Home! 
 
    I bolted upright.  
 
    Dad! 
 
    The true memories rushed back in, forcing all the air out of my lungs. I wasn’t here to retrieve my wand. I was here… I had no idea why I was here. But I knew the last place I had been was my own home. I knew the last thing I had done was use magic to hurt my own father. The thud of his body echoed in my mind over and over, louder even than the drumming of my own pulse. I refused to consider the possibility that he had been more than hurt.  
 
    “Good morning, Sunshine.” The speaker paused to chuckle. “Or should I say, Moonshine?” 
 
    I froze, hands planted flat on the forest floor. I knew that voice. It was the same unnaturally deep, distorted voice that had presided over the attempted sacrifice Braden and I had witnessed.  
 
    It was the voice of the man in the golden bird mask.  
 
    Lifting my eyes, I found that very mask peering down at me, the long beak glinting like a sword in the moonlight. The head tilted in the comical way of a bird studying a seed on the ground—or in the less comical way of a vulture studying a piece of roadkill.  
 
    The tall man withdrew a thin wand from a holster at his hip and waved it lazily through the air before my face. Absurdly, in that moment, I was most afraid of him poking me in the eye. 
 
    “Meena Song, daughter of Kim Young-Mi,” he drawled. The tip of his wand pressed into the wound on my chin. “The shifter whisperer.” 
 
    “Say what?” I hissed, pulling my head back. 
 
    The wand whistled for the briefest of seconds before it slapped me across the cheek. I yelped, and the image of doing the exact same thing to Dash last night flashed behind my eyes, bringing with it a surge of guilt. But in the space between pulse beats, that guilt became rage. The bird man had plucked me out of the breach, meaning he had been in Braden’s room, meaning someone must have told him he could find me there.  
 
    Dasharath had ratted me out.  
 
    My heart pinched more than I thought it would.  
 
    His irritating affection had never been sincere. Was this the real reason he had goaded me into throwing my wand away last night? He’d meant to disarm me so I would have no defense, not even the staff I’d used to defeat the cult the first time. He must have been among their ranks that night, just like Serenity.  
 
    “Braden,” I choked. “If you hurt—” 
 
    “Relax,” the bird man intoned. “I would never waste a perfectly good Proteus unless I had a perfectly good reason. And you haven’t given me one yet.” He stroked the cheek he had just struck with his wand. “Shall we keep it that way?” 
 
    I snapped my teeth at his gloved hand. 
 
    He jerked back, laughing seemingly in delight. “Fancy yourself a wolf, hmm, girl?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I growled. “Where’s Braden?” 
 
    The man shook his head, metallic beak swaying side to side. “Your boyfriend—” 
 
    My leg shot up and out, connecting with the man’s knee. As he doubled over, I leaped to my feet and wrapped both hands around that ridiculous beak. “Dasharath, if that’s—” 
 
    A flash of magic illuminated the clearing, followed by a sensation like an electrified baseball being lobbed into my back. My limbs froze in place, legs slightly off balance, hands still gripping the beak.  
 
    As the magic faded, I tried to blink away the afterglow, but my eyelids were caught in limbo, too. Terror welled in my chest, but the fact that my heart could still race and my lungs could still heave soothed it some.  
 
    The bird man took a long step backward, easily removing his nose from my clutches. He straightened the mask, then smoothed the rumples out of his heavy black cloak.  
 
    “Thank you, my dear,” he oozed at someone apparently standing behind me. “But you may release the spell now. I can handle her myself.” 
 
    “If she does to you what she did to me…” a female voice replied with uncertainty, causing my eyes to flutter shut with regret. I had only thought to worry about what Serenity might tell Chancellor Singh or Professor Yates, but of course she had reported back to the bird man.  
 
    His beak pointed off to the side of my left shoulder, and at this distance, I could see the whites of his eyes gleaming behind the holes in the mask. “Then we will know she has the power we seek.”  
 
    His gaze swung in a slow arc, passing over me like I wasn’t even there, and I realized Serenity was not the only member of the cult positioned behind me. They all were.  
 
    “In that event, you must continue the ritual without me so that one of you might restore me to my present glory.” 
 
    My lips pulled back in an expression of yikes.  
 
    The bird face tilted to the left, and then the right. The movement was so uncanny that, for a moment, I allowed myself to consider the possibility there was an actual bird hidden beneath the cloak and mask. If people could be wolves, then why not birds?  
 
    “You believe I am Dasharath Singh?” the man asked in his strange, distorted tone, returning his attention to me. “That is all you think of me?” He gestured at his body like it was something to behold, even though none of it could actually be beheld under all that cloak.  
 
    “Oh, that’s not all I think of you,” I muttered, glancing away from the imposing figure. He was too tall to be Dash unless he was back in his glamour. It was only the disdain in his voice when he’d said the word boyfriend that had made me make that guess. That didn’t exactly make it an educated one. 
 
    “I am not some simpering child chasing at his aunt’s apron strings,” the man seethed, drawing himself up to an even taller height. “Soon, if the rumors about you prove true, I will be the most powerful witch on the planet. Show some respect.” 
 
    He flicked his wand and my knees buckled, dropping me into a subservient bow. Some sort of hard nut or stone dug into my shin bone, and I grit my teeth.  
 
    “See how she growls!” the bird man roared, lifting his hands. “Like a beast of the moon!” 
 
    A low murmur of excitement rose from the group stationed behind me, and a chill trickled down my spine. Why did they seem to believe I was some sort of shifter myself? I wasn’t, was I?  
 
    Or was that the secret everyone had really been hiding from me? Was it only a matter of time before I would transform?  
 
    “Brothers and sisters!” the bird man bellowed, growing taller still. “We began this year with the same hope as always: that we might grow strong enough to bring witchkind out of the shadows and into the light. But the opportunity that presents itself tonight may be far beyond our wildest imaginings. To possess the moon magic—” His voice broke off, as though he’d been overcome with emotion. “Bring me the test subject.” 
 
    Test subject? That was the language of a scientist. Could this be Professor Phorm? The body types didn’t match up at all, but perhaps he wore a glamour to disguise his recognizable, everyday form. Who on campus would be more interested in possessing moon magic than the man who kept a shifter woman as a pet?  
 
    The bird man glided backward with a flap of his cloak, and suddenly, I realized his feet were hovering a good eighteen inches above the forest floor. He came to rest on a large stump—the same stump I had seen him standing on once before. This was the clearing where they performed their human sacrifices.  
 
    I gulped. That seemed… not promising for my future. 
 
    Two more bird-masked figures strode past me on the right, one draped in a ruby red cloak, the other emerald green. I knew the girl in red was Serenity, but I wasn’t so sure about the one in green. The cloak reminded me somewhat of…  
 
    I shook the thought away immediately. The important thing right now was not their identity, but that of the person squirming in the large black bag that floated behind them.  
 
    My heart clenched. It had to be Braden. That poor, drunk mess hadn’t stood a chance when these monsters burst into his room. I should have taken him with me. Then we might have both escaped by cutting the strings. A life on the run was better than no life at all. 
 
    “Let him go!” I tried to fill my voice with the authority of someone who possessed a rare magic. “I will cooperate. Just let him go.” 
 
    The masked girls flanked the bird man, and the black bag hung suspended in the air before him. The heavy fabric muffled the timbre of Braden’s voice, but the swear words were unmistakable.  
 
    “Let him go!” I tried again. “Did you hear me? I will cooperate.”  
 
    “Child, you don’t even know what we need,” the bird man said with mirth.  
 
    “I don’t care,” I said, surprising even myself a little. “Just let him go! He’s not part of this! He’s not—” 
 
    The bird man gave a careless toss of his wand, and the black shroud unraveled from around the writhing form.  
 
    “—Braden,” I whispered softly, staring at the boyish-but-not-boy figure floating where I had expected to see my friend.  
 
    Professor Castle twisted her neck and jerked her chin at me as though we were just running into each other on the street. My hand flew to my mouth. She had said too much. Chancellor Singh had been listening, just as she feared. Which meant the Chancellor… 
 
    “No,” I whispered, shaking my head. My voice faded away, leaving me mouthing the words, “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “S’okay, Eggplant,” Castle grunted. “I knew the risks. Didn’t like working there anyway.” 
 
    “Let her go,” I choked out, tears stinging my eyes. “I’ll do whatever you need.” 
 
    Castle scoffed. “Meena, don’t sweat it. You can’t let these ass—” 
 
    “Silence!” the bird man thundered, and Castle’s voice vanished, even though her lips kept moving.  
 
    When she realized what he had done, she twisted her head and spit on the hem of his cloak. With another lazy flick of his wand, she crashed to the ground. Her mouth twisted with a muted roar of pain.  
 
    “Your task is very simple, Miss Song,” the bird man said, spreading his gloved palms. “The other Proteus will survive the night if you can turn this person into a wolf.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Castle’s twisted expression of pain smoothed into a slack-jawed look of shock. She managed to push herself up on one elbow, even though her wrists were bound in a manner that pressed her palms and finger together as if in prayer. I didn’t need to be a lip reader to guess the expletive at the end of her mouthed, “What the—?” I was thinking the exact same thing. 
 
    “I can’t do that,” I stammered, backing away from the stump until I smacked into someone’s solid chest. Strong, gloved hands encircled my upper arms, holding me in place. A quick glance over each shoulder told me resistance was futile. It seemed an entire flock of colorful bird people had landed in these woods to watch the show.  
 
    From atop the stump, their leader shook his wand like a teacher chiding a student—which I supposed made perfect sense given that he was almost certainly a professor. “Come now, don’t be shy. You’re among friends, my dear. Family, if you wish.” He rolled his shoulders in a way that might have been comical under different circumstances. “Loosen up. Show us what you can do.” 
 
    “Or you’ll kill Braden?” I scoffed, fighting the urge to struggle against my captor. “Some family.” 
 
    The bird man thoughtfully scraped his wand along the side of his golden beak, as though it were flesh capable of itching, but the motion produced a faint metallic scratching sound that set my teeth on edge. 
 
    “A family should be a wellspring of motivation for its members to drink from,” he said at length. “You may think our methods cruel, but I assure you we aim only to inspire. Now. Go on. Change her… him?” He made a show of inspecting Castle’s prostrate form. “Her?” 
 
    Castle bared her teeth and jerked at the ropes binding her wrists and ankles. The bird man flicked his fingers, lazily tilting his wand in her direction without moving his hand. Red magic glowed at the tip like a smoldering cigarette.  
 
    I lurched forward, and my obedience so far paid off. The hands that gripped my shoulders had grown complacent, and I easily broke free. Even as I did so, I knew it was stupid. Pointless. Hopeless. But every instinct in my mind and my magic commanded me to save the only person I felt I could well and truly trust in this entire hellish place.  
 
    My hands rose of their own accord, pulsing with the heat of an unknown spell. Serenity and the figure cloaked in green did the same, gliding protectively in front of their deranged leader. I stopped short as my eyes locked with the second girl. There was something familiar about the rage radiating from behind her impressive mask. Colorful jewels lined the eye holes, and a spray of iridescent feathers adorned the crest. Her beak was long and narrow like a hummingbird’s, and sharp enough to double as a sword.  
 
    She made a sudden violent pecking motion in my direction, and I shrank back, wanting to avoid death by skewer even more than I wanted to ascertain her identity. 
 
    Looming over them on his stump, the bird man shook his head and made a gesture of parting curtains. The girls glided back to their original positions, calling into question how much free will this man’s followers could actually claim.  
 
