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Chapter One 
 
    I stood in front of the mirror, carefully applying mascara to one eye. Glancing at the clock, I realized I had only moments before I’d be late to breakfast. Again. Andy was never going to let me live it down. But, then again, if he wanted me to look perfect, he really shouldn't say anything. And I knew he appreciated the way I looked.  
 
    Quickly, I braided my red hair—a trait I’d inherited from my grandmother. That, coupled with my father's brown eyes, had led people to tell me that I was striking to look at. Medium height, average build. I knew what my assets were and how to use them. A spattering of freckles across my button nose added a look of innocence.  
 
     Sierra sat on her bed, a book in her lap. She was waiting for me, as she always did.  
 
    A knock on the door sent me running. As I did, I tossed the mascara back into the bag. I yanked open the door to find Zoe standing outside it, a grin on her face.  
 
    "Kristy, you look stunning this morning."  
 
    I gave a mock bow, failing in my attempt to be serious. 
 
    She leaned around me and looked at Sierra. "And Sierra! What new book are you reading?" 
 
    I had to admit, you couldn’t hate Zoe. You could try but, ultimately, she’d wear you down. With her highlighted brown hair and shining violet eyes (a trait she’d inherited from her own grandmother), she just made you like her, whether you wanted to or not.  
 
    Zoe scrunched her thin nose at the perfume seeping out of our room. "A little strong this morning, ladies?"  
 
    Sierra looked up, raising an eyebrow. Her chestnut brown hair was pulled back from her face by clips and rested over one shoulder. Her blue eyes could have pierced right into your soul if you’d let them. Being the smallest of us, she tended to favor large jackets and yoga pants—for easier movement, as she liked to claim. Today she had put on only some mascara and lip gloss. That was better than nothing, in my opinion.  
 
    At least Zoe bothered with her makeup and clothes. That day, she sported a pink tank top and jean shorts, showing off her long, tan legs. My skirt/red tube top combo would definitely turn some heads as well. Not that Zoe was intending to turn heads. Well, maybe one head in particular, if he ever bothered to pay attention.  
 
    Sierra set down her book and stood. "Kristy likes to make sure you can smell her a mile away. I think today she might actually achieve that." She threw her arm around Zoe and they headed out the door. Sierra threw me a wink as she did.  
 
    It still amazed me how close we'd gotten to Zoe over the past few months. It definitely hadn’t been like that when she’d first arrived. We’d all gotten off to a pretty rocky start. It hadn’t helped that another girl in school, the leader of another group, had considered tossing out one of her own members in favor of Zoe. But Zoe chose our group instead, keeping those other members safe—at least temporarily.  
 
    Getting around the school was fairly easy. It was underground, below a warehouse that acted as our training area/administrative section. Offices were up there, along with a gymnasium in which we practiced. Our grandparents had bought the building when they’d first arrived, setting it up as their base of operations. As the group grew, they’d realized that it wasn't going to be big enough, and so they’d expanded downward, as that was the only direction they could go. Underneath the warehouse were the classrooms and dorms, with a cafeteria in the center of it all. The dorms were separated by a row of classrooms, with the girls’ dorm to the right and the boys’ dorm to the left. While the walls were stone, electricity was a thing, although we also had torches in case the lights went out. It gave the whole thing a kind of eerie vibe but in a cool, medieval way. 
 
    We reached the cafeteria relatively quickly and pulled open the doors as quietly as we could. I loved making an entrance but Sierra didn’t and so, for her sake, I tried to keep the theatrics to a minimum. It didn’t matter anyway. Every head turned when we walked into the room. We’d made quite the entrance a while back, drawing more attention to ourselves than we’d ever had before, and no one had forgotten that. They watched us as we headed to our table, our two rowdy boys waiting for us. 
 
    Matty, our leader, with his coal-black hair, eyes that were more black than brown, and strong chin, nodded as we walked toward him. Andy, my love, didn’t wait for us to reach him. Instead, he jumped up and pulled out three chairs for us. I'd trained him well, I had to admit. That day, his black hair stuck up at odd angles from his head, like he'd just rolled out of bed and come to eat. His glasses balanced on the edge of his nose, ready to fall off at any moment. He was slighter of build than Matty, who was stockier than your average 18-year-old. However, Andy’s size made it easier for him to fit into places that others couldn’t. 
 
    He kissed my cheek as I sat, his cool lips gliding along my face. The sensation sent goosebumps up and down my spine. "Morning, sweet cheeks. What are you feeling today?" 
 
    I looked up at him, unable to keep the smile from my face. "Today I’d love some eggs and toast. And another kiss." 
 
    He bent down and brushed his lips against mine. "As you wish, my love." He headed to the line and pulled out a tray. I looked over at his seat and noticed an empty tray already there. 
 
    "He ate already?" 
 
    Matty nodded, pulling the tray closer to him. "He said today he wants seconds. He's feeling rather peckish."  
 
    Sierra rolled her eyes. "Or he's going to make himself fat with all the food he eats. You really should stop him, Kristy." 
 
    I laughed, the sound bubbling out of my throat. "Stop him? Do you think anyone can really stop Andy from doing something once he sets his mind to it?"  
 
    Matty's eyes darkened for just a second, not long enough for anyone to notice but me. He was worried about Andy, that much was obvious. During our last mission, when we’d fought and killed a Djinn, Andy had disobeyed orders, forgotten protocol, and almost gotten himself killed. It had scared me but it seemed to have scared Matty even more. Andy had never disobeyed orders before, had always been the perfect soldier, so it felt odd to have him start doing it now, when we were working on completing our trials. Matty had chewed out Andy pretty good for it but I wasn’t sure that the chastising had really sunk in. Andy could be very flippant about things that he didn’t think were important.  
 
    Matty turned to Sierra, his face serious. "Have you had a chance to look at those pictures we found with the Djinn?"  
 
    She took a sip of coffee, the steam billowing in her face. "Yes. There's writing on the back of them, what I assume are dates, places, that sort of thing, maybe information about us. But I can't decipher it. It's in a language I don't understand. I'm scouring the books right now for what it could possibly be but I’m not getting anything yet." 
 
    Matt nodded, leaning back. "I have every confidence you’ll figure it out. I want to know who was snapping pictures of us." 
 
    "And how we didn't notice it." Zoe leaned in, her hands pressed against the tabletop. 
 
    Andy returned with my requested meal, along with more food for himself. Biscuits and gravy were piled high on his plate, which sat alongside two glasses of orange juice. He dug in, shoveling food in his mouth faster than I'd ever seen him do.  
 
    I reached over, setting my hand gently on his. "Slow down, love, it's not going anywhere."  
 
    He looked up. 
 
    I smiled to soften my words. "You have manners. Use them." With anyone else, I’d use my gift, my charm speak, to slow him down. However, the bond prevented me from using it on anyone in our group—something that I occasionally regretted.  
 
    Two tables over, a high-pitched voice made me grit my teeth. "Some of us were raised like normal people. Not like animals in a barn."  
 
    I whipped my head around, searching for her face. Her hateful, evil face. There she sat, at the head of her table like a queen, her silver hair piled on top of her head in a bun. She had recently dyed the golden locks a light silver color, giving her skin an eerie glow. It made her neck look even slimmer than it already was. Her ice-blue eyes met mine and I held her stare, not flinching. Not many could stare at the ice queen and not look away. Her powers didn't scare me, just like mine didn't seem to bother her. She looked away first, giving me a small win.  
 
    I turned back to find Matty's eyes on me. "It's not worth it, Kristy." 
 
    I took a bite of egg. "I don't know what you're talking about."  
 
    He shook his head, taking a sip of his coffee.  
 
    To change the subject, Zoe looked at Sierra. "So, have you gotten a date for the winter formal?"               While our school wasn’t a normal school, it did try to do some normal things on occasion. Our chaperone, Mr. Jenkins, had suggested a school dance as a way for us to work off steam—a way that didn't involve fighting or killing things. He also suggested it as a way for the groups to get together, to get to know each other better. As if fighting together didn't already do that. But his intentions were good and Sierra's grandmother didn't seem to have any objection to a little fun. We were still teenagers, after all. So, on Friday, we were going to get together in the gymnasium, which would be converted into a dance hall for the night, and enjoy ourselves. It was going to be interesting, that was for sure.  
 
    Sierra stirred her oatmeal, not answering the question. This was going to be the first time anyone would even consider asking her to anything. A few years ago, Matty and Andy had put out the message that Sierra was off-limits—something none of us had known they’d done until recently. Megan, or Ice Queen as I called her, had started spreading rumors that Matty was keeping Sierra to himself, providing a reason why no one had ever asked her out. It was something Sierra had always wondered about but never voiced. At least, not to anyone but me. After explaining his mistake, Matty had apologized and promised to make it right. 
 