    A new anger welled inside me. I knew the second girl had to be a second-year like Serenity, or maybe even a first like me, because she wielded no wand. I wondered how many of the cloaked figures gathering behind me were also only half-trained classmates. Professor Phorm had refused me entrance into his program—not that I had actually wanted it—because I was apparently too much like my mother, who didn’t have the heart for it. Was this what he really meant? Was the entire department just a front for this cult?  
 
    A shiver crawled over my skin like a swarm of icy-toed spiders. It hadn’t taken me long to figure out that classes here were cut-throat, but how could it be that so many kids were perfectly fine with performing human sacrifice? Was it possible they hadn’t all chosen to be out here, participating in this? Was Phorm pulling all the strings with the help of a few loyal subjects like Serenity?  
 
    I remembered something Braden had said during our first run-in with this crowd, something about Serenity’s family being involved in dark stuff. Was that why the two of them broke up?  
 
    I cringed inwardly. That was not the most important question at the moment. What I needed to know was just how deep this thing ran. Was Phorm acting alone, or was he merely in charge of the academic branch of something far more sinister and widespread? 
 
    In my distraction, the same gloved hands as before gripped my elbows, pulling them slightly behind my back. I looked to Castle with helpless eyes. She gave me a one-shoulder shrug and a rueful smile. I knew she didn’t want me to blame myself for her predicament, but this was all my fault. I never should have opened my mouth, knowing that Singh might be listening.  
 
    Selfish. That’s what it had been to tell her all of that. Just like it had been selfish to leave Braden alone in his impaired condition. Together, we might have fought our way out, like last time. But instead I had put him in danger. And for what? Maybe there was no big mystery at all. Maybe my father’s version was correct. Maybe being part of this insane world had driven my mother off a cliff. Maybe that’s what Lucas Billing had really done, too.  
 
    The bird man—Phorm?—cleared his throat. “We don’t have all night, Miss Song. Mr. Thomas anxiously awaits your action.” 
 
    I lifted my gaze to the unreadable avian face. An eerie silence hung over the clearing, muting the natural sounds of the forest. Was that part of the spell he’d cast on Castle, or were even the insects too afraid to move right now? 
 
    “I don’t know how to do what you’re asking,” I said at last, head drooping with defeat.  
 
    “Liar!” Serenity shouted, ripping off her mask. “You did it to me!” 
 
    A gasp went up from the crowd behind me. The bird man let out a growl and swept his hand toward Serenity, magically pushing the mask back in place. “Control yourself, girl!” 
 
    “She’s lying!” Serenity screeched. “Are you just going to stand there and let her?” 
 
    The bird man puffed up his chest. “Do not presume to tell me—” 
 
    “It’s true that I did it once,” I spoke up. “Inside the arena. To Serenity. But that was an accident made in self-defense.” I shot a glare at the red-cloaked witch. “It happened so fast. I don’t know the finger movements.” 
 
    “Magic is instinct, not knowledge, Miss Song.” The bird man sounded pleased with my confession. “You can and will transform this woman into a wolf. Tonight. Now focus on your fingers. Fill them with energy, as though you were pouring water into a plastic glove.” 
 
    Seeing no other choice but to go through the motions, I lifted my hands. I scrunched up my face as though exerting great effort. After several moments, maybe even minutes, I let out a wincing sigh and dropped both hands. 
 
    “It’s no use,” I muttered, rubbing them together.  
 
    “You weren’t even trying!” the bird man thundered in his deep, distorted voice. “You think me a fool!” 
 
    Professor Castle writhed on the ground, kicking up leaves as she slammed her feet down over and over again. She gestured to her mouth with her bound hands.  
 
    “Do you have something valuable to add to this conversation?” the bird man drawled, peering down his beak. 
 
    Castle nodded vigorously. 
 
    “Very well,” he sighed and swished his wand.  
 
    “First off,” Castle rasped, glaring up at him. “You look ridiculous, Yates.” 
 
    I reeled back, colliding with the solid chest of my captor. “Professor Yates?”  
 
    The man’s fingers dug hard into my elbows. “Be still,” he growled in a deep voice that didn’t seem quite natural.  
 
    “Professor Yates?” I repeated, gaping at the cult leader.  
 
    But of course. It made perfect sense. He helmed the Academy’s most prestigious program: Martial Magic. He had access to all the students with a propensity for violence. He had the Arena in which he could safely torture anyone who needed convincing. And he had intentionally cast my suspicions on Professor Phorm after Braden and I interrupted the sacrifice. I groaned inwardly at my own stupidity. No one who was up to anything good would be that loose-lipped with a student. 
 
    Yates threw back his head, beak to the starry sky, and laughed a little too maniacally for his next words to be true. “Another guess misses the mark!” 
 
    “Dude.” Castle chuckled. “I’m the freakin’ Divination professor. I know who’s behind every mask out here. And you—” she tilted her head back to look at the green-cloaked girl, “—you should be especially ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    “Silence!” Professor Yates roared, lifting his wand.  
 
    Castle lifted her hands as if that could shield her throat from his muffling magic. “Hey! Hey! Whoa! I had just one more thing to say. Then you can turn me into a wolf. Whatever, man. I hate this place.” 
 
    Yates paused, his wand still raised high. “Speak, now.” 
 
    “Or forever hold my peace?” Castle cracked. When no one laughed, she rolled her shoulders and muttered, “Tough crowd.” 
 
    “You have no idea,” Yates drawled, lighting up the tip of his wand with red magic. 
 
    “Ha. Yeah, actually, I do. Because I’m, you know, the Divin—” 
 
    “Say something useful or lose your tongue!” Yates screamed.  
 
    “Right. So.” Castle awkwardly hoisted herself into a sitting position, looping her bound arms over her knees. “As we’ve established, I can see the future, and it’s absolutely necessary to the survival of witchkind that both Meena and Braden survive this evening. So, if turning me into a wolf is what it takes to make sure that happens, I’m down to give it a whirl. Who knows? Could be cool.” 
 
    “It’s not cool,” Serenity shrieked. “It’s disgusting and humiliating and—” 
 
    “Aww.” Castle tilted her with mock sympathy. “Did someone sniff her friends’ butts?” 
 
    Yates flashed his hand at Serenity before she could respond. “You have my word that Mr. Thomas will be released as soon as your transformation is complete.” 
 
    “Your word. Yes, that means so much. Thank you.” Castle snorted. “Show us the boy. So we know you haven’t already killed him.” 
 
    Yates tilted his head in that creepy, bird-like manner. “I would think you already knew.” 
 
    “Bring him here,” Castle said in a low, warning tone that did not match her helpless situation. “So Meena will know she’s not doing this for nothing. You’ll never get what you want until she’s seen he’s safe.” 
 
    The golden beak pointed at me, and the cold eyes behind the mask studied my face. Finally, he asked, “That is the problem? You don’t trust me?” 
 
    “Of course I don’t trust you,” I snarled. 
 
    “If I fetch the boy, and you see that he’s safe and sound, ready to be released, then you will perform the spell?” 
 
    Castle nodded, her eyes urgent. Had she really seen a vision in which Braden and I were both necessary for the survival of witchkind? Or was she bluffing? At the moment, I guessed it didn’t really matter. I doubted that Braden’s presence would make it possible for me to do the spell I didn’t know how to do, but at least I wouldn’t have to feel guilty about taking the first opportunity to escape. If he were here, I could take him with me like last time. And Castle, too. 
 
    “Sure,” I answered breezily. “No problem. If Castle’s truly willing.” 
 
    “The sooner the better.” Castle tilted her head back and howled. “Let’s do this. Oh, wait. One more thing. My jacket.” 
 
    “Your jacket?” Yates said in a weary tone. “What about it?” 
 
    “Uh… it’s vintage?” Castle shot him a disdainful look. “I’d like it to stay in one piece, if you don’t mind.” She shrugged. “And besides, Meena was wearing it my vision of the final battle.” 
 
    A murmur rippled through the cult. Yates held up a hand. “The final battle?” 
 
    “Yeah. Drifters versus shifters. It’s going to be lit. Right up your alley. And for some reason, she’s going to be wearing my jacket when it happens.”  
 
    Yates leaped down from his stump, circling Castle. He poked at her jacket with his hand. “This jacket? What’s so special about it?” 
 
    “Uh, did you hear me? It’s vintage.” Castle rolled her eyes. “I don’t know, man. Just because I see the future doesn’t mean I see every step in between. But I do know that if she’s not wearing this jacket when the time comes…” 
 
    “Then what?” Yates said, jabbing her with his wand. “Use less words.” 
 
    “We lose,” Castle said simply. “Everything.” 
 
    The gravity of her tone sent a chill down my spine. What if she was telling the truth? Drifters versus shifters? Were Braden and I going to be responsible for wiping out an entire species?  
 
    No, not a species. I thought of Rhea, trapped as a wolf for so many years she didn’t remember what her human face looked like. But she had one. Somewhere. She was a person, just like me. Or…? 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kim. You knew the rules.”  
 
    Castle had believed in my vision, even if my own father didn’t. Just because he had seen my mother’s body, retrieved from the bottom of a cliff, didn’t mean that shifters had nothing to do with it. Perhaps the shifter hadn’t attacked my mother but… 
 
    With a sudden jolt, my nightmare from several days ago returned to mind. Three wolves begging me to join them. Three witches wanting the same. And I… I had jumped off the cliff to avoid making the choice.  
 
    But what if that hadn’t been me? What if I had been witnessing my mother’s death out of order?  
 
    And what was it that had made my mother jump but a voice inside her head?  
 
    A female voice. One she trusted enough to obey.  
 
    Rhea.  
 
    A black cloud of fury rolled over me, blotting out everything but this. 
 
    “Give me the jacket!” I ordered. “And bring me Braden. Then I will do as you’ve asked.” 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
    Professor Yates rose off the ground and back onto his stump, which was definitely not so tall that he couldn’t have just stepped up like a normal person. But it was evident now that this was a man who relished a dramatic performance.  
 
    Well then, so be it. I had already severed one arm, murdered one man, and turned one girl into a wolf. Who could even say what I had done to my own father? If Yates wanted drama, I was the witch who delivered. 
 
    I flexed my fingers, willing them to remember whatever movements had called forth the so-called moon magic my blood contained. My heart ached for my wand, not just for the focus it would lend to my spastic power, but also for the support it signified. All of this would be easier if I knew my mom and grandma still had my back.  
 
    A tiny worm of doubt wiggled its way into my resolve. My grandmother had gifted me the wand after I’d saved Rhea’s life, but perhaps she was operating on outdated information. Being dead didn’t make her psychic, did it? How was she to know what had transpired in the moments before my mother threw herself off that cliff?  
 
    But if Mom is part of the magic now… 
 
    I emitted a frustrated growl. Being a witch was way too complicated, and this Academy didn’t teach anything in the right order. The source of our magic should have been the first lesson, its sentience the second. They shouldn’t just assume our families had taught us all of that themselves. Sometimes families failed. Sometimes families lied. 
 
    A bright red blast from Yates’ wand jolted me from my thoughts. It slammed into Castle, enveloping her jacket in a spiderweb of magic. An instant later, the jacket landed with a thump, limp and empty in the leaves.  
 
    Castle remained where she lay, hands still bound, looking startled and a lot more vulnerable in just her poet shirt and breeches. With her jacket off, I could see that the brass-studded holster at her hip was empty of its wand. What had they done with it? Would she be able to get it back? Would she even be worried about it after what I was about to do? 
 
    “A spell to magically remove someone’s clothes?” Castle sneered up at Yates. “Why am I not surprised?” 
 