    Now we had to see if it would work. Matty had spoken to the other boys, individually or in groups, and explained that he had no designs on Sierra and that she was a free agent, her own person, who could make her own decisions. It was a good speech for sure but only time would tell if it had actually worked. 
 
    "Someone will ask you. I'm sure of it." I put as much confidence in my voice as I could. What Sierra didn't know, but what I did, was that I’d already heard several of the boys talking about who was going to ask her. They wanted to but they needed an extra push. If I had to give it to them, I would. She wouldn’t be going to this formal alone, not after the dress I’d picked out for her.  
 
    Sierra only nodded, not looking up. Yep, she definitely needed to be asked, and soon. I gazed over at the other tables, trying to decide who would be the best one to ask her. Before I could say anything, she looked up at me. "Don't you dare charm one of them into asking me. That wouldn't help the situation." 
 
    I held up my hands in mock innocence. "Sierra, I’d never do that! I want them to ask you because they want to go with you, not because I made them."  
 
    She nodded, going back to her oatmeal.  
 
    Andy turned to Zoe. "What about you? Got a hot date yet?"  
 
    She kicked him under the table, causing him to yelp. That was what he got for being a goof.  
 
    Zoe looked at Matty, then looked away. "Not yet. I'm still waiting for the right person to ask."  
 
    Matty had looked down at his plate, not meeting anyone's eyes. He knew she meant him. Why he hadn't asked her yet was beyond me. I decided I had to find out. He had spent so much time convincing her to join our group, and we all knew he had feelings for her. Why he was fighting them was something I was determined to uncover. For now, though, I said nothing, instead letting him stew in the silence that followed.  
 
    Of course, Andy covered the silence pretty quickly. "I've got my hot date, so we're covered there. Right, sweet cheeks?" He grinned at me, winking. Gosh, that boy was incorrigible.  
 
    "Asked me first thing. Smart boy. If I had to ask you, you know what I would've done to you." 
 
    He rubbed his arm, a memory crossing his eyes. "Yeah, beaten me to a pulp first. I know better than to wait." He elbowed Matty, trying to get a reaction, but Matty's eyes were firmly planted on his plate. His jaw tightened and a blush crept up his neck. Whatever was going on with him, he had to talk about it. That was something I could easily get him to do, bond or no bond. 
 
    "Leave him alone, Andy. He's trying to eat." I said.  
 
    Matty looked up at me, smiling. I nodded and took another bite.  
 
    Andy would leave him alone but I didn't plan to. I just wasn't going to go after him in front of everyone. Some things were better said in private. Matty was a confident leader but not a very confident boy. Flirting didn't come as easily to him as it did to my Andy.  
 
    Sierra pushed back her bowl. "Class is starting soon. We should go." Ever the perfect student, she stood before anyone could say anything and headed out, leaving us to watch her go.  
 
    "Someone needs to ask her soon, " Zoe whispered to me.  
 
    I nodded in agreement. These boys were really trying my patience over this formal. How hard was it to ask a pretty girl to a dance? I looked over at the other tables, noticing several pairs of eyes following Sierra out of the room. There was interest. They just needed to act on it. Somehow, I’d figure out how to get them to do that. 
 
    I turned back to Matty. First I needed to figure out why my fearless leader wasn't asking out the girl he wanted to go with. I jumped up and headed after Sierra. "See ya in class."  
 
    They watched me leave like they always did, unable to take their eyes off me. Now I just had to figure out how to get Matty to ask the one girl he couldn't take his eyes off of. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two 
 
    After a class in mathematics and a class in history (not the kind of history that normal kids learn about—this was all about lore and battles and such), I watched as two boys stood in the hall, eyeing Sierra. Their dark heads were bent close together as they whispered, glancing at her every five seconds. One stood taller than the other, his hazel eyes following Sierra’s every move. The shorter one, with green eyes, kept elbowing him, like he was egging him on. In my opinion, they were taking too long and needed a push. From what I knew of them, both were very sweet boys. They were strong fighters and the taller one was the leader of his own group. Newer families, not like ours, but that didn't matter.  
 
    I slid up next to them, putting a big smile on my face. "Why don't you just ask her?" 
 
    Both boys looked at me, their eyebrows disappearing into matching dark hairlines. Both had strong, square jaws, leading me to suspect they might be related. "I was just telling him that all he had to do was ask her." 
 
    The taller boy shook his head. "Matty's going to ask her. He hasn't asked anyone yet. I don't want to upset him because I asked her first." 
 
    I snorted. "Matty is certainly not going to ask her. He has other plans." 
 
    The taller boy took a step back. "I don't believe it. Until Matty asks someone else, I'm not taking my chances." He turned on his heel, leaving his friend to stare at me helplessly.  
 
    I took a step closer and pointed a finger at his chest. "If Matty asks someone else out, will he really ask Sierra?"  
 
    The boy nodded.  
 
    "You’d better be sure about that." I spun around, leaving him sputtering behind me.  
 
    This was getting ridiculous and I was going to put a stop to it. Matty needed to get his head out of his butt and ask Zoe to the formal. Enough was enough. 
 
    I found him in the gym, running through an obstacle course. Leave it to Matty to actually work out to work off steam. Or nervousness, which I knew had to be what he was feeling. I stood watching him, trying to figure out exactly what to say to get it through his thick skull that he was once again blocking Sierra, even if he wasn't doing it on purpose this time.  
 
    He finally noticed me and came to a halt, sweat pouring down his face. He smiled, jogging in place. "Wanna run?" 
 
    I shook my head and looked down at my perfect nails. "You know I don't do that. We need to talk." 
 
    Matty grabbed a towel off a nearby bench and scrubbed his face. We didn’t talk about it in our group but I'm his second-in-command. With my gifts, I'm a strong second to be sure. Andy wouldn't deny it, and in private he liked to joke that he was dating the hottest second in the school. Matty listened to me more than he listened to anyone else. I just hoped he understood what I was going to tell him. 
 
    He took a swig of water and finally looked at me. "What's up?" 
 
    "When are you going to ask Zoe to the formal?" 
 
    He spat out his water, gagging. "What?" 
 
    I rolled my eyes. Boys were so stupid. "Look, I know you want to ask her. I also know that several boys would like to ask Sierra but won’t until they’re sure you aren't going to." 
 
    He rubbed his forehead with his free hand. "Seriously? So Sierra is waiting to be asked and, meanwhile, these morons are waiting for me to ask her? I'm not going to ask Sierra. Why is that so hard for them to believe?" 
 
    "Because Megan is probably still spewing her poison that you will. Or that you'll hurt anyone who does. I have it on good authority that at least one boy isn’t afraid to ask her, as long as you already have a date. So, Fearless Leader, would you please ask Zoe already? She's waiting for you, you know." 
 
    "Well, when you put it that way." He sighed. I knew this was hard for him—balancing being a leader and building relationships. Other couples had developed from inside a group, like me and Andy. Matty had worries though, doubts that he’d be able to lead if he pursued Zoe.  
 
    "Matty, look. It's one winter formal. What can it hurt to ask someone you genuinely like to go out for a night of fun?" 
 
    He nodded, finally seeing things my way. "You're right. I know you're right. It's just so hard for me to do it. Are you sure she wants to go with me?" 
 
    A cough sounded from behind us, causing me to spin around. Zoe was standing there, her arms crossed over her chest, her hair in a long braid over one shoulder. She had changed into workout clothes and looked comfortable in yoga pants and a tank top. "My future being discussed without me?" She smiled, letting me know that she wasn’t mad.  
 
    Matty went pale, all color draining from his face. For a fearless leader, he really was afraid of this girl saying no to him.  
 
    "Zoe, the boys think Matty is going to ask Sierra to the formal, so they won't ask her until he has another date. Isn't that so stupid?" I asked. 
 
    She nodded, stepping forward. Then she reached out and took Matty's hand. "It really is stupid. Matty's going with me to the formal. Aren't you?" 
 
    The color rushed back to his face, which went from white to bright red in two seconds flat. "Really? You want to go with me?" 
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes. "Is that a serious question? I've been waiting for you to ask all week. I figured since it was so close now, you’d remember to do it. But seeing as how you didn't, I decided to ask you myself." She turned to me. "You tell those idiot boys that Sierra is a free agent. Matty is mine for the night." 
 
    I hugged her, grinning from ear to ear. "That's the best news I've heard all day." I turned to Matty. "Wait ‘til you see the dress we picked out for Zoe. She's going to be stunning." I walked away, leaving the two of them to talk or work out or whatever it was they were going to do. I had to find a short boy and tell him his friend needed to get to asking out Sierra.  
 
    *** 
 
    I found him in the garden courtyard, a place as peaceful as we could ask for in a school full of fighting teenagers. The garden, located behind the gym in a walled-in yard attached to the back of the warehouse, seemed to be the only peaceful place in the whole school. The smell of roses filled my nose as soon as I walked out the door. Sierra's grandfather tended them—something he enjoyed doing full-time now that he didn't fight anymore. The boy stood by the fountain, watching the water tumble down. The sound could be very soothing to frayed nerves.  
 
    I reached him and stopped a few feet away. I cleared my throat, not wanting to startle him. He turned and looked confused to see me. "Yes?" 
 
    "Matty has a date. He's taking Zoe to the formal. Your friend is free to ask Sierra if he still wants to." 
 
    The boy nodded and looked back at the fountain. "Yeah, I'll let him know. Thanks."  
 
    I stepped closer and held out my hand. "I'm Kristy, by the way. You are?" 
 
    He looked at my hand, not immediately reaching out to take it. When he did, his handshake was tentative, not strong and sure like I was used to. "Hank."  
 
    Something wasn't right. Hank hadn't acted like this before. "Is something going on, Hank? You seem nervous." 
 
    He turned to fully face me and placed his hands on his hips. "I'm just curious how much of this is my own idea and how much of it is you charm-speaking me into it." 
 
    My mouth fell open. Yes, I had abilities. I could talk most people into doing the things I wanted them to do. The bond prevented me from affecting the members of my group, which was a good thing because with them I could talk freely. But I wasn’t a child. I knew how to control my power. I’d never use it on someone who wasn't part of a mission. Not unless it was absolutely necessary. And Sierra would never forgive me if I used it to get her a date. "Hank, that's not what this is. You know we aren't allowed to use our gifts on other students or teachers. I didn’t in any way influence you. What would make you think that?" 
 
    "Megan said that it just seemed interesting that you were the one to approach us and see if we were interested in Sierra. She suggested that Sierra couldn't get a date otherwise, since Matty isn't taking her." 
 
    I threw my hand up. "Seriously? So first, you guys wouldn't ask her because Matty might ask her. Now you won't ask her because you think that I influenced your decision? Let me inform you that Sierra wouldn't want to be asked that way in the first place. She’d want to be asked for herself, because your friend likes her. Is that clear?" 
 
    He nodded and took a step back. Sometimes my temper could get the best of me. I blamed the red hair. "I'll let Henry know. He really does want to take her. He was just worried that he was being influenced to do so." 
 
    I shook my head. "I’d never do that to Sierra. You tell Henry I said so. I'll handle Megan." 
 
    *** 
 
    Finding Megan was harder than finding Hank. Usually, you could find her surrounded by a gaggle of girls, all wanting to get her opinion on something. Or being followed by a group of boys, wanting her attention. Matty used to be one of those boys. He didn't follow her around exactly, but he did watch her every move with his eyes, practically begging her to look at him. Then Zoe had shown up and Megan's plans had been foiled. It came to light that she’d been using a love potion on all the boys to get their attention and possible loyalty. But love potions didn’t work if real love and attraction were going on. That was why Andy never fell for her charms. And why, as soon as Matty and Zoe started to get to know each other, it stopped working on him as well. Telling the other boys in the school what had been going on wasn't as easy as you’d think. Because of the potion, many didn't believe us. Only charm speakers, like my brother, didn't seem as affected, and they ended up being the voices of reason in their groups. 
 
    I found Megan in the library, alone, bent over a book. With her head bent low, I could almost imagine that I was there to talk to anyone else but her. Maybe Sierra. The library sat nestled in between the boys’ and girls’ dorms, behind a row of classrooms. Sierra's grandmother had collected the books herself, carefully placing each one in its spot. I had to hand it to her—the lady knew how to stock a library.  
 
    I cleared my throat to get Megan's attention. When her head popped up, her eyes looked violet in the dim lighting. I blinked and they were back to blue. I shook my head, pushing it aside. Only Zoe had violet eyes.  
 
    "Can I help you?" She sounded testy, on edge almost.  
 
    I inhaled the scent of dust and old books, a musty sort of smell, and plunged in. "Stop spreading rumors about our group. I’d never use my charm-speak to get Sierra a date to the winter formal and you know it. Matty was never going to ask her in the first place and you know it. Why do you continue to target us?" 
 
    She twirled a strand of silver hair that had come loose from her bun. "Target your group? Is that what you think I'm doing?" 
 
    I leaned forward and placed my hands on the wood table. The grainy feeling gave me the courage I need to say what had to be said. "Yes, I do. You feel rejected. Matty isn't interested in you anymore. On top of that, he doesn't trust you after discovering that you were drugging him. Many of the other boys have been forgiving but not Matty. He’s the one leader you can't convince to do what you want and it bothers you. Leave us alone." 
 
    She tossed her head, then leaned back and crossed her arms. The cover of the book glinted in the light of the library. It was moldy green with gold trim around the edges. I could barely see the title between her fingers. Witches. Peculiar, as I didn't think their upcoming trial involved witches. "I take it you talked to some of the boys who were interested in taking Sierra out, didn't you?" 
 
    "Yes. Why do you have to target her in particular? Why single her out for torture?" 
 
    "Because she's an easy target, that's why. She's so vulnerable. I'm just pointing out the biggest weakness in your group." 
 
    Rage pulsed through my veins. My heart was beating so hard and so fast, I could feel it in my bones. "Sierra isn’t a weakness. You're just jealous." It hit me then, like a light bulb turning on. "You ARE jealous. Sierra is smart and witty and funny and you're not. You have to use your magic and potions to get what you want. Sierra doesn't. You also don't have anyone like her in your group. No other group does, really. She has brothers but they aren't into research the way she is. You want to weaken us because you aren't as strong as we are. Your group isn't as strong as we are." 
 
    She leaned back over her book, not even bothering to look at me. "Think what you want, charmer. I don't care." 
 
    I sighed. "Whatever. Leave us alone. The next time I find out you're meddling in our group, I’ll go to Mr. Jenkins. Then it won't be just me you have to deal with." I stalked out of the library, leaving her to her witches. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three 
 
    The day of the formal dawned bright and sunny. Not that I could tell from any windows, as we were underground, but when I woke up, I felt it might be that way. Nothing was going to get me down. I was determined about that.  
 
    I was already putting on my makeup when Sierra finally rolled over to get out of her bed. In our shared room, the two twin beds stood against opposite walls. Two dressers leaned against the far wall, with a mirror atop mine. A full-length mirror was attached to the door, just in case. A bathroom door in between the two beds opened inward to a room with cold linoleum flooring and a tiny space to get dressed and do the essentials. Sierra had attempted to make it homier, adding some pink rugs to the cold floor and a matching pink shower curtain. It didn't really help. We’d both put up pictures of our families and friends—our reasons for fighting—on the walls.  
 
    She looked over at me from the bathroom doorway. "Excited, are you?" 
 
    I turned to her with a grin. "Yes. Are you happy Henry asked you?"  
 
    She nodded. It had taken the boy two whole days to ask her out—and then only because I’d approached him to find out what the holdup was. Turns out, he was shyer than Sierra was and very afraid of rejection. With my reassurances that she’d say yes, he’d finally asked her in the middle of the cafeteria during lunch. Just walked up to her in front of the whole school, cleared his throat, and said it in the fastest way possible. Sierra had nodded, her eyes shining as she said yes. Finally, something was going right.  
 
    She tied her hair into her usual ponytail and eyed my outfit. "Another skirt?" she asked. 
 
    I looked down at the red plaid skirt topped by a white tank top. I shrugged. "It's warm down here. I'll be fine."  
 
    She just shook her head and pulled on a pair of black slacks. A quick brush of mascara and she was ready to go.  
 
    At breakfast, Matty was wired. He couldn't sit still. He kept twitching, drumming his fingers on the table. I looked over at Zoe and noticed that she was watching his hand like she was going to snap those fingers off one by one. I reached over and slammed my hand on top of his. "What is your deal?" 
 
    He looked at me, hunching his shoulders. "Don't be mad." He looked at each of us, stopping on Zoe the longest.  
 
    "Just spit it out," Zoe said. Even she seemed annoyed with him. 
 
    He licked his lips. "We got asked to help on a mission. Today." He looked at his watch. "We leave in an hour." 
 
    I clenched my jaw. Of all the days to get asked to help out. "Where?" 
 
    "Not far from here. A ghost has been terrorizing a family. There may be a demon possession going on. They aren't sure but what they do know is that our group has the best exorcist around and they may need her talents." He winked at Sierra, trying to soften the blow.  
 
    I bit my lip. Of all the days. "We can do it and be back in time. The formal doesn't start until seven tonight. We'll have plenty of time." I chugged my coffee, the bitter taste barely touching my tongue. I was going to need that caffeine. "We’d better get ready. Meet at the van?"  
 