    Yates ignored her. He pointed at the jacket on the ground and then at me. “Put it on.” 
 
    “What?” I taunted. “You can zap it right off but not on?” 
 
    Yates’ irritated sigh whistled through his hollow beak. “The wards in your cloak prevent such things. Otherwise someone might zap you into a straitjacket in battle, and then where would you be? Now, put it on.” 
 
    The man at my back released my elbows, and I stumbled forward. Apparently I’d been straining to get away more than I’d realized. Righting myself, I stepped up to the crumpled jacket that I had been coveting all during Divination class. Had that been a premonition of my own? What could it mean that I would be wearing this in the final battle between witches and shifters? Why would we lose if I didn’t? 
 
    I reached for the clasp at my throat. The green-cloaked girl emitted a small sound of consternation.  
 
    I froze. 
 
    My eyes slowly rose to meet the hateful pair behind the hummingbird mask. A torrent of emotions crashed through me—shock, horror, sadness, rage—but the one that finally took hold was embarrassment. How had I not recognized her beautiful green cloak right away?  
 
    “Leia?” My voice came out a raw whisper.  
 
    Yates looked sharply at his left-hand minion, confirming my suspicion with his reproach. Leia drew back as though he might strike her, and I clung to the shard of hope that she was here against her will. 
 
    “But you… you’re a healer…” I shook my head. “You can’t…” 
 
    Yates laughed so hard he doubled over. Serenity joined in the cackling, and soon most of those behind me were chuckling, too.  
 
    Leia lifted her chin, pointing her imperious beak to the night sky. “Just because you don’t like us doesn’t mean we don’t require healing too, at times.” 
 
    “I liked you,” I said quietly, shoulders slumping under the weight of her betrayal.  
 
    She snorted, either in disbelief or derision. I thought back to the night she’d saved Braden. Had she been in the clearing when he was stabbed? Was this why she had the skills to patch him up at all? Because she had already been training for these purposes before she was ever assigned to a magical department? I wanted to read more into her not letting him die, but I realized she had probably just been following orders to keep the drifters alive.  
 
    My eyes fell on Castle, who gave me a pitying, apologetic look. She had known, but for how long? Had she seen all of this happening? Was that why she’d recklessly answered my questions at all? All of this must come to pass to win the war I hadn’t even known was raging? 
 
    Yates cleared his throat, drawing my attention back to his golden mask. “You think of us as the bad guys now, my child, but once you set aside the mortal ideas of morality you were so cruelly and irresponsibly raised with, you’ll find we are, in fact, the good guys, fighting those who would enslave us, for our chance to stand in the sun, unafraid and unashamed.” 
 
    It was an appealing message. I could see how easy it must be for him to recruit students from magical families, the ones who had been forced to hide their special abilities their entire lives. But in that moment, I was suddenly and deeply grateful for my father’s decision to keep me away from these people.  
 
    My heart ached with guilt and worry. What had I done to him? 
 
    “But waste no more time,” Yates hissed. “Take the jacket. We must begin.” 
 
    Leia made another tiny noise. “But sir, the cloak—” 
 
    “Your efforts of enchantment are appreciated, sister, but Miss Song has agreed to cooperate.” 
 
    I yanked open the clasp and let the heavy purple fabric puddle at my feet. “What did you do to my cloak?”  
 
    Leia glowered at me, but it was Yates who answered. “She merely placed a ward that would prevent you from playing your transportation card. Standard procedure, but no longer necessary. I trust that you shall keep your word.” 
 
    “And you, yours?” I asked, bending to retrieve Castle’s jacket. I felt too exposed in only my jeans and light sweater.  
 
    “But of course.” Yates bowed low with a flourish that didn’t convince me. At all. Yet what choice did I have? 
 
    “Then bring me my friend,” I demanded, shrugging into the jacket.  
 
    The soft leather squeaked as I pushed up the sleeves, which were two inches too long for my arms. A pleasing warmth immediately encompassed my torso, but it was only Castle’s leftover body heat clinging to the fabric inner lining. Nothing magical about it. But at least it made me feel like a bad ass.  
 
    Yates straightened up from his dramatic bow, lifted his wand, and traced an incomprehensible pattern in the air. It ended with a downward slash that shot a bright burst of magic onto the ground.  
 
    Braden materialized between Yates and Castle. He teetered on bound feet, and then toppled over with an angry shout that filled my stomach with joyful nerves. He was alive. And in good enough condition to be royally pissed.  
 
    Castle scooted away from Braden’s violent attempt to right himself, but his tied hands were stuck beneath his chest at the wrong angle to do the necessary push-up. Also, he was probably still drunk. I felt a surge of fury toward him—all of this might have been avoided if he had stayed sober—but it quickly faded. He looked too helpless in his ratty sweatpants and that silly space cat shirt to stay angry.  
 
    Without thinking, I stepped forward to help him. Two strong arms immediately caught me around the waist, hauling me backward. My heels kicked at my captor’s knees, and I swiveled at my rib cage, trying to jab him with my elbows. He grunted as my blows connected with his cloaked biceps, but his hold never faltered. 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, Meena,” the deep voice growled against the back of my neck. “Just get this over with.” 
 
    I went slack, startled by the familiarity in the stranger’s tone. Someone else I would recognize without the ridiculous bird mask covering his face? Or just someone who believed our power imbalance gave him the right to use my first name?  
 
    My captor set my feet on the ground, unfurling his arms from around me until his gloved hands were resting on my hips. The intimacy of his touch turned my stomach, but almost as if he could sense that, he hooked two fingers through the belt loops on either side of my jeans so that I still couldn’t move, but he wasn’t actually touching me. The mystery deepened. 
 
    “Meena?” Braden groaned, pulling my attention back to where it belonged. He had rolled onto his side and lay curled in the fetal position, squinting into the darkness. “Is that you?” 
 
    “It’s me,” I said, voice thick with emotion. “I’m here. You’re going to be okay.” 
 
    He grunted. “I’m sorry. I tried—” 
 
    “Nope. Not doing that.” I cleared my throat. “Not your fault.” 
 
    “You know that’s not true,” he said softly, dropping his cheek against the forest floor.  
 
    “Stop. It’s fine. We’re fine.” I looked miserably from him to Castle, whose lips were puckered into a silent whistle, as if pretending she wasn’t stuck in the middle of this conversation. “I just have to do one little thing, and then we can go.” 
 
    Braden twisted his neck to stare up at Yates’ imposing figure. “Huh. Really?” 
 
    “Really.” I emphasized the word with a glare into the impassive eyes behind the golden beak. “Professor Yates has given me his word.” 
 
    Braden’s eyebrows shot up, then slammed right back down. “Of course.” 
 
    “I know, right?” I mumbled. “How did we not—?” 
 
    “Enough!” Yates thundered in his demonically distorted voice, making everyone in my field of vision cringe. Even Serenity. 
 
    Yates leaped down from the stump in a flutter of dark robes. He grabbed Braden by a tuft of hair, yanking his head back to expose his throat. With a flicker of Yates’ fingers, a gleaming knife appeared, the same knife he had used for his last human sacrifice. Braden’s bound hands rose, but then fell into his lap, defeated.  
 
    “Demonstrate your talent and the boy lives,” Yates sneered, drawing the broad side of the knife across the stubble on Braden’s neck with a metallic scratch. “Fail…” Yates trailed off and shrugged.  
 
    “Fail and what?” Braden demanded, his voice rising to a pitch I’d never heard before. “Fail and what?” 
 
    Yates bent at the waist until the point of his golden beak pressed into Braden’s forehead. He inhaled loudly. “My brothers and sisters and I consume your power, of course.” 
 
    Braden’s eyes locked on mine with undisguised fear. “So, uh, what is it you can’t fail at?” 
 
    Castle pushed up onto the elbow closest to him and said in a conspiratorial whisper, ﻿
﻿ “She has to turn me into a wolf.” 
 
    Braden’s jaw dropped, and then he winced. Even that slight movement must have pinched the blade into his skin. “That’s impossible,” he hissed carefully. “No witch can do that! Not even a Proteus.” 
 
    I flitted my gaze away. It really seemed like there could have been an easier way to find out that I was apparently not just special, but impossibly so. 
 
    “No witch can do that,” Braden repeated frantically. “Meena, you can’t do that. Whatever he’s told you is a lie. That’s not within our—” 
 
    “Repertoire?” Yates chuckled, jerking on Braden’s hair. “We’ll see about that. Go on, girl. I haven’t got all night. And neither does he, if you won’t deliver.” 
 
    A small whimper sounded off to the left. Yates looked sharply at Serenity, whose beak was pointed at Braden like the arrow of a compass. Magical energy crackled to life in my hands, driven by rage. How dare she start to grow a conscience now?  
 
    Braden’s eyes cut in her direction. “That you, Ser?” 
 
    The red-cloaked witch didn’t answer. I pushed my power into my fingertips, visualizing gloves filling with water, just as Professor Yates had suggested. I imagined the fingers swelling first, and then the palms. I imagined the magic spilling over.  
 
    “Figures.” Braden frowned. He drew himself up into a more dignified posture and closed his eyes. “Try not to enjoy it too much, okay?” 
 
    Serenity turned her mask away from the scene. It should have given me hope that she could somehow be swayed from this dark path, but it only heated the fire sizzling in my palms. If she had kept her mouth shut about what I had done to her in self-defense, then none of this would be happening. Not to me. Not to Braden. It was too late for regrets.  
 
    Meanwhile, on Yates’ other side, Leia had leaned forward. Even with the mask hiding her expression, I could feel the bloodthirsty glee radiating from her body. I made a mental note never to trust my judgment of a person again as long as I lived. 
 
    “Whoa, easy there,” Castle said. “I don’t think that’s gonna do what you want it to do.” 
 
    I stared down at my throbbing hands. Thin webs of red magic spread between my fingers. I couldn’t remember what color my magic had been when I transformed Serenity, but I knew Castle was right not to want me throwing this at her. She wasn’t my enemy. She was my victim. Even though anger had so far proven itself an irresistible bait to my magic, I had no business unleashing it on her.  
 
    With a heavy sigh, I lowered my hands, releasing the hateful magic toward the ground as some instinct told me to do. The dry leaves around my feet hissed as the energy burned through them, but only for a brief moment before my power was totally absorbed by the earth. How had I known how to do that? 
 
    Shaking out my hands to clear away any dark residue, I turned inward, searching for another source to draw power from. I found… nothing. 
 
    My useless hands balled into fists. Tears stung the corners of my eyes. Maybe I belonged with these people after all. Maybe this was the real reason my wand wouldn’t come back. My family magic had realized its mistake. Sure, I had helped a wolf out in a fight, but that didn’t change who I really was inside. That didn’t mean I could be trusted with my power.  
 
    “Is there a problem?” Yates asked slowly, implying that there had better not be. 
 
    “No,” I lied. “No problem. Just… warming up.” 
 
    Yates released another whistling sigh through his hollow beak. “Looked a little more like giving up to me.” 
 
    “It wasn’t the right magic,” I snapped. “It wasn’t from… the moon.” 
 
    I turned my eyes toward the star-studded patch of sky. If the moon was out, it was hidden from me by the tops of the trees. I didn’t know if it really had anything to do with this particular power anyway. It seemed a bit far-fetched, even in a world with real magic, that a large rock trapped in orbit around a planet could have anything to do with turning people into animals.  
 
    “It doesn’t.”  
 