    Matty nodded, pushing himself up. He hated doing stuff like this to us, making us go into a fight before something important. But this was what we did, what we trained for. "What group are we going to help?" 
 
    He winced and looked down. "Megan's. Denny approached me first thing this morning. If I’d said no, they were going to send Kyle to ask you." I looked over at my brother, who was sitting at Megan's table, avoiding my gaze. His red hair stuck out, as bright as mine. If I had a weak spot, it was him.  
 
    I nodded. "Fine, we can help them. See you in an hour." I turned, noticing Matty physically deflate as I did. He had been afraid that we’d say no. Or argue with him. He was a great leader but sometimes he forgot that he was just that—the leader. If he said, “Jump,” we said, “How high?” We may have protested about the jumping and complained while doing it, but in the end, we’d do it. It was what we’d signed up for and we’d known what we were getting into when we did it. 
 
    *** 
 
    An hour later, we stood outside the van, waiting for Megan's group. Joe, the van driver, leaned against the back door, his arms folded. "So, where are we going?"  
 
    Mr. Jenkins looked down at his map, rubbing his chin. He stood several inches taller than the rest of us but it never seemed to bother anyone. With his wire-rimmed glasses and gentle blue eyes, he was someone you could easily approach. Matty relied on him a lot, going to him for advice whenever he needed it.  
 
    "Half an hour east. There's a house that's been having some problems." He looked toward the warehouse entrance. "Now if the rest of the team would get here, we could leave."  
 
    I glanced down at my watch. Ten AM. Plenty of time to do what had to be done and get back to get ready. My grandmother, who also lived and taught at the school, had offered to do our hair for us that night. We just had to be back in time so she could do that. Piece of cake.  
 
    The warehouse doors opened and I looked up. 
 
    Megan and her group strode slowly toward us. Megan led the pack, like a lone wolf on the prowl. And her prey was my leader, who barely glanced at her. He was now immune to her charms and I could tell that it grated on her. She stopped in front of him, her hands on her hips. "Sorry it took so long, had to gather weapons." She tossed her head back, throwing her braid over her shoulder.  
 
    We all wore the same thing: thick black pants and black shirts with vests that held smaller weapons, like daggers, vials of holy water, and packs of salt. Megan had a short sword strapped to her back. Denny, Matty's little sister, wore her hair in a bun close to her head, while two small swords rested at each of her hips. Her dark eyes flashed at Megan's back but she said nothing. My brother stood off to one side, no weapons to be seen. Charm speakers didn’t normally use weapons, as our voices were weapons enough.  
 
    I was surprised to see Megan with a weapon, as I knew that she had magic of her own. Denny carried the swords more to annoy Matty than anything else. Everyone knew that her voice was almost as good as mine, even if she couldn't affect people—only animals. I didn’t recognize the other two members of her group—two boys. More of the new families, I assumed. Both were tow-heads, had dark eyes, and were built large, like two linebackers. Megan had probably picked them for their size more than anything else. 
 
    Matty pulled open the back door of the van and motioned for us to get in. He held out his hand, helping each person climb in. The linebackers refused the help but Megan took it, gingerly placing her hand in his. Matty didn't even notice, not even looking at her as she stepped up. I rolled my eyes and looked over my shoulder at Zoe. Her eyes had narrowed at Megan's back, the wheels turning in her head. Megan was up to something and I was glad I wasn't the only one to notice it. Zoe clambered up after her, also taking Matty's hand. He smiled into her face, his dimples showing, and I had to resist the urge to giggle. Sometimes the two of them were just too much. 
 
    Megan's chaperone climbed in last and sat next to Mr. Jenkins. Ms. Spatz was her name, a rather young teacher in a school full of people who had been alive for over a century. She wasn’t from a new family; instead, like Mr. Jenkins, she was a teacher who had been recruited for her skills. She struck quite the imposing figure with her broad shoulders, thin blonde hair, and height. She stood almost as tall as Mr. Jenkins and he tended to tower over everyone. Maybe there was Viking in her ancestry. Her wide face wasn't pretty but she was striking to look at. And she had more knowledge about ancient ruins and ghosts than anyone else in the school. It really made her ideal for this particular mission.  
 
    Matty turned to Megan, who was settling back against the van's side. "Is this a task for your team?" 
 
    Every group went through its tasks at its own pace. And every group received a different task. We’d completed our first task, defeating a Djinn, the previous month. He had been holed up with a nest of vampires and we’d teamed up with another group to battle them all. While there were no rules against teams helping each other, the team that had a task to complete was expected to do that portion alone. How else could you prove you were ready to fight without a chaperone?  
 
    Megan shook her head. "No, not yet. They haven't ruled that we’re ready yet." Her eyes darted over to where Kyle and Denny sat, heads together as they whispered. It was plain on her face that she blamed them, seeing as they were the youngest members of her team. But she had only herself to blame, as no one had forced her to choose team members two years behind her.  
 
    Before Zoe had come to our school, most missions were handled by groups that were going through the trials. It helped those who weren't ready to focus on getting ready. Zoe had mentioned that everyone where she came from fought on missions as soon as they were ready, whether or not they were going through trials. Sierra's grandmother had taken that to heart, making the decision to let groups, even if they weren't going through the trials, handle smaller missions. It took a large load off the groups going through the trials and prepared the groups that weren't ready. How else to better get ready than to actually do some fighting? 
 
    Matty rested both hands on the pommel of his sword. A Glock was strapped to his other hip. Not many people favored guns unless they were going up against werewolves but Matty always carried one, just in case. Sometimes, shooting something helped slow it down. "Then this is just a regular mission,” he said. “Easy enough." 
 
    Kyle leaned around Denny and locked eyes with Matty. "Say that for yourself. You have a resident exorcist in your group. It's harder when you don't have someone like that." He didn't look at Megan but his point was clear. When she chose the two linebackers for her group, she chose wrong. My brother would never say it outright but he was passive-aggressive enough to hint at it.  
 
    Megan didn't even look at him. Instead, she turned to Zoe, smiling. "So, I heard Matty's taking you to the formal. Did he ask you or did you ask him?" 
 
    Zoe's cheeks turned pink. It was all well and good for us to talk about it amongst ourselves but an outsider like Megan made it sound so bad when she said it that way.  
 
    Matty leaned forward, a hand resting on Zoe's knee. "We actually asked each other. It was super funny but super sweet at the same." He winked at me, and it took all my self-control to not laugh. He was trying to get under her skin.  
 
    "What about you, Megan? Anyone ask you?" I couldn't help myself. I had to know who was taking the ice queen. She made such a big deal about everyone else having dates, yet I hadn't heard that she had one yet.  
 
    She straightened her shoulders and looked at the linebackers. "Ian is taking me."  
 
    I looked at the boys. "Um, which one is Ian?" 
 
    She smirked. "The one on the right, silly. He's bigger than his brother. It's so obvious." I looked at the two boys, not seeing a difference in their size at all. At least she had a date, although I was surprised it wasn't a leader from another group. Then again, ever since Matty had slipped out of her clutches, she really hadn't been paying much attention to the other leaders.  
 
    Before anyone could say anything more, the van came to a halt. Joe leaned around the front seat and looked at Matty. "This is as far in as I can go. You have to walk from here."  
 
    Matty nodded his thanks and opened the van doors, then hopped out. We followed, splitting into our respective groups as we did.  
 
    Matty turned to Megan. "These things can get pretty tricky. We need to split up. We'll go in the front, while you guys go in the back. We'll meet in the middle. Keep your salt handy. Sierra and Andy will hunt for whatever clues they can find to determine the identity of the ghost so they can discover whatever is left of it to destroy it." 
 
    I raised my hand slowly. "And the demon possession?" 
 
    Matty nodded. "Right. Be on the lookout for a demon-possessed person. The family has left the house but that doesn't mean they all went along. The person possessed may still be in there. Kyle, Kristy, keep a lookout. We may need you to keep the demon occupied."  
 
    We both nodded, smiling at each other. Working together would be a heck of a lot of fun.  
 
    We headed in, following a path that had been cut through the trees. If this had been a garden at one point, it was overgrown now. The house sat back from the road, hidden by the foliage. The smells of damp earth and mildew assaulted us as we pushed through.  
 
    As we approached the house, I sighed. It looked like it hadn't been tended to in years. The front steps were warped by the weather, paint peeled off the sides, and the trim was badly in need of repair. The gutters hung limp, their bolts rusted and broken. Surprisingly, not a single window was busted. "People lived here?" 
 
    Matty looked back at me, shrugging. "Maybe it was supposed to be a project house and they never got around to it because of the ghost."  
 
    I nodded. I guessed that made sense. Ghosts could be pesky little buggers sometimes.  
 
    Matty jumped onto the porch, avoiding the steps altogether. We followed suit, with Andy boosting Sierra, Zoe, and me over the steps. Matty pulled out his Glock and pushed open the front door. Andy pulled his daggers, Zoe pulled her crossbow, and Sierra held a flashlight in one hand, an iron stake in the other. I kept my hands at my sides, knowing that my greatest weapon was my voice. We followed Matty in, careful to watch where we stepped. Dust billowed in our wake, causing a couple of us to sneeze. Now would be a crappy time for allergies to start acting up.  
 
    A set of stairs sat directly across from the front door. Matty motioned to the stairs and looked at Andy and Sierra. They both nodded, then headed up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Matty pointed to the room behind the stairs and we followed him in there, looking around as we went. The yellow, peeling wallpaper had a distinct 70s vibe to it. At least the wood floors were in good condition, looking relatively new. The room behind the stairs looked like it had been recently updated into a family room, with a brown leather sofa, a recliner, and a wooden coffee table against the wall in front of the bay window. Across from that sat a huge TV, at least 55 inches in length. A grand piano—the only thing that looked as old as the wallpaper—sat against the far wall. 
 
    Matty stepped forward into the room, a board creaking under his foot. He stopped and turned back to us.  
 
    Before we could say anything, the TV flashed on, the sound jarring against the quiet.  
 
    Matty whirled to the TV but we could see nothing out of place. It could be loose wiring, which happened sometimes.  
 
    We moved through the room and looked for clues. Beyond the furniture, there wasn't anything to indicate what could be haunting this place.  
 
    A sound from the stairs had us all turning as one, weapons at the ready. Andy and Sierra returned, rushing together. "It's upstairs." Sierra's voice was barely loud enough to hear over the TV. Zoe reached over and turned it off.  
 
    "What's upstairs?" Matty put his gun back in its holster and rested his hand on it.  
 
    "The ghost. And the person. No demon, it's just a ghost possession." Sierra turned on her heel and headed back to the stairs. "We need to get Megan's group so they can see how this is done." We followed her lead, bunching together.  
 
    Past the stairs, we found Megan and her group in the kitchen, going through drawers, slamming cupboards, and just making a racket. Definitely not a good idea in a haunted house. As we stepped into the room, the lights above our heads flickered. Matty's eyes narrowed as he glanced at Megan, standing in the middle of the room, her arms crossed.  
 
    "Well?" She raised one perfect eyebrow at him. 
 
    "We found it. It's upstairs. Sierra thought you should come and see how this is done."  
 
    She nodded and signaled to her group to follow. Denny and Kyle hung back, waiting for the others to pass them.  
 
    Denny fell in step next to me. "Do you think I could help Sierra? I've been studying exorcisms and possessions. I've just never done one before." 
 
    I looked at Matty's little sister. She really wasn't little anymore, to be honest. She was almost all grown up. At that moment I realized that none of us were children anymore. That time was gone.  
 
    I smiled at her and reached over to squeeze her hand. "I don't think she'd mind at all. The power of your voice, your ability might lend extra weight. Go ask." She nodded and trotted up to Sierra's side, whispering softly to her. Sierra nodded and clapped Denny on the shoulder. Sierra loved to teach, almost as much as she loved reading. Denny was a good student and a quick learner.  
 
    The upstairs was divided into four rooms divided by a narrow hall. Not much room to move around, especially with so many people. Matty frowned, furrowing his brow. We wouldn't all be able to fit up there. He looked at us, trying to decide. "Kristy, you and Kyle stay up here. We might need your voices. Sierra and Denny, too, you'll need to perform the exorcism."  
 
    So he’d heard Denny's question. Good. She needed the practice.  
 
    He looked at Megan. "Those big boys aren't going to fit in this small space. They should go back downstairs with Andy and Zoe."  
 
    The disappointment was evident on Andy's face. His shoulders slumped and I knew I’d have to mend his broken ego later. At times like this, I knew he felt useless, even though he wasn't in the least. He turned on his heel, trying to hide how upset he was, with Zoe and the boys hot on his tail.  
 
    Matty turned back to Sierra. "Which door?" 
 
    She pointed to the far left door and we headed toward it, weapons at the ready. Ghosts could be tricky and they could disappear if they sensed danger, only to come back later once the danger had passed.  
 
    Matty pushed the door open with his foot, both hands on his gun. We filed in after him, taking in the room. Bare walls and wooden floors met us. A single bed sat in the center, with lacey pillowcases and a comforter resting on top. A rocking chair sat in the corner. A person actually was actually sitting in it. With their back to us, we couldn't tell who they were. The chair moved back and forth, creaking with each rock.  
 
    Matty cleared his throat.  
 
    "So, you've come to send us away, have you?" The voice sounded old—more than old, almost ancient. It cracked as it came out, certain octaves not fully making it. "It won't be as easy as you think." 
 
    The lights flickered and our breaths misted in front of our faces. Matty nodded at Sierra and she popped open her salt vial, then spread a circle around us. Bunched together in the circle, we turned to the chair.  
 
    The occupant stood, pushing the chair away. Her long, stringy hair hung down her back, almost to her waist. She wore a tattered old bathrobe with holes in the sleeves. As she turned, I had to hold my breath, as the sight was so shocking. There was almost nothing to her. Her skin hung off her cheeks, like it could barely stand to be attached to her. Her eyes were vacant, staring not at us but over our heads. She pointed a boney finger at us. "You think you can stay in there forever? I’ll get to you. And I’ll stop you." 
 
    Matty snorted. "I think not. Why don't you go back to where you came from?" 
 
    "Never!" The shout was piercing, forcing us to cover our ears. Sierra stood straighter than the rest, her eyes locking on the woman.  
 
    "I think it's time you went toward the light." Sierra nodded at me and Kyle. We matched our voices to her own.  
 
    Denny joined in, following Sierra's lead. "Head toward the light." I could feel the magic in Denny's voice. Her ability, though similar to mine, wasn’t the same. I could convince people to do things I wanted them to do. Denny had the ability to convince animals to cooperate with her. Sometimes, if she focused enough, she could get the elements to do her bidding. I'd seen it rain on a clear day when she was really mad. Everyone thought it strange that Megan had two charm speakers on her team, since Kyle could do what I could, but Denny's abilities were different. I sometimes wondered whether Matty was jealous that she’d gotten the gift and he hadn't but he didn't seem put out by it. 
 
    The woman cocked her head, her eyes sliding to us. "The light? Why would I do that?" 
 
    "Because it's peaceful there." Sierra indicated for us to continue chanting while she spoke. "It's warm and you won't be lonely anymore." 
 
    "But this is my house. I want to be here." A tear slid down her cheek. "They told me if I came here, I could stay." 
 
    Sierra narrowed her eyes. "Who told you that you could stay?" 
 
    "The family. They said it on their board." She pointed to a spot across the room.  
 
    Sierra spun, her eyes darting past the bed to the opposite corner of the room. Leaning against the wall was a Ouija board. Sierra cursed, clenching her fists. She looked at me, biting her lip. 
 
    "I have to get it and destroy it. Otherwise, she won't leave." She moved toward the edge of the salt circle, preparing to hop over. Matty looked at her, worry creasing his face. 
 
    "Let me do it." He tried to move up next to her but she shook her head. Before he could stop her, Sierra jumped, vaulting over the salt and running to the board. She grabbed it and then reached into the pocket of her vest for a lighter.  
 
    Before anyone could warn her, the rocking chair flew across the room, slamming into her back. She went sprawling, the board sliding away from her.  
 
    "Naughty girl. You shouldn't play with things that aren't yours."  
 
    Sierra sat up and rubbed her neck. She eyed the chair as it lay on its side. Then She looked at the board, which was out of her reach.  
 
    The woman took a step closer. "Now I get to have some fun."  
 
    Sierra scooted until her back came into contact with the wall. I took a step, deciding that one of us had to leave the circle to help her.  
 
    Before I could step out, I heard a cry from behind us. Andy charged into the room, with Zoe hot on his heels. He held Sierra's iron stake in his hand. How he’d managed to get a hold of it, I had no idea, but he slashed across the woman's hand, causing her to jump back, screaming in pain. With the distraction, Sierra grabbed the board, flicked the lighter in her hand, and set the board ablaze.  
 
    As it burned, the woman screamed. Kyle and I chanted louder. Sierra motioned to Denny, who stepped over the salt and joined her over the Ouija board, Sierra's notebook in front of them. Together, they recited a spell, something in Latin, telling the ghost to go to the light. The screams faded. The woman's eyes regained color, as did her thin, saggy cheeks. She crumpled to the floor. The ghost was gone.  
 