    The woman’s voice floated into my head, barely more than a whisper. I fought the urge to scan the tree line for Rhea’s glowing eyes or shadowy form. It wouldn’t do for Yates to see me searching for reinforcements.  
 
    “It’s in your blood, my darling.”  
 
    My heart seized hard enough for my hand to rise toward it. That wasn’t Rhea’s voice at all. Nor was it my grandmother’s. Tears gathered in my eyes, and my lower lip began to quake. I bit down on it hard. There wasn’t time for that. The seconds of Braden’s life were rapidly ticking away. 
 
    But I understood now. The pact. That’s what caused all of this. Two little girls pricking their fingers and pressing them together. Breaking a rule they hadn’t even known existed. Forging a bond that had somehow been passed down to me. 
 
    As my heart began to pound, my palms began to tingle. Glancing down, I found a faint white light emanating from their centers, like no magic I’d seen so far. The man who held me by my belt loops gasped.  
 
    “Whoa,” Castle breathed. 
 
    “Damn,” Braden murmured. 
 
    “Yes!” Yates crowed. “The power of the moon is ours!” 
 
    The light flickered and dimmed. I closed my fists, but it was not something that could be grasped. It slipped through my fingers as easily as water. My nails dug into my empty palms.  
 
    “No!” Yates howled, turning his blade so the sharp edge pressed into Braden’s neck. “Do it now, girl!” 
 
    Closing my eyes, I scrambled to find the feeling of wonder and connection that had called forth the white glow. I pushed past the distrust I felt for the woman trapped as a wolf. Whatever had happened between Rhea and my mother later on, their promise of sisterhood was embedded in my DNA.  
 
    The tingling returned. I opened my eyes. The magic danced in my hands, stronger than before, but fear tempered my excitement. How did I wield it now that I had it? Did I just… throw it at Castle and see what happened? Was it guaranteed to turn her into a wolf just like that, or were there finger movements needed to refine the spell? What would happen to her if I did it wrong? 
 
    Once again, the magic receded into my body. I could feel it traveling like ice water up through the veins of my arms and back toward my heart.  
 
    “No,” I moaned softly, pushing against the tide with all my might.  
 
    I barely noticed when my captor let go of my belt loops, but a moment later, I sure as hell noticed his hands return. Bare now, they slipped under the hem of my sweater, fingertips pressing into my skin.  
 
    I gasped. Electricity gathered in my core, crackling like a lightning storm on a summer night’s horizon. The pleasing warmth of Dasharath’s fingers radiated across my skin. His magic surged into my arms, forcing my own magic back through my veins and into my hands.  
 
    White light exploded from my fingertips, nearly blinding me. Cries of shock and terror sounded throughout the clearing as the tendrils of my magic wrapped themselves around Castle, lifting her off the forest floor. 
 
    She writhed in the air, her face contorting with pain. Our eyes met. I could see the regret plain on her face. Her bravado had been all bluff.  
 
    The light waned, but Dash was having none of that. He gripped my waist, infusing my magic with his own. The white light flared, its power burning my fingers as it left me, enveloping Castle completely. 
 
    Beyond the ball of light the Divination professor had become, Braden let out a surprised roar. Yates whooped, a bizarre sound coming from his distorted vocal cords.  
 
    Breathless, I collapsed against Dash’s solid chest. There wasn’t time or emotional energy to dwell on the fact that he was part of this cult. My knees trembled. His hands left my sides as his arms encircled me, holding me up. His own shuddering breath fell hot across my neck. 
 
    “Wow,” he said in his own undisguised voice. “That was—” 
 
    “Shut up,” I growled. Now wasn’t the time to get mushy over what our magic could do.  
 
    The white orb of light in front of us was rapidly shrinking around the dark silhouette crouched within its glow. The creature flattened its ears and lashed its long tail, pacing on four unbound paws.  
 
    “What the—” 
 
    A primal scream sliced through the night as Castle lunged forward, baring the fangs in her short, feline snout. Several human screams echoed her own, and the clearing thundered with fleeing feet. 
 
    “No, you fools!” Yates bellowed. “Get back here! We must complete the ritual!” 
 
    Dash’s arms tightened around me, dragging me away from the advancing mountain lion. I stared at the tawny beast. Did it still count if she wasn’t a wolf? Why wasn’t she a wolf? 
 
    “Braden!” I called out, fighting the vice grip of Dash’s arms. He must have been wearing his glamour again, because the Dash I knew on campus couldn’t possibly be this strong. 
 
    A shadowy form rose up from behind the angry cat. It had the rough shape of a man—blocky head, broad shoulders, two arms—but was far too large. Far, far, far too large. 
 
    A bear stepped forward on two wobbly legs. In the last fading light from my magic, I glimpsed the surprised face of a space cat on a piece of fabric clinging to the monster’s shaggy fur.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
    My dry lips parted to call Braden’s name, but only a single hoarse squeak emerged. The mountain lion’s head snapped toward me, eyes glowing green in the darkness. Her whiskers folded against her muzzle as she snarled, batting the air between us with one large paw.  
 
    My mind raced, trying to remember the finger movements for the blocking ward Yates himself had taught me in martial magic class. Castle had been so nonchalant about this that it never occurred to me her feline form might not feel the same. Of course, it had never occurred to me that her form would be feline.  
 
    Or that Braden’s would be… I don’t know. What’s the scientific name for a huge, brown bear with three-inch claws and a snout full of yellow fangs?  
 
    He dropped onto all fours with an earth-shaking thud. Grunting and growling, he raked his claws through the leaves, kicking up a storm of dust that floated in the cool air like fog. The mountain lion whipped around, lithe frame hunkering low to the ground as she hissed at the much bigger beast.  
 
    Human screams echoed through the forest as at least some of the students-turned-occultists reconsidered their decision to take part in this mess. I had no idea how many were actually left behind me, since I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Braden and Castle, but judging from the furious red aura materializing around Yates’ silhouette, there weren’t that many.  
 
    “Cowards!” Yates yelled, waving both his wand and his free hand through the air in a rhythmic motion that suggest knitting. “You will see this through!” 
 
    A beam of red magic erupted from his wand and shot into the sky like a distress signal. I barely had time to wonder if that’s exactly what it was—a call for reinforcements—before a loud crack answered my question with a resounding no. A spiderweb of magic exploded over our heads and arced downward in all directions, creating a dome over the clearing. 
 
    “Return to me!” Yates ordered. “Those who do not participate in the ritual will find themselves on the other end of it!” 
 
    “What ritual?” I shouted over the chaos. “I did what you asked. I did more than you asked! Let us go!” 
 
    The golden beak flashed toward me. “Indeed, Miss Song. You are more powerful than I ever imagined. Too powerful, I’m afraid. Which is why—” 
 
    His words were lost under an ear-piercing scream from the mountain lion as she launched herself onto the bear’s broad back. Braden bellowed in pain as her talons sank through his thick fur and into his flesh. Throwing himself down on one side, he attempted to crush the wild cat with a roll, but she leaped free just in time.  
 
    And collided with a snarling white wolf draped in a red cloak, knocking it off its paws. In an instant, Serenity and Castle lunged for each other’s throats, melding into a hissing, yelping, growling, snarling ball of red, white, and yellow. A moment later, green jumped into the fray. Leia. Or what used to be Leia. Now she was a sleek black wolf, snapping her jaws at Castle’s long tail.  
 
    Holy crap. 
 
    My magic had overshot its mark and manifested an entire menagerie. 
 
    A sudden fear gripped me. Had I done the same thing to my father? Was he roaming the streets of my hometown, wild and scared, in danger of being destroyed by the authorities, who would never know he was an innocent man? If only I’d listened to Braden when he’d urged me not to go… 
 
    Braden. What have I done? 
 
    While the dog-and-cat fight raged on, the bear heaved off the ground and shook the leaves and twigs from his fur, slinging saliva from his drooping jowls. Our eyes met. I searched for any sign of recognition, any glimmer of hope that there was still something human inside that skull. From what little I had learned about shifters this evening, I had assumed the transformation could be a two-way street, but now I wasn’t so sure. His beady brown eyes seemed utterly blank. 
 
    I had to fix this. Fix them. 
 
    Sliding my hands over Dasharath’s arms, I found his fingers and laced them with my own. I understood now what he was to me. Not a boyfriend, but a battery. The spark between us was literal, not metaphorical. Though I couldn’t even begin to comprehend why or how, Dash’s magic had the power to jumpstart my own.  
 
    “Whoa, what are you doing?” he asked, pulling back on the magic flowing between us, but it was no use. His hands plus my bare skin equaled a current that couldn’t be controlled.  
 
    “Fixing this,” I hissed.  
 
    “Meena, no.” He fought to untangle our fingers. “You can’t just take—” 
 
    “What is this?” Yates demanded, gliding down from his stump to hover in front of us. He jabbed his wand into Dash’s shoulder. “Who are you, brother? I cannot seem to place the mask.” 
 
    Dash deepened his voice again. “I am, uh, no one, Master. Only a faithful serv—” 
 
    Yates swished his wand. A loud pop sounded right in my ear and the shards of Dash’s mask peppered my neck. 
 
    “Singh!” Yates spat the name. “How dare you show your face here!” 
 
    Dash cleared his throat. “Technically, sir, you just showed my face here.” 
 
    Growling, Yates slid his nasty looking blade from beneath the folds of his black cloak. “Two it shall be then.” 
 
    Dash swung me away from the knife, curving his shoulder around my body. At the same time, he threw out a blocking ward.  
 
    Yates let out a sharp, strangled cry and the knife fell to the ground. Dash swore and leaped backward, dragging me along. Yates’ cry escalated into a blood-curdling scream as his whole body yanked to the left. His feet skidded in the leaves as he was twisted around until he crumpled to his knees.  
 
    Braden’s massive jaws were clamped around the man’s arm. The bear swung his head side to side, shaking the cult leader like a rag doll.  
 
    “Release me, you brute!” Yates wailed, stabbing wildly at the creature’s face with the wand still clutched in his right hand. 
 
    A higher-pitched snarl interrupted the bear’s guttural grunting. With a flash of her paw, Castle swiped the wand away. Her claws hooked Yates’ flesh even through his baggy sleeve, drawing blood and more screaming. 
 
    “Time to go,” Dash muttered, hugging me tight.  
 
    My stomach dropped with the sudden sensation of plunging down a roller coaster. The forest fell away in the space of a heartbeat, but Yates’ dying cries were still echoing in my ears when Dash and I landed hard on a carpeted floor. 
 
    The breath whooshed from my lungs. Lights danced before my eyes in the otherwise darkened room. Gasping for air, I wriggled out from under Dash and then collapsed on the plush rug. That’s what it was. Not a carpet. A rug. As my eyes adjusted to the dim light streaming through the large window, I recognized the colorful pattern stretching out before me.  
 
    “Professor Wallace?” I asked, lifting my head.  
 
    “He’s not here,” Dash grunted. “Not yet.” 
 
    I pushed up onto my elbows and surveyed the empty room. We had just barely avoided the coffee table situated between Wallace’s leather armchairs and ugly plaid couch. Or maybe we hadn’t. The back of my head throbbed with pain, and as Dash sat up, he rubbed his shoulder and grimaced. I touched tentative fingers to my skull. A lump had already risen, but at least it was dry.  
 
    “Meena?” Dash leaned forward, laying a hand on my shoulder. His thumb brushed my bare neck just above the leather jacket’s collar, and I could feel his magic pounding with his pulse. My palms began to buzz. 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” I rolled away from him and scrambled onto my hands and knees. “Why did you bring me here? We can’t just leave them!” 
 