    Denny and Sierra leaned into each other, laughing. Kyle high-fived me, a smile on his face. I looked at Megan only to find her eyeing my brother in a peculiar way. She didn't look happy but for the life of me I couldn't figure out why.  
 
    Matty's face was stormy, his glare directed at Andy. "Andy, what was that?" 
 
    Andy looked at him, confusion clouding his face. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "I told you to stay downstairs. Instead, you came up here and jumped in. You had no idea what was going on. You just barged in here. You could've gotten yourself hurt." 
 
    "I saved the day! If it wasn't for me, Sierra would have been beaten to a pulp." 
 
    "No, she wouldn't have. We were here to protect her. Megan has magic and you know I can handle myself in a fight. I told you to stay downstairs because that's where I needed you." He looked over his shoulder at Sierra, then sighed. "Come on, we'll talk about this later." He stormed out of the room, Zoe hot on his heels. She spared Andy one glance, mouthing "I'm sorry" before she followed Matty out the door.  
 
    Megan followed them, smirking to herself like she’d planned this all along. Like she knew Andy would come charging up the stairs to save the day.  
 
    Sierra dusted herself off and reached out to clasp Denny's hand. "You did good. Your Latin is spot on."  
 
    Denny's cheeks reddened at the praise. Matty had always mentioned how hard Denny tried and how little acknowledgment she got for it. She soaked up Sierra's praise like a flower leaning toward the sun.  
 
    They gathered up the woman, half carrying her out of the room. Mr. Jenkins would call an ambulance to take her to the nearest hospital.  
 
    I turned to Andy, my hands on my hips. "Why, Andy? Why did you do it?" 
 
    He scratched the back of his neck and looked at everything in the room but me. "They goaded me into it." 
 
    I arched an eyebrow. "You're telling me those two lumps downstairs talked you into rushing up here? Against orders?" 
 
    He threw his hands up. "I was jealous, OK? Once again, relegated to the back. Once again, he puts his trust in other people. It just ... I don't know ... irritated me." 
 
    I stepped forward and took his hands in mine. "What did they say exactly?" 
 
    He leaned his forehead against mine. "They started talking about how it seemed like we were all in the same group, being lumped together like we were. That we weren't needed unless for brute strength or whatever I was good for. They kept picking. Zoe warned me to stay put but I just couldn't stand there and do nothing with them going at me like that." 
 
    "And so you came charging upstairs, looking to prove yourself."  
 
    He nodded against me.  
 
    I sighed, reaching up to cup his face. "Andy, darling, you know you don't have to prove yourself. You know Matty values you. And you know that in a situation like that, he needs you ready to get us out if need be. You left Zoe downstairs, alone, with two baboons, to defend against a back assault. Andy, you know better than to do that." 
 
    He swallowed, the sound loud against the silence of the room. "I know. I feel so stupid now. But at the time, it seemed like the right thing to do." 
 
    I smiled and leaned in to kiss his cheek. "If we all did what we felt was right, we’d never be able to work as a cohesive group. You know this. You grew up learning this. When we took the bond, we pledged to follow Matty, to have him as our leader and listen when he gives orders. Are you saying you don't agree with his decisions anymore?" 
 
    Andy stepped back, shock on his face. His eyes widened, like he’d never even considered that before. "Good gosh, no. Never. Not in a million years. That's not what this is about at all." He looked down at his feet. "I just wish he’d consult me more."  
 
    I pulled him back to me and smiled up at him. "So ask. Matty has a lot on his plate. Just point out that you feel he's not using you to your full potential. He’ll listen to you. He always has." 
 
    His arms wrapped around me, warm and comforting. "I know. But now I have to go face him and I really don't want to." 
 
    I laughed, pushing him away and toward the door. "Hey, you did this to yourself. Go face the music. Once you take your licks, he’ll listen to you." Andy raised one eyebrow at me as he walked out the door, doubt clouding his eyes for only a moment. "Go on, you big scaredy-cat." 
 
    I went to the window, watching as Andy stepped out of the house and into the afternoon light. He looked over to where Matty was debriefing Mr. Jenkins.  
 
    I leaned out the window and looked down on his dark head. "Get it over with."  
 
    He looked up at me and stuck out his tongue. 
 
    I couldn't help but laugh at him as he made his way over to Matty. Matty looked up at him, nodding at Mr. Jenkins before pulling Andy to the side. Though I couldn't hear what he was saying, it looked painful from my vantage point. Andy scuffed at the ground with his foot, scratching his neck several times. As Matty talked, redness crept up Andy’s neck to his cheeks, the embarrassment evident. It was rough to watch but Matty had to do it. Andy acting like that could get one of us killed. We all knew it even if Matty was the only one willing to say it. So he did, several times.  
 
    Once he’d finished, he started to walk away but Andy stopped him, reaching out a hand to grab his arm. Matty turned back to him, the anger gone, replaced by curiosity. Andy talked fast, his lips moving at light speed. He was nervous and his hands flapped as he spoke. Matty nodded, his eyes never leaving Andy's face. When Andy had finished, Matty broke into a smile, his whole face lighting up. He clapped Andy on the back and nodded in agreement. Whatever Andy had said, Matty liked it. I headed out the door and down the stairs, whistling as I went. Sometimes the boys just had to handle things on their own.  
 
    Back in the van, I checked my watch. "We've got two hours until the formal. We really need to get moving, guys." The ambulance had come to collect the woman and Mr. Jenkins promised to check on her later for us. Megan's group sat huddled in the van, none of them speaking to each other. Megan had an emery board out and was filing her nails. Denny leaned against the side of the van, her eyes closed. Kyle sat next to her, sitting close enough that their legs touched but nothing else. Their chaperone sat up front with Joe, animatedly talking about something that had caught her attention, not even looking back at her group. None of them seemed to mind.  
 
    Everyone piled in behind me and Mr. Jenkins closed the door. He nodded at Joe and we took off, heading back to the warehouse. We were cutting it close but we’d make it with just enough time to spare. Just as Matty had promised. He winked at me, that knowing smile of his driving me nuts. Such a show-off. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    My mother stood behind me, piling my hair on top of my head. "How does this look?" She turned to my grandmother, who stood behind Sierra, working on her hair.  
 
    My grandmother smiled at my mom, her blue eyes sparkling. "I think it looks perfect. Pull a couple of tendrils to curl next to her face and it’ll be perfect." She pulled out a mirror and handed it to Sierra. "What do you think?" 
 
    Sierra's cheeks instantly turned red. "Is that really me?"  
 
    My grandmother was good but Sierra really didn't need much work to begin with. Her own grandmother had given her a yellow ball gown, the color a perfect complement to her dark hair. The sleeves hung off her shoulders, the bodice clung to her midsection, and the skirts flared out from her waist. My grandmother had stuck golden pearls into Sierra’s hair to go with the dress. With simple gold studs in her ears, some bright pink gloss, and mascara, she looked like a princess.  
 
    My grandmother leaned in, her red hair falling over her shoulder. Grey streaks ran through it, the only hint that she’d seen many years. Crow's feet gathered around her blue eyes but, other than that, her skin was flawless. Time didn't seem to touch any of them, my mother included, with her black hair, blue eyes, and ruby lips.  
 
    Our door opened and Sierra's grandmother poked her head in. "Are we almost ready?" 
 
    "Grandma Brielle, what do you think?" Sierra did a little twirl, the skirts swishing around her.  
 
    Her grandmother smiled, her brown hair pulled back in a tight bun, one small tendril escaping to fall into her face. Her hazel eyes lit up. "You look stunning, my dear." She closed the door behind her and pulled Sierra into a hug. Keeping an arm wrapped around Sierra's shoulders, she turned to look at me. "Kristy, you're stunning as well."  
 
    I curtseyed, my dress sweeping out before me. I’d gone with a little newer design than Sierra, not a family dress by any means. Red, to match my hair, floor-length, with a beaded bodice. Empire waist, strapless, with a side slit that stopped right above my knee, just in case I wanted to dance hard-core, or kick someone. My mother clasped a rope of pearls around my neck and stepped back to get a full look at the completed picture. "You look beautiful."  
 
    I tucked one of the curls behind my ear and looked down at my red shoes. "You have to say that. You're my mother." 
 
    Sierra grabbed my hands and squeezed them. "But I'm not and I fully agree with her." She grinned, her whole face lighting up.  
 
    A knock at the door sent us both flying to it, giggling as we tugged it open together. Zoe stood in the doorway, her brow crinkled, tears brimming in her eyes.  
 
    Sierra grabbed her hands and pulled her inside. "Zoe, why aren't you dressed?" 
 
    Zoe clutched her dress to her chest. "My roommate isn't going, so she went to the library. There's no one to do my hair or help me get the dress zipped up."  
 
    Before she’d even finished her sentence, all three older women had pulled Zoe farther into the room and closed the door behind her. My mother started on her hair while my grandmother pulled out makeup, working on Zoe’s eyes and cheeks. Sierra's grandmother laid out the dress, smoothing any wrinkles. In less than 10 minutes, Zoe was coiffed and her makeup perfect. My mother zipped up her dress—a rather stunning number, if I did say so myself, as I was the one who’d picked it out. Violet, to match Zoe’s eyes, with a corset bodice and an A-line skirt that stopped just above her shoes. Silver slippers, almost like ballet shoes, adorned her feet.  
 
    Zoe turned to the mirror, biting her lip to keep from crying. "You guys are amazing." 
 
    Sierra stepped up next to her and placed a hand on her shoulder. "Why didn't you ask for help before now? We would've been more than happy to do this." 
 
    Zoe shrugged and looked down at her hands. "I thought I could do it myself. But there was so much to do and then I was alone and I just got overwhelmed." She giggled. "I can fight off a pack of werewolves or a nest of vampires but hand me makeup and I turn into a complete moron." 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her. "That's what we're here for. I know my way around a makeup brush."  
 
    "Do you ever." My mother laughed behind me, the sound bringing a smile to my lips. This was definitely going to be a special night.  
 
    I turned to Zoe. "We have to let Matty know you're here." 
 
    She blushed again. "I ran into Andy in the hall. He looked as frazzled as I felt. I told him I’d be here."  
 
    My mother and grandmother shared a look over her head, one I couldn't decipher. They knew a secret, but getting them to tell it wasn't going to happen. I pushed it away, deciding I’d worry about that later. Instead, I turned to the door, tapping my foot. The clock read 6:55 p.m. and the boys were running out of time. "Andy knows I hate to be late. He’d better hurry his cute butt up." 
 
    The door rattled as a knock sounded. A smile spread across my face. I reached it first and pulled it open quickly. I opened the door to find not just Andy standing there but also Matty and Henry, flanking him on either side. All three held out corsages, like shields. Smiles were plastered on their faces. With their hair slicked back, each in a black tux, they looked like they were in a band.  
 
    I eyed them, trying not to laugh. "Did you all shop together?" 
 
    They looked at one another, then back at me. Andy responded. "Nah, we all just went to the same tailor. You look stunning, by the way." He leaned in, his lips brushing my cheek. Andy placed the corsage on my wrist, then leaned around me to look into the room. "Good evening, Headmistress, Mrs. Arianna, Mrs. Desiree. Lovely evening, isn't it?" 
 
    They all nodded at him, attempting to be serious.  
 
    Henry stepped forward and held out his hand to Sierra. It shook slightly, his nerves getting the better of him. Not many people actually realized who Sierra's grandmother was until they were side by side. He gently placed the corsage on her wrist, kissing her hand as he did so. Her cheeks burned red but her eyes sparkled with delight. 
 
    Matty stepped up to Zoe, bowing over her hand. "You three look lovely tonight." He slid on her corsage, grinning up at her. Then he took her hand in the crook of his arm and led the rest of us out of the room, nodding to my mother as he went.  
 
    We walked down the hall to the elevator that would take us up to the gym, where the dance would be held. Instead of their usual dim yellow, the lights were a ghostly silver, reflecting the winter formal theme. Music could be heard from above, bringing a smile to my face. For once, we were going to get a normal night, like normal kids. I couldn't wait to get out on that dance floor and show off my moves. When you think about it, dancing is similar to fighting, so I’d had a lot of practice already.  
 
    As the elevator doors opened, I couldn't contain my gasp. The gym didn't look like our gym at all. Bordering one wall were tables covered with food and drinks. A DJ booth sat against the wall closest to the elevator, the music rumbling in my chest. The lights had been dimmed, changed to blue and silver. Silver ribbons hung from the ceiling, starting at a crystal ball in the middle of the room and ending at the four corners of the room. White snowflakes hung from the ceiling, attached by thin silver wires.  
 
    Andy turned to me and held out his hand. "A dance, milady?"  
 
    I took his hand, a laugh escaping my throat. I could feel the music in my bones.  
 
    Andy pulled me to the dance floor. He and I were in sync, moving to a rhythm of our own making. People moved out of our way, stepping back to watch us.  
 
    Across the room, Henry brought Sierra a glass of cider, then asked if she’d like food to go with it. I looked over as she shook her head, her eyes on us. She wanted to dance but was afraid he wouldn't. Andy noticed my gaze on her and grinned, spinning me across the room to her. I held out my hand, smiling at her. If Henry wouldn't take her out on the dance floor, I would.  
 
    Sierra took my hand and looked back at him. He nodded, standing still as I whirled her away. Hank stepped up next to him, wearing a matching suit. At least he wouldn't wait alone.  
 
    I kept Sierra out there for three dances. Zoe and Matty joined us, dancing with us as a group. Finally, Sierra pulled away and looked over at Henry. "I have to go sit with him. He looks lonely." I nodded, watching her walk away. He perked up as she neared, a smile spreading across his face. At least he was still happy to see her.  
 
    Matty pulled Zoe over to the food table, offering her different cheeses to try. She laughed as he popped one in his mouth only to spit it back out again.  
 
    Andy pulled me back to him, smiling. "Enjoying yourself?" 
 
    I wrapped my arms around him, swaying to the music. "This is better than I imagined. Everyone is so happy. There’s so much fun here. I just can't believe other kids do this on a regular basis." 
 
    "I could take you dancing more often if you wanted. We could do date nights, just you and me." 
 
    "I'd like that."  
 
    He pulled me closer, his hands resting lightly on my hips. Standing this close, I could almost imagine it was just the two of us, alone with the music.  
 
    A screech pulled away my attention, breaking the moment. The DJ had stopped and turned toward the elevator as the door slowly opened to reveal Megan, stepping into the room with her date. The DJ started another song at the nod of her head, the beat picking up tempo as she walked in. Her dress seemed to glide around her, almost like her feet weren't touching the floor. It hung from her shoulders, dark blue, almost sapphire in color. Glitter seemed to dot every part of the cloth, then move up her neck and to her cheeks. There was even glitter in her hair, which hung in curls around her shoulders. She definitely knew how to make an entrance.  
 
    Megan and her date strode to the dance floor, falling into step to the music. Not bad for two people who hadn’t seemed overly attached to each other earlier. As I watched her moves, I realized they were rehearsed, that she and her date had practiced this dance repeatedly. Her lips moved, almost as if she were counting the steps for him.  
 
    I pulled Andy over to the punch bowl, biting my lip. No one deserved to be laughed at if they were trying that hard.  
 
    Matty and Zoe walked over, glancing at the dance floor. "Don't wanna share the limelight?" Matty grinned, inclining his head in their direction. 
 
    "Everyone deserves their moment. Besides, I'm thirsty." I took a sip of my punch, winking at Zoe. She laughed, then quickly covered her mouth. Matty glanced behind me, frowning. I turned, following his gaze. 
 
    "Henry looks uncomfortable."  
 
    Andy ran a finger under his collar. "I mean, can anyone be comfortable in these penguin suits?" 
 
    Matty smiled. "I guess. I just want Sierra to have a good time." 
 
    I placed my hand on his arm. "That isn't your responsibility. I get that you’re worried but let Sierra figure it out for herself."  
 
    He nodded, then offered his hand to Zoe and took her back out onto the dance floor. They swept past Megan, neither one looking in her direction. Megan, for her part, tried to look away but she couldn't stop herself from glancing at Zoe, whose radiance and happiness were hard to ignore. Andy tugged me out too, twirling me in a circle, my skirt flying out behind me. I giggled and clung tightly to his hands. He pulled me close, dipping me back almost in half.  
 
    The next thing I knew, Sierra had pulled Henry to the dance floor and was wrapping her arms around his neck. Andy swung me over by the DJ, nodding as we neared.  
 
    I looked at him, narrowing my eyes. "What are you doing?" 
 
    He leaned in, his lips against my ear. "Something I should've done a while ago but was too scared to do." With Matty and Zoe on one side and Sierra on the other, he pushed back from me, then dropped to one knee. From his jacket pocket, he pulled out a small, velvet box, which he opened as he looked up at me. "Marry me, Kristy. Make me the happiest guy in the world." 
 
    My hand slipped up to my mouth and my breath caught in my throat. A ring. He had bought me an engagement ring. And a beautiful one at that. White gold, with a large circular diamond in the middle, surrounded by smaller, similar-shaped diamonds. He slipped it on my finger, his eyes never leaving mine. I didn't even have to think about my answer. "Yes, a thousand times yes. Of course I'll marry you."  
 
    He stood and pulled me into his arms, lifting me off my feet in a hug.  
 