    Dash’s full lips parted, and then closed. He had nothing to say for himself. I vowed then and there that he would never get another kiss out of me again.  
 
    “You left him on purpose,” I hissed. “I’d think you were jealous if you hadn’t made me do the same thing to my wand.” 
 
    He winced, and when his brown eyes re-opened, they were full of hurt. “Yes, Meena, it is clear to me now where your affections truly lie, but I would never—” He sighed and shook his head. “It wasn’t possible. Not in his current state. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “If you’re sorry, then take me back.” 
 
    “I can’t do that.” 
 
    I lunged forward, bunching the lapels of his cloak in my fists. “Take. Me. Back.” 
 
    Dash covered my hands with his own. The same sense of calm his aunt had imbued me with on my first day here radiated from his gentle fingertips. My racing heart slowed. My ragged breaths settled.  
 
    Furious, I flung his hands aside and stuffed my own into the deep pockets of my new jacket. Castle’s jacket. “Take me back,” I pleaded. “We can’t leave them like that.” 
 
    Dash leaned against the coffee table, propping one elbow on top of it and resting his forehead in his palm. “And what do you propose we do? Put collars on them and lead them back to campus? They’re animals now. They’re… better off out there.” 
 
    “I propose we change them back,” I snapped. “This is your fault, you know. If you hadn’t put your hands under my freakin’ shirt, I could have kept it under control.” I paused, hearing myself, and then snarled, “And don’t think that’s because I enjoyed it.” 
 
    “I know you didn’t enjoy it,” Dash snapped right back. “And I do apologize for violating your personal space, but I couldn’t let Yates see what I was doing.” 
 
    “Well, you shouldn’t have done it all! I had it covered.” 
 
    “I only wanted to help. Contrary to what you seem to believe, I didn’t want Braden to die either, and that maniac was losing patience.” Dash frowned. “I can’t believe you thought he was me.” 
 
    My jaw tightened. “I think that was an honest mistake.” 
 
    Dash heaved himself to his feet, sprinkling the rug with forest debris as he shook out his cloak. “Then I’m not sure you and I have anything more to say.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” I jumped up. Our eyes were level, telling me that, once again, he had shrunk. “I don’t think so, bucko. If you’re so innocent, then why were you out there in the first place?” 
 
    Dash rolled his eyes and groaned. “To rescue my girlfriend, obviously!” 
 
    “Almost girlfriend,” I corrected. “But not anymore.” 
 
    “I know.” He dragged the word out slowly, ending it in a huff. “But at the time—” 
 
    I shook my head, disgusted. “Why does that even matter? You wouldn’t have rescued me if I were just a friend?” 
 
    “No! I mean, yes! I mean—” He turned away, raking his hands through his hair. “That’s not what I meant. I would have come for you no matter what.” 
 
    “But you had a mask.” 
 
    He shot me a withering look over his shoulder. “I’m an artisan, Meena. I can make anything I want. When I saw them coming, I knew I couldn’t fight them, not with my aunt keeping me like this—” He motioned at his small frame. “So I joined them.” 
 
    I thought back to the dozens of roses he had sent to my room earlier that afternoon. If he could really do all that, then I supposed it was plausible that he could whip up a bird mask on the fly.  
 
    “Wait.” I narrowed my eyes. “What do you mean your aunt keeps you like this?” 
 
    Dash buried his face in his hands. “This is the glamour, Meena. It’s only effective on campus. When I leave, you can see the real me. But as long as I’m here…” He waved at himself again. “My aunt keeps me like this.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “Why… why would she do that?” 
 
    “To make me less appealing to power-digging witches like Serenity.” He shook his head. “It’s not important. I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    “Dash…” I found myself reaching for him. “That’s… you know that’s insane, right?” 
 
    He gently pushed my hand away. “Perhaps we should avoid physical contact for a while, yes? Until I can get my futile feelings under control?” 
 
    I dropped my hand to my side. “I’m sorry, Dash. I never should have led you on. That was… very wrong.” 
 
    He shrugged and looked away. “I must go to my aunt now. Try to explain this in a way that doesn’t come back on you.” 
 
    “Come back on me?” I scowled. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “No,” he said sharply. “It’s not safe. What you did tonight… witches can’t do that, Meena. Yates won’t be the only one who wants to drain you.” 
 
    “Drain me?” 
 
    “Of course.” Dash’s eyebrows knit together. “You didn’t honestly believe he was going to let you and Braden walk away, did you? He only wanted to prove that you could do it. Then he meant to kill you both and take your power for himself.” 
 
    I closed my eyes. Why did everything only seem obvious to me when it was too late? Much like I should have gone looking for my wand instead of visiting my father, I should have just used my magic to set Braden and Castle free instead of taking the mad man’s bait. Then we could have at least made a go of fighting our way out. As readily as most of Yates’ followers fled, we might have done so, too. Especially with Dash there to supercharge my power.  
 
    Pressing my fingers into my pounding temples, I groaned. “I’m an idiot.” 
 
    Dasharath broke the rule he had just made and rested his hands on my shoulders. “Meena, you did the right thing under the circumstances. Braden and Professor Castle are still alive—” 
 
    “Last time we checked,” I scoffed. 
 
    “Yes, and last time we checked, Yates is most likely dead. His followers—” 
 
    “Are trapped in the dome!” I grabbed his arm. “Dash, we have to go back. Either the animals are picking them off one by one, or they’ve ganged up on the animals.” 
 
    Dash shook his head. “Without Yates, the dome would dissipate. His followers are probably all up trees. And the animals would be full now anyway…” 
 
    I grimaced at the thought, and then a worse one occurred to me. “I didn’t see what happened to Leia or Serenity.” 
 
    “Me either.” Dash shrugged. “But they brought that on themselves.” 
 
    “I guess.” My stomach churned. Nobody deserved to be eaten, and Leia had been—or I thought she’d been—my friend.  
 
    What would I tell Oliver? Or did Oliver already know? Had he been one of the other masked figures with a penchant for human sacrifice? 
 
    “Magic is not for the faint of heart.” Dash offered me a sad smile. “Shifters even less so.” 
 
    “But if the dome is gone, then Braden and Castle could be anywhere… How will I turn them back if I can’t find them?” 
 
    Dash cut his eyes toward the large window nestled between Wallace’s floor-to-ceiling bookshelves. “There’s no guarantee you could turn them back if you did. And trust me, in their condition, they’re safer in the woods than on campus. Professor Phorm—” 
 
    “What about him? What do you know?” 
 
    “Not enough. Only that he keeps trapped shifters as lab rats. And when Lucas Billings set one loose…” Dash drew a finger across his throat.  
 
    “So it was Phorm,” I muttered. “You know this for a fact? Your aunt knows this? And Phorm still works here?” 
 
    Dash made a face. “Meena, my aunt is—as you’ve already pointed out—insane. Phorm’s experiments have her full approval, as does whatever he believes he needs to do to protect his work.” 
 
    I swallowed hard. “Including murder?” 
 
    Dash closed his eyes. “So much murder.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
    An hour passed and then crept into two. I sat on the ugly plaid couch and then each of the two leather armchairs. I kicked my feet up on Wallace’s massive wooden desk. I investigated the strange vials and beakers on his shelves and pulled books at random to peruse. The oldest and mustiest of the tomes were written in a pictographic language I couldn’t understand or even intuit. Almost like Egyptian hieroglyphs, but full of even stranger, supernatural-looking figures.  
 
    Finally, I posted myself by the large window overlooking the campus, keeping watch for any signs of commotion that might clue me in on what was happening out there. Dasharath had gone to make his report to Chancellor Singh. He had promised that Professor Wallace would soon come for me, but with every passing minute, my doubts grew. 
 
    The courtyard grass glimmered with dew under the stars, but the sidewalks remained empty, the dorm windows dark. I’m not sure what I expected. A full-scale activation of the Martial Magic Department? They were the ones most likely to be compromised by Yates’ influence. Or was that just another dumb assumption I was making? Leia had been a healer, and yet somehow she had been sucked into his bloodthirsty sphere.  
 
    I stuffed my hands deep into the pockets of Castle’s leather jacket.  
 
    They kept going. All the way up to my elbows. And still, I felt no seam in the fabric to tell me I’d hit pocket bottom. 
 
    Furrowing my brow, I turned the jacket flaps outward, expecting to see my arms protruding from two giant holes. But no. I couldn’t even see their outline on the other side of the jacket’s herringbone lining. I wiggled the fingers of my right hand in what felt like an enormous empty space. I could have sworn I felt a breeze brushing gently over my skin. 
 
    Something hard and smooth and oddly shaped bumped into the palm of my hand, as though it had been floating by. Curling my fingers around the object, I pulled my hand from the infinite pocket and held my strange find up to the window’s light.  
 
    A toy car. A red convertible, to be exact. I spun the wheels with my thumb, smiling at the soft whirring noise it made. Dipping my hand back into the pocket, I opened my palm and the toy floated away. I swished both hands through the empty space on either side of me, wondering what else Castle might have hidden in here. Is this why the jacket was necessary to end the war? 
 
    The door creaked open, startling me so badly that I yanked both hands out of the pockets and clasped them guiltily behind my back. A cloaked figure slipped into the room, closed the door, and touched his wand to the knob. Then he tucked the wand into its holster and hurried toward me without bothering to turn on the lights. 
 
    “Meena.” Wallace grasped my shoulder as though he wanted to pull me into a hug but refrained. His faced looked older in the pale light of the stars. Older and haunted. “Dasharath has bought you some time. We must act quickly.” 
 
    I frowned, pulling away as his grip tightened. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You removed your class ring, Meena.” 
 
    My mouth fell open. “That’s what you’re worried about?” 
 
    Wallace’s eyes filled with sadness. “The Chancellor did warn you.” 
 
    “But… but…” I sputtered. “You’re the one who implied you would look the other way if I opened a breach!” 
 
    Wallace stepped back, pushing a weary hand through his silver hair. “Something for which I have many regrets. But what’s done is done. Dasharath has sworn to his aunt that you already escaped after the… disturbance in the clearing.” 
 
    “What are you saying?” I clasped my head, too exhausted to keep up. “Escaped? Why do I need to escape?” 
 
    “You removed your ring,” Wallace repeated. “If Singh finds you, you’ll be expelled.” 
 
    “Expelled.” I stared at him. “Okay. So I get expelled. That sounds… ideal, actually.” 
 
    Wallace shook his head fiercely. “Oh, Meena. No. No, no, no. Expelled is… well, one might say Lucas Billings was expelled.” He lifted his eyebrows pointedly.  
 
    Dash’s words rang in my head. “So much murder.”  
 
    “Because I took off the stupid ring?” 
 
    “No ring, no control. No control, no magic.” 
 
    “But no life? You can’t be serious.” 
 
    Wallace folded his lips inward. A pitying smile. “You can’t strip a witch of their magic, so there’s not much choice. We can’t have untrained mages wandering the streets.” 
 
    I backed up, pressing my shoulder blades against the window. “This is insane.” 
 
    He shrugged. “This is magic.” 
 
    “So let me get this straight… I removed my ring, got kidnapped, was forced to do dangerous magic by a professor of this academy, and I’m the one that needs to be murdered?” 
 
    “I am well aware of the absurdity of the situation, my dear, but there isn’t enough time to make a sweeping institutional policy change before dawn. You have to leave now. While the Martials are gone. Come, I’ll open a breach to the diner where I found you. But from there, you’ll have to run.”  
 
    Wallace grasped my arm and pulled me away from the window, but I dug in my heels. “What happened to Braden and Professor Castle? I’m not going anywhere until I know.” 
 
    “Meena, if Singh returns and finds that Dasharath lied—” 
 
    “She’ll murder her nephew, too?” I screwed up my face in disgust.  
 
    “Perhaps not. But nonetheless, it won’t be pleasant.” Wallace tugged again. “Time is of the essence if you care about him.” 
 
    “Of course I care about him,” I snapped, jerking out of his grip. “But I care about Braden and Castle, too.” 
 
    Wallace pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “They were captured alive. Serenity and Leia, too. Singh turned them over to Professor Phorm, of course.” 
 
    “Take me to them.” I set my jaw. “I can fix them.” 
 
    My advisor laughed without mirth. “It’s too late, Meena. But, if it makes you feel better, makes you leave faster, know that Phorm will keep them alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, but for what?” 
 
    Wallace grimaced. “For the science of magic. In the name of the war.” 
 
    Visions of painful and invasive experiments filled my mind, clouding my judgment. I couldn’t let that happen. There was no chance in Hell I was just going to run away and save my own skin when, because of me, my friends didn’t even have their own skin to save.  
 
    “Where am I even supposed to go?” I asked. “Where won’t she find me?” 
 
    “Ah, yes.” Wallace cast a nervous glance back at the window and toward the locked door. “Listen closely, Meena. This is very important. There is another academy.” He paused and bit his lip. “An academy of shifters.” 
 
    “An academy of shifters?” I repeated slowly. “So, like… a werewolf school?” 
 
    “Yes. Precisely.” Wallace smiled. “The Gladwell Academy. You must—” 
 
    “But don’t shifters also want to murder us?” 
 
    Wallace wobbled his head from side to side like, eh, maybe.  
 
    “So why even bother running away?” I glared at him. Was this some sort of trick? Had I put my faith in the wrong person yet again?  
 
    But my own grandmother had told me to trust him…  
 
    “There is a woman there… she has ties to our kind. She will protect you.” 
 
    “Shifters killed my mother!” I exploded, angry magic brewing in my palms. “Her own best friend told her to jump off a cliff! I’m not going to ask them for help!” 
 
    Wallace stared at me. He dropped his hand from my arm and paced away, muttering as if in the middle of a conversation with someone else. Finally, he turned and stalked back over to me, gripping me by the elbows hard. 
 
    “That is not what happened to your mother,” he said firmly. “Rhea would never let her come to harm. And if I’m right, and you follow my instructions and head for Gladwell, then you’ll catch up with her there. She can tell you that story herself.” 
 
    I eyed him warily. “How do you know that’s where she’s going?” 
 
    Wallace cocked his head, looked up and off to his right. His lips tightened, as though hearing something he didn’t like. I followed his gaze, but there were only books on the other end of it.  
 
    “She has ties there, too,” he said simply.  
 
    “With this other woman?” I asked. “The one you claim will protect me?” 
 
    “Of a sort.” Wallace lifted his eyebrows as though he were in on some joke. “Her name is Cherish Belhollow. Remember that. Trust no one else.” 
 
    “What about you?” I lifted my chin. “Why should I be trusting you? You barge in here—” 
 
    “To my own office?” 
 
    “You barge in here in the middle of the night, all alone, telling me I have to run away to werewolf school? Because if I don’t, I’m going to be murdered over removing a stupid ring?”  
 
    Wallace sighed. “The ring is just an excuse, Meena! You possess forbidden magic that could turn the tides of this war. Laila Singh wants that glory for herself.” 
 
    “But she’s a healer,” I whined. “Does that word not mean what I think it means?” 
 
    “And you think every doctor in your world does it for the love and not the money? Pshh! You can’t be that naïve!” Wallace scowled, grasping my hand. “Now, enough of this. You must go.” 
 
    He drew his wand with his free hand and traced a pattern around his office doors. The cracks around the edges began to glow. The all-too-familiar sounds of sizzling grease and clattering dishes wafted through from the other side.  
 
    “And how will I find this shifter school?” I scrunched my brow, buying more time. “What did you call it? Who am I supposed to find?” 
 
    “You impossible child,” he muttered. “The Gladwell Academy. Cherish Belhollow. No one else. Understand this time?” 
 
    “Gladwell. Belhollow. Got it.” I nodded. “And where did you say this place is?” 
 
    Wallace stretched the corners of his lips into a grimace. “Ah, well… I didn’t, actually.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows. “Don’t you think that might help?” 
 
    “The thing is…” He licked his lips nervously. 
 
    “Go on.” 
 
    “I don’t know.” He shrugged lightly. “But I’m sure with your talent—” 
 
    “You don’t know?” I shouted. “This is the only place I’ll be safe, and you don’t even know where it is?”  
 
    “It’s obviously not something they advertise to witches. We would burn it down.” He shrugged, like it would be all in a day’s work for a witch.  
 
    “But you know this woman? This Belwell? Can’t you call her and ask for directions?” 
 
    He sighed. “Belhollow. And no. I cannot.” 
 
    I stared at him. He stared at me. 
 
    Finally, he jerked a thumb at the door. “You really have to go, my dear. I have every faith that your gift will guide you there.” 
 
    “Great. Excellent. Wonderful. Sounds like a plan.”  
 
    I looked at the door. My stomach rumbled at the delicious aroma of bacon drifting through it. It sounded like my death was imminent no matter what. I might as well go home and have breakfast. Check on my father. Hang out with Eric and Vicky and wait for the end to come. Because this dude was crazy if he thought my magic was powerful enough to guide me to the undisclosed location of a werewolf college.  
 
    “Meena,” he prodded. “Really. You must go now.” 
 
    “Okay, okay,” I said, shoulders slumping with resignation. “I’m going.” 
 
    His fingers closed around the doorknob, opening it a careful inch. The bright florescent restroom light flooded into the dark office, illuminating the moisture that glistened in the corners of Professor Wallace’s eyes. 
 
    “You never answered me,” I said. “Why should I trust you?” 
 
    The old man cleared his throat. For someone who swore we were in such a hurry, he very slowly pulled a handkerchief from within his cloak and blotted his eyes before equally slowly tucking the silk cloth away.  
 
    “Well, you see, my dear… when you asked if I had known your grandmother, and I said that I had not… that was a bit of a lie.” 
 
    I cocked my head, studying his face. The darkness had hidden the depth of his distress, but now it showed plain as day. He was absolutely terrified for me. What did that mean? What was he trying to say? 
 
    “Speaking of her…” Wallace said with sudden forced brightness. “I have something I believe belongs to you.” 
 
    And without any further explanation of their relationship, Professor Wallace pulled my beautiful white wand from the pocket of his cloak.  
 
    I sucked in an astonished breath, snatching it unceremoniously from his hand. “What? How did you? Professor?” 
 
    The old man shrugged and winked. “No time for stories, I’m afraid. Off you go.” 
 
    He patted my shoulder, and then, as if overcome by whatever he knew that I didn’t, he pulled me into an awkward hug. Not wanting to make it more awkward, and genuinely grateful to get my wand back, I returned his embrace. He tightened it, and I swore I heard his breath catch in his throat. 
 
    He pushed me back and gave me a strained smile. “You’ll do what you were meant to do. I have no doubt.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said, and my own voice sounded a little choked.  
 
    He tugged the door open wider. I breathed in the pungent scent of cleaning liquids that could only barely cover up the permanent stench of a greasy spoon’s toilet.  
 
    And then I slammed my hands into Wallace’s chest and shoved him into the bathroom.  
 
    I had just enough time to shout, “Please go check on my dad!” before I slammed the door. The light vanished from around the cracks, taking all of the diner sounds and smells with it. As if this door had never led home at all.  
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
    The yellow door loomed at the end of the hallway, its metallic surface reflecting the red DO NOT ENTER sign that glowed above it. Blood and magic pulsed in my fingertips, matching the rhythmic slapping of my shoes on the tile floor. There was no time to waste on sneaking. The chances that Wallace would actually go check on my father instead of re-opening the breach were slim to none. I was just lucky Morgana le Fay Hall was right next door to the administrative building and not all the way across campus.  
 
    My sneakers skidded on the freshly mopped floor when I tried to throw on my brakes. I stumbled forward, my hands splaying across the blocky blue letters proclaiming the Department of Transmogrification waited on the other side.  
 
    Braden and Castle waited on the other side.  
 
    At least that was the hope. The gamble. I had already bet on the wrong horse once tonight—losing again would almost certainly be a death sentence. But I had to throw the dice. Let the chips fall where they may. I wasn’t going to be the kind of person who left anyone behind.  
 
    Reaching into the pocket of my jeans, I withdrew the large silver key I had taken from Serenity in the Arena. It had worked on the building’s main entrance, but would it work on a door marked Access Restricted? That would make this quick and easy, but it didn’t entirely matter. If it didn’t work, I would simply summon every ounce of angry red magic in my body and blow it off its hinges. Tonight, I definitely had it in me. 
 
    I slid the key into the lock and twisted. 
 
    Nothing happened.  
 
    My forehead fell against the door with a frustrated snarl.  
 
    The hard way, then. 
 
    But when I tried to pull the key out, it wouldn’t budge. A thin coating of anxious sweat seemed to cover my entire body immediately. Had a silent alarm been sounded by my futile attempt? Were Singh’s Martials already on their way? My brain sent an urgent message to my hand to release the key, but my heart intercepted it, and my fingers remained frozen to the silver. I wasn’t giving up that easy. 
 
    My wand gouged into the small of my back where I had it tucked into the waistband of my jeans. Dropping it into the abyss of my jacket pocket had seemed unwise. Knowing it was extremely petty, I still couldn’t help feeling a little salty that neither my grandmother’s ghost nor Professor Wallace had bothered to include a holster with this gift. Where was I supposed to get one now? 
 
    With my left hand, I withdrew the wand, leaving my right hand on the key. I had no idea what I was doing, but once again, a magical instinct seemed to be guiding me. Almost as though someone in my past had tried this before.  
 
    Holding my breath, I touched the tip of the wand to the shaft of the key. The magic that had been throbbing in my veins rushed toward my left hand, funneling through my fingers and into the thin piece of wood as though a dam had been lifted on a downhill river. The wand hummed with minuscule vibrations, and then the tip began to glow a soft green. 
 
    The key followed suit. 
 
    And then the entire door flashed from yellow to green like a traffic light skipping past red. With a heavy metallic groan, the door swung inward and banged into a wall. A warm draft whooshed into the hallway, strong enough to lift the tendrils of hair that fallen over my face.  
 
    Stepping forward—holding my wand out like a knife—I squinted into the dark opening and discovered a stone wall about six feet away. My heart plummeted. Of course it couldn’t be that easy. But as my head drooped, I caught a flicker of light near the floor.  
 
    No, not the floor. A spiraling metal stairway.  
 
    Squinting into its depths, I could make out a line of candle flames descending vertically until they vanished in a dark hole. My stomach flip-flopped. What if this were the only way out? If anyone came for me, I would be trapped like a rat.  
 
    Or a bear. 
 
    Grasping onto the image of Braden waking up as a bear with a hangover, I plunged down the stairwell. Clutching the railing with one hand, I pointed my wand down and ahead of me. The tip glowed seemingly of its own volition, casting a narrow beam of light that at least showed me there weren’t any steps missing.  
 
    The staircase rattled all the way down. My head swam with the seemingly never-ending circle I was making, but finally my feet touched down on stone in an arched hallway, lit by the faintest possible candles. A wooden door waited at the other end. 
 
    I patted my pocket for the silver key, but it wasn’t there. I stopped, casting a remorseful look over my shoulder at the stairwell. I had left it in the yellow door. Closing my eyes, I indulged in a split second of self-kicking, and then whirled around, shooting a blast of magic at the barrier standing between me and my friends. 
 
    The wood splintered and fell away in smoldering shards.  
 
    I bolted through the opening, feeling confident that should I encounter Professor Phorm, there wouldn’t be any problems.  
 
    But the chamber on the other side was empty. Of humans, anyway. 
 
    A circle of seven iron-barred cells surrounded me, each one separated from the next by a thick stone wall. Torches blazed on the outside of each partition, casting writhing shadows on the open space between the cages. Heart pounding, I moved forward into the area, shoes crunching over bits of stone and straw and tiny bones.  
 
    The sound of heavy breathing filled the chamber, almost blotting out the peculiar sound of an operatic male voice faintly singing a song I recognized from Vicki’s musical theatre phase as “All I Ask of You” from The Phantom of the Opera. I had to hand it to Phorm—the man knew how to set an appropriately unsettling mood for his dungeon.  
 
    Swallowing my fear, I approached the first cell. 
 
    A white blur slammed into the bars, snarling and snapping, its fangs clanging on the iron. I stumbled backward, tripped over a chunk of bone, and landed hard on my tail bone. My wand clattered to the stones, rolling several feet away.  
 
    Serenity’s muzzle squeezed between the bars, lifting her lips all the way to her pink gums as she released a gurgling growl. Saliva dripped onto the floor with a dull pat-pat-pat. More menacing sounds erupted from the cage next to hers, but all I could make out of Leia was her glowing white eyes and the occasional white flash of teeth.  
 
    Wincing, I pushed myself onto my feet. I had no idea what Phorm had planned for those two, but they would just have to learn to grin and bear it. There was no way I was opening either of those cells. Dusting myself off, I limped over to retrieve my wand. As I bent to grab it, I noticed a change in the haunting music emanating from its unseen source. The male singer’s pitch had risen to a humorous height—he was singing the female half of the duet.  
 
    I paused, tilting my head to get a better sense of where the voice was coming from. I had assumed it was a radio that Phorm left playing for his pets—music soothing the savage beasts and all that—but I couldn’t imagine any recording of a hit Broadway musical in which the racket grating in my ears would be allowed to happen.  
 
    Turning in a quick circle, my eyes swept the room for another door I might have missed. Was Phorm lurking somewhere nearby, and was he intentionally being weird, or was this just what he did to pass the time in the shower? 
 
    A shiver rippled through my body, urging me to hurry. Cautiously, I approached the third cell. The stone walls shimmered with dancing shadows cast from the torches on either side of the barred front. Two glowing green eyes watched me from the far-right corner of the enclosure. Something emitted a soft hiss, and the eye lights blinked out. 
 
    “Professor Castle?” I whispered, creeping closer. “It’s me… Eggplant. Well, not anymore, I guess.” I looked down at the brown leather that had replaced my purple cloak. “It’s Meena. Do you… do you still know me?” 
 
    Silence from inside the cage. 
 
    I cleared my throat and took another step forward. “No? Well, I’m not here to hurt you. If you come closer, I’ll change you back.” 
 
    A low growl rumbled out of the corner.  
 
    “Please?” I begged. “I don’t think I can do it if I can’t see you.” 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Come on, Castle.” I put a lilt in my voice, as though I were calling a pet home for supper. “Here kitty, kitty. I want to—” 
 
    The mountain lion lunged forward with blistering speed, jamming both forearms through the bars. I leaped backwards, narrowly avoiding her slashing claws. She smashed her feline muzzle against the iron, spitting raw animal hatred through her bared teeth. An eerie yowl warbled out of her as she stretched her powerful arms out farther.  
 
    I didn’t realize I was still backing up until I bumped into the set of bars opposite Castle’s cage. Hot, moist breath fell across my neck. Something warm and rubbery touched the base of my skull. Liquid dripped under my shirt collar and ran down my back. I gagged, clamping my free hand over my mouth. 
 
    Spinning around and stepping back, I found Braden’s new face gazing out at me. Unlike Castle, he didn’t seem angry. Just… really, really confused. Even though it had been hours since his last drink, I couldn’t imagine what that much alcohol would do to a bear’s much smaller brain.  
 
    He slowly blinked the sad brown eyes set deep within his impossibly wide skull.  
 
    “Oh, Braden…” I whispered.  
 
    He let out a soft moan and slumped into a sitting position, his tremendous bulk spilling over his stubby back legs in a way that would have been comical had he not been a person trapped in a bear suit trapped in a cage in a dungeon deep beneath a college run by magical super villains. Or something like that. 
 
    I wrapped my fingers around the bars framing his miserable face. “Braden? Do you know me? I’m so sorry. I’m so, so sorry.” My voice choked, and I had to wait for my throat to clear on its own. “I’m going to fix you, okay? I’m going to turn you back. Hold still for me. That’s it. Good boy.” I winced. “Sorry.” 
 
    The bear lowered its head, gazing down at the straw between its jutting back feet. He scratched at the bedding until he uncovered a small bug. It tried to skitter away, but he smashed his paw down on it with an irritated grunt. He leaned over, sniffing with his enormous nostrils. 
 
    “Oh, Braden, no, honey… please don’t… oh. Okay. You did that. That’s… that’s alright. I guess.” I averted my eyes as he licked his lips with the same enormous purple tongue that had just licked the bug off the floor. 
 
    Could there be anything more unfair than realizing who it was you really wanted to kiss only to have to watch them consume a live insect because you accidentally turned them into a bear?  
 
    Braden heaved his bulk onto all fours and turned awkwardly toward the rear of his cage. My hand shot through the bars, brushing the shaggy fur of his hip. His head snapped around, clacking his long yellow fangs at me. I quickly yanked my arm back out. 
 
    “Wait. Stay right there. I can fix this, I swear.”  
 
    The bear snorted and lumbered into the shadows, claws scraping along the straw and stone. Frantic, I lifted my wand and closed my eyes, willing every ounce of magic in my body toward the long, thin piece of wood. I felt the same vibration in it that I had felt upstairs, and my heart dared to soar. I could do this.  
 
    But when I opened my eyes, the tip of my wand glowed aqua, not white. True, I was incredibly new at this, but I instinctively understood that this job required moon magic. Who knew what would happen if I hit with him something else?  
 
    At the last second, I pointed my wand at the floor and a blue bolt of energy shot into it. It left a small scorch mark, but nothing else. 
 
    Panicking, I leaned my head against the bars. This was taking too long. There was no way Wallace hadn’t made it back yet, and at any moment, Singh could figure out that Dash had lied. Anger flared hot in my hand. He could have told me he was going to do that. It would have given me a much bigger head start. But that was stupid. I wouldn’t have known Braden and Castle were here, and I would have spent the rest of the night—also known as the rest of my life—scouring the woods for them. 
 
    A wave of longing swept over me. I need Dash’s touch. Not romantically—never romantically, I knew that now—but magically. If he were here, I could do this. I had no idea why. And it looked like it would be quite some time, if ever, before I found out what exactly made our magic so right for each other while we were not.  
 
    Looking up, I locked eyes with the bear once more. He watched me from the rear of the cell, his enormous head resting dejectedly on his paws. Tears sprang to my eyes. A frustrated, angry, heartbroken sob ripped from my throat. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I whimpered. “I… I don’t think I can do it after all. I’m so sorry. This is all my fault. I should have listened to you. I shouldn’t have written you off just because… you were hurting. I would do anything to go back.” 
 
    Someone laughed.  
 
    I jolted away from the bars as though shocked, spinning to face a still empty room.  
 
    “What a stupid little witch.”

  

 
   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
     The voice appeared inside my head, young and male and crisply British.  
 
    A beam of light shot from my wand, unbidden. I swept it through the cells, across Serenity and Leia and Castle, two empty spaces, and Braden. When the light hit the seventh cell, the one nearest the entrance, I gasped and stumbled back, not in horror or even fear, but in total breathless awe. 
 
    I had never seen anything as beautiful as the creature staring back at me.  
 
    A golden wolf.  
 
    In the flickering torchlight, his luxurious coat shimmered like silk sheets smoothed across a bed. He stood with one paw lifted like a bird dog, stretching his refined muzzle toward me. His head cocked to the left and to the right and back again, amber eyes blinking from behind a mask of bronze markings. His liver-colored nose twitched, testing my scent. His lips lifted in the slightest growl.  
 
    Coming to my senses, I thrust my wand at him. “Who are you?” 
 
    His ears pricked with interest, and he took a few careful steps forward, claws clicking on the stone floor.  
 
    “Who are you?” I narrowed my eyes with a sudden realization. “Was that you singing?” 
 
    The wolf’s head jerked back in surprise. “You can hear me?” 
 
    “Yes, I can hear you,” I snapped. “And I’m not stupid, thank you very much.” 
 
    His ear flickered backward, and he sank to his haunches. “Oh, dear. You must forgive me. I had no idea you were—” He paused. “I’m sorry. What are you?” 
 
    “I’m a witch,” I said, jabbing the wand in his direction. “Obviously.” 
 
    “Hmm.” He studied me for another long moment before parting his jaws and letting his tongue loll out in a canine smile. “Special little witch.” 
 
    I shrugged. “So they say.” 
 
    His ears twitched. “And how is that you came by this unique gift? If I might ask. And I do hope you’ll let me ask. I haven’t had a conversation in ages.” 
 
    “Uh… well, it’s kind of a long story,” I said, glancing toward the entrance. Every nerve in my body was waiting for the rattle of footsteps on the spiral stairs. “And I have basically zero time.” The wolf’s broad shoulders sagged with disappointment, so I quickly added, “I’m really sorry?” 
 
    “Quite alright, darling.”  
 
    The wolf stood and stretched the muscles under his beautiful golden pelt. I had an overwhelming urge to reach through the bars and stroke the soft fur between his ears. I resisted though, on the grounds that it would be super weird when he turned into a person again.  
 
    “Are you trapped?” I gestured at him with the wand. “Like that?” 
 
    His muzzle dipped in a movement I took for a nod.  
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Uh, well, it’s kind of a long story,” he mimicked in a surfer-dude accent that sounded nothing like how I actually talked.  
 
    At least I hoped not. I’d never even been to the beach.  
 
    “How long have you been here?” I asked, ignoring his rude brush off. 
 
    “What month is it?” 
 
    “September.” 
 
    He seemed to need a moment to take this in. Finally, he said, “Almost a year, then.” 
 
    “Then you must know Rhea!” I stepped forward, forgetting to be afraid of him. “Couldn’t you talk to her? Do you know who let her loose? Do you know if she had some sort of file? There was a murder, and—” 
 
    The golden wolf growled. “Yes. I am aware of the murder, but I know nothing of any file. Don’t see many computers around here, do you?” 
 
    I clasped a hand to my head. There I had gone being stupid again. Why had I imagined Lucas stealing a manila envelope stuffed with papers when obviously it was more likely to have been a flash drive? Just because the Academy taught magic didn’t make it medieval.  
 
    But that actually decreased the probability of my theory that Rhea had stolen the file. It wouldn’t last half an hour in a wolf’s wet mouth. 
 
    Then I realized what else the golden wolf had said. “You know who killed Lucas?” 
 
    The wolf shrugged. “I know who killed a boy. Perhaps his name was Lucas.”  
 
    I gripped the cage bars. “Who did it? Professor Phorm?” 
 
    The golden muzzle dipped again. “Right where you’re standing, or roughly thereabouts.” 
 
    A cold chill ran up my spine as I immediately looked down at the tiny bone fragments littering the stone floor. “Right here?” 
 
    “That’s not him,” the wolf said. “His body was removed in a timely fashion.” 
 
    Dumped in the woods and made to look like a suicide. I really hated this place. 
 
    “But why?” I pressed. “Over what?” 
 
    “Letting the she-wolf loose, of course.” He wrinkled his muzzle in disgust. “She was the old man’s prize possession.” 
 
    I released a dark laugh. “Are you jealous of that?” 
 
    He flashed his fangs. “She was a criminal. A danger to my kind and yours. Now she’s running free, and, well, here we are.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he let you go, too?” I asked, neck prickling with unease. 
 
    “She wouldn’t let him. And then they ran out of time.” The wolf pointed his nose toward the entrance. “You see, darling, there’s only the one way in or out. If you get caught…”  
 
    He dropped onto his back, sticking all four legs into the air. And if that wasn’t dramatic enough, he rolled his head to one side and let his tongue fall out.  
 
    “Wonderful,” I groaned. “And the Oscar goes to…” 
 
    The wolf jumped up and shook out his coat. “You’re too kind, darling.” 
 
    I raked my hands through my hair. Now what was I supposed to do? If I couldn’t turn Braden and Castle back into humans, there was an excellent chance of being eaten if I opened their cages. Then they’d just get put back in their cages when Phorm showed up and my death would be for absolutely nothing.  
 
    “Tell me,” the wolf said, sitting and curling his fluffy tail around his hind feet. “What exactly were you trying to accomplish with these brutes?” 
 
    “They’re not brutes,” I snapped. “They’re people. I… accidentally transformed them.” 
 
    The wolf’s bronze eyebrows shot up, lifting his ears to the top of his head. “You did what?” 
 
    “I changed them. I mean, I didn’t want to. Someone made me. It’s a long—” 
 
    “Story.” He smoothed his features. “You know, we’d have more time to chat about all this if you helped a fellow out.” 
 
    “Oh. I mean, of course. Obviously.” I lifted my wand toward the cage’s lock, but then paused. “How do I know you won’t eat me?” 
 
    “I never eat anything I’ve talked to, darling. And you’re proving far more interesting than most things I’ve talked to. You’re safe with me.” His tail thumped against the floor. “I promise.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, releasing a long breath. If I couldn’t rescue Braden and Castle tonight, at least I could save this guy. “I will. But first… I came here to change my friends back, but it’s not working. I’m not strong enough on my own. But if I stay much longer, I’ll get caught, and if I get caught…” I flopped my head over and stuck my tongue out. 
 
    “Indeed.”  
 
    “So can you tell them what’s happening?” I cast a miserable look into Braden’s cage. “I don’t know if they can understand me anymore. Whatever this is—” I gestured between the wolf and myself, “—it only works with shifters.” I paused, remembering something she’d said. “Are you by any chance related to Rhea?” 
 
    He shook his head vigorously. “Don’t insult my breeding!” 
 
    “Oh. Okay. I’m sorry. It’s just she said I could only talk to her, or maybe only to members of her bloodline—” 
 
    The wolf snorted. “Poppycock! Shifters don’t have bloodlines. We’re all sterile.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Truly.” He lowered his muzzle, looking up at me through golden eyelashes. “It’s not something about which I, for one, would lie. I have no idea why that… that… feral dog would feed you such nonsense. But you can’t believe a word she says.” 
 
    My head throbbed with knowledge. There was too much to sort out. I would take the golden wolf with me and figure it out on the road. I shook off all other concerns for the time being.  
 
    “So can you?” I prodded. “Tell them I’ll be back for them? I’m not abandoning them, I just need… help.” 
 
    The golden ears drooped. “I would if I could, darling, but your friends… they aren’t shifters. Or else you’d be able to tell them so yourselves.” 
 
    “But you’re all animals,” I argued. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, dear. They are animals. I’m a shifted human. It’s not the same thing. They’re brains… This is a lot to explain… Maybe we should head out? Talk on the way?” 
 
    I took a step back, lowering my wand. “No. Tell me first. Then I let you out.” 
 
    The golden wolf heaved a great sigh. “Do you want to know why I was singing?” 
 
    “It’s not super high on my list of concerns.” 
 
    “I was singing to stay human.” He paused and looked at me. “It’s a little trick I learned from the she-wolf.” His lips wrinkled with a bitter snarl. “Most shifters in our shoes—or lack thereof—lose their minds within a matter of weeks. But she was down here for over a decade. And she discovered that when she felt herself slipping away, she could sing. And so that’s what I do, darling. All alone here in the dark. Day in and day out. I sing. Everything I can remember.” 
 
    “That’s… really… sad,” I said slowly, furrowing my brow. “But what does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes and stamped his feet impatiently. “When a shifter shifts, our brains meld. We have a little of both. But the longer we stay shifted, the more the human part deteriorates. Sooner or later, we lose it completely.” 
 
    “I’m still not following,” I groaned. “Spit it out.” 
 
    “Whatever you did, however you managed it, you turned your friends here into, well, brutes. Not shifters. There’s no language in those brains.” He laughed and motioned his muzzle toward Serenity and Leia. “Believe me. I tried to chat up those two beauties as soon as they arrived. Empty as can be.” 
 
    My shoulders slumped. “Will they get it back? When I fix them?” 
 
    “I’ve no idea. It’s not something that… happens.” 
 
    I turned and trudged back to Braden’s cell. He was snoring loudly. I looked over my shoulder into Castle’s cell. Once more, her shiny green eyes peered at me from the darkness. A pang of guilt shot through my heart. If they were all just regular animals now, then whatever Phorm did to them, they wouldn’t be able to understand. Serenity and Leia wouldn’t even know that they had brought it on themselves. 
 
    “Someone’s coming,” the golden wolf said. “A little help, please?” 
 
    Panic flung my arm out, sending a bolt of red magic into the cage lock, blowing it apart. The wolf cringed and cowered as metal rain down on his face.  
 
    “Let’s go,” I said, already moving toward the exit. 
 
    The golden wolf reared up on his hind legs and gave the iron gate a shove. It flew open with a rusty scream, and in a flash, the beautiful animal—shifted person—was standing at my side. His head reached higher than my waist, and when I let my fingers brush the lifted hackles on his back, I could feel the power in the muscles underneath. Maybe together, we could get out of this alive. 
 
    I cast one last look over my shoulder. My eyes clenched shut of their own accord, and a few tears sprang free, dribbling down my face.  
 
    “Castle… Braden…” I swallowed the emotion, tried to make my voice sound strong and sure. They might not understand my words, but perhaps my tone. “I will be back. I promise you that.” 
 
    “I’m sure they’re touched,” the wolf barked. “Now let’s run. Surprise them, and we might have a chance.” 
 
    With that, the wolf leaped through the hole I’d blasted in the wooden door. And even though it killed me to leave them, I followed suit. They were safer here than anywhere else. That’s what I had to keep telling myself. But I would come back. With an entire army, if that’s what it took. 
 
    “Ah, it would be Kim’s daughter, wouldn’t it?” a voice wheezed from the darkness ahead. “Circle back, did you?” 
 
    The wolf lunged, but Professor Phorm stamped his cane at the last possible second before the fangs closed around his neck. The wolf froze, suspended in mid-air. 
 
    “Now, Meena, was it?” Phorm squeezed around the wolf. “I’m glad you’ve turned up. I wanted to talk about your impressive display of transmogrification this evening. Perhaps we can come to an understanding? Make all that nonsense about class rings and expulsion go away?” 
 
    My wand rose and fired. 
 
    Phorm clutched his chest where the red bolt landed. His knees buckled, and the cane clattered to the floor. His body followed a split second later.  
 
    The golden wolf tumbled through the air and landed in a heap at the bottom of the spiral stairs. I gaped at Phorm.  
 
    Had I really killed him? Just like that?  
 
    The wolf stood and shook out his fur so hard his jowls and ears flapped noisily. He blinked in surprise. 
 
    “Brutal,” he said with a note of appreciation that rather unnerved me.  
 
    But it was too late to second-guess him now. The wolf and I were a team. I hopped over Phorm’s body and bolted for the stairs. “Let’s get out of here.” 
 
    Running up the spiral was twice as hard as running down had been. I tripped and bashed my knees on the step’s metal edges several times, but the wolf was always there to nudge me onward. Finally, after what felt to my burning thighs like decades, we reached the yellow door. It was closed now.  
 
    Gasping for air, I pressed my face against the small window set into the door. Cloaked figures crowded the hallway, too many and too close together to count. My heart twisted, thinking of Dash. Had his lie been found out? And what of Wallace? I was surprised he hadn’t caught up with me first. Had they done something to him, too? Resting my forehead on the glass, I berated myself for the trail of destruction I was leaving behind. 
 
    But I was leaving.  
 
    Stepping down a few steps to get some working space, I lifted my wand and traced the pattern I’d seen Wallace trace before his own office doors. Squeezing my eyes shut, I visualized the first place that popped into my mind.  
 
    “Oh my,” the golden wolf breathed. 
 
    I opened my eyes. Sunlight streamed through the window. A laugh—slightly crazed—bubbled out of me. I slammed the door open and stepped out of the stairwell onto the edge of a cliff. The wolf bounded after me, immediately throwing himself into the soft green grass with puppyish glee.  
 
    I turned around and slammed the door shut on Broken Wand Academy. It hovered for a moment in the air before blinking out of existence. I stared out over the ocean, breathing in the salty air. I decided nothing good would come from looking at the rocks below, so I turned back to the forest of towering trees. Somewhere beyond it lay the road my mother’s car had run off of. It was the last place in the world I wanted to be, which is why I chose it. Who would ever think to start their search here? 
 
    Turning my back on the cliff, I walked over to the wolf and flopped down on my back, allowing exhaustion to creep into my bones. My eyelids instantly felt heavy. 
 
    “You never told me your name.” The wolf’s face appeared over mine, grinning. A bit of drool fell on my cheek.  
 
    I sat up, wiping my face. “Meena,” I said. “Meena Song.” 
 
    He held out a paw. “Well, Meena, you can call me Dan.” 
 
    Chuckling, I shook his paw. “Nice to meet you, Dan.”  
 
    What was it with these shifters and no last names? 
 
    Dan settled on his haunches, wrapping his tail around his paws. “Pleasure is all mine.” 
 
    A cool breeze drifted in from the ocean, ruffling through my hair and his fur. We sat like that for a few minutes, just savoring the sunshine and freedom.  
 
    “And where will you be off to now?” he asked at length, through a wide yawn. 
 
    “Um…” I scratched my head. “I don’t know. I mean, I know where I’m supposed to go, or at least where someone I halfway trust told me I should go, but I have no idea where it is.” 
 
    “That sounds… problematic.” He furrowed his brow. His markings were even more striking under the sun. His fur gleamed like, well, gold.  
 
    “But…” I sat up straight, a smile daring to creep across my face. “Maybe you do.” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Oh?” 
 
    I shifted onto my knees, facing him, excitement growing. “Yes. It’s a shifter school. It’s called… oh, damn it… what is it? Gladhollow?” I groaned and thumped my temples. “Come on, Meena.” 
 
    Dan’s eyebrows shot up. “The Gladwell Academy?”  
 
    Relief flood through me, and I grabbed the ruff of fur around his neck. “You know it?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” The golden wolf flashed his toothy grin. “I know it well.” 
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