    Around us, people started clapping. It started with Sierra but moved around the room until everyone was cheering, whistles and hollers going up. My mother and grandmother stood to one side of the dance floor, clapping and smiling with the others. Mr. Jenkins stood with them, a smile on his face. Of course they all knew. Of course they'd be here. This was a family thing. I rushed to them and held out my hands. "Did you know?" 
 
    The two women exchanged that look again, the one that had confused me in my room. "Of course we did. Who do you think helped him pick out the ring?" My mother grinned, reaching out to brush back a lock of hair. I hugged them both, squeezing them to me.  
 
    "This night couldn't be any more perfect," I said. After kissing both their cheeks, I rushed back to the dance floor, but not before slipping Mr. Jenkins a hug. I grabbed Andy and pulled him to me. We swayed to the music. As he wrapped his arms around me, I closed my eyes, not wanting the night to end.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    We stumbled back to our room, well after midnight, Zoe with us. Henry, Matty, and Andy had escorted us to the door but then had left us there while they headed toward the boys’ dorms. We fell on Sierra's bed, giggling and clutching each other. They kept pulling at my hand, wanting to see the ring. "It's the perfect size, Kristy. It won't get caught on anything during a battle." Zoe grinned at me, pushing my hand toward Sierra. 
 
    "And it shines so brightly." Sierra pulled my hand closer, squinting at the diamond. "And it's so pretty."  
 
    I sighed and looked up at the ceiling. "How did he know tonight would be the perfect night to ask?" Their silence spoke volumes. "You guys, what did you do?" 
 
    Zoe spoke first, her words coming out in a rush. "We caught him looking at a magazine full of rings. When we poked at him enough, he finally spilled what he was planning but he didn't really know when to ask you. He thought maybe after a mission, of all things." 
 
    "Boys’ idea of romance never ceases to amaze me." Sierra rolled onto her stomach, her chin resting in her hands. "So we told him what a dumb idea that was and that the dance would be the perfect time to ask you. Surrounded by your family and friends, how could you say no?" 
 
    "And he was really worried you would, by the way." Zoe reached up and pulled out hairpins. "Like you’d even consider saying no." 
 
    I sat up and looked at them. "I’d never! I can't believe he even worried about that." 
 
    Sierra rolled her eyes. "He overheard someone saying that if the ring didn't fit, most girls would say no immediately. How dumb is that?" 
 
    "Who in their right mind would think that, let alone say that?" They exchanged glances and I instantly knew. "Megan. She said it, didn't she?" 
 
    Zoe nodded. "Somehow she found out what he wanted to do, at least the proposal part, and decided to offer her two cents. Even told him a story about how that happened to someone in her family." 
 
    I threw up my arms. "That girl, I swear. Such a killjoy." We exploded into laughter, falling back onto the bed. "Have to admit, though, her dress was pretty impressive."
"And her dancing." Sierra sighed and looked up at the ceiling. It was my and Zoe's turn to exchange glances.  
 
    "Sierra, did you really enjoy yourself?" Zoe hesitated, worried that it was too soon to ask the question. 
 
    Sierra picked at her nails, not answering right away. "I had fun. It wasn't terrible. And Henry is really sweet, but gosh, if he isn't the shyest person I've ever met." Zoe and I laughed, making her sit up. "OK, next to me, anyway. He's just so unsure of himself. He was nervous about dancing with me or talking to me. He was even nervous about kissing me." She turned away as she said this, leaning over to remove her shoes.  
 
    Zoe reached out and pulled her back to face us. "He kissed you?" Her voice went up two whole octaves. I almost had to cover my ears. 
 
    Sierra turned red again, refusing to meet our eyes. "Yes. After the proposal. He pulled me into a corner and kissed me. Said that if he didn't do it right then, he might not have the guts to do it later." 
 
    "And? How was it?" Zoe's excitement was infectious. I couldn't help but smile. 
 
    Sierra smiled, smoothing her dress with her hands. "It was nice. Kind of wet, a little sloppy. But I enjoyed it." She looked up at us. "And wouldn't mind doing it again."  
 
    Zoe fell back in a fit of giggles, kicking her feet.  
 
    I turned to Zoe, laying a hand on her knee. "What about you? Did Matty kiss you?"  
 
    Her giggles stopped, the silence so abrupt I couldn't even tell if she was still breathing.  
 
    "Um, well, he might've." I cocked an eyebrow, patting her knee. She blew out a breath, her bangs flying up. "OK, fine, he did. And I liked it, a lot. He’d better plan on doing it again." 
 
    "If you have anything to say about it, I think he will."  
 
    Zoe threw a pillow at Sierra, who dodged it and jumped up, then headed for the bathroom. We undressed, brushed out our hair, and hung up the dresses. We pushed the beds together, making one large bed for the three of us to sleep in.  
 
    As we curled up next to each other, I wrapped my arms around them. "Thanks for making this night spectacular, you guys." They hugged me back and we closed our eyes, the night's excitement lulling us into a deep, comfortable sleep. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six 
 
    Matty leaned back, his hands behind his head. "You want to have the wedding when?" 
 
    Andy and I looked at each other. It hadn't taken us even a week to decide that having a long engagement wasn’t what we wanted. We both knew that in our line of work, we might not even make it to a wedding if we didn't do it soon. A month seemed like a good amount of time for us to plan something small and intimate for our big day. Andy didn't care as much as I did, as long as the end result was that we were married. Another good thing to come out of this was that Zoe would be able to move in with Sierra after I moved out. That way, she wouldn't have to be in a room with someone she barely knew.  
 
    "One month. That should give everyone enough time to get out here and get things set up." Andy looked at me, making sure he was saying it right. 
 
    I nodded. "Yes, we should all be able to clear our schedules of missions for one day, don't you think? I mean, it is a pretty big deal, since we each come from one of the original families." 
 
    Matty sighed. "Don't say that too loudly." He looked around the cafeteria, his eyes focusing on Megan's table. "Certain people don't like those who lay claim to that. It tends to rub them the wrong way." 
 
    It took all my willpower to not turn and glare at her. "But it's true. Our grandparents started this. We’re coming together to unite the two families." 
 
    Matty smiled. "I'm not denying that. But let's not make that the main reason you’re expecting everyone to put missions on hold for the big day." 
 
    "Not everyone. Just my family. And yours." 
 
    "And Sierra's. That's quite a few people." Zoe took a bite of her sandwich, barely chewing it. "But completely understandable considering how close your families are." 
 
    Andy squeezed my hand under the table, his "I got it, babe" signal. I sat back, letting him do the talking.  
 
    "It’s a lot to ask but we were thinking ... why does it just have to be us? There have to be other couples who want to get married. Why not make it a whole thing? That way, everyone has a good reason to be there for it." He crossed his arms, a satisfied look on his face. He was quite cute when he knew he was right.  
 
    Matty couldn't keep the grin off his face, either. "That's actually pretty ingenious, you two. So, who wants to tell the headmistress?" 
 
    Andy deflated, his arms dropping. "Not it." 
 
    I punched his arm. "What are you, twelve?"  
 
    He rubbed his arm, glancing at me. "No. But maybe this requires a more delicate touch than mine. Convincing Matty is one thing but the headmistress? No thank you." 
 
    "I'll talk to her."  
 
    I turned to Sierra, who was sitting next to Matty with a book propped up in front of her. She kept her head down, not making eye contact. "I can go see her after lunch." 
 
    I reached across the table and grabbed her hand. "I'll go with you. We can convince her together."  
 
    Sierra nodded, going back to her book.  
 
    I frowned and looked over her shoulder at Henry. He was watching her, like he did every meal, but he wouldn't approach her. Not since the dance, the night he’d kissed her. For whatever reason, he was keeping his distance and no one could tell me why. Both Hank and Henry were avoiding me. Once our talk with the headmistress was done, those boys and I were going to have words. 
 
    We left lunch early to give ourselves enough time to get to her office and say our piece before our training session that afternoon. Sierra didn't say anything as we walked, barely even bothering to look my way. The tension was evident in her body language, her shoulders hunched, her muscles taut. She'd been this way for a week, waiting for Henry to talk to her.  
 
    I stopped her before we walked into the office and held onto her arm. "Has he spoken to you at all?" 
 
    She looked down at my hand instead of my face. I let go of her arm. "No, he hasn't. He won't come near me. I don't know what I did and I don't feel like talking about it." She knocked on the door, not giving me a chance to say anything.  
 
    A voice inside told us to enter, so we pushed the door open and moved inside. A huge mahogany desk sat before us. Zoe’s grandmother sat behind it, her fingers folded in front of her face. That day, her hair was held back by clips, the dark locks hanging around her shoulders. She smiled at us, motioning us farther into the room. Cheery yellow walls bathed in sunlight created an aura of happiness in another otherwise gloomy line of work. Degrees lined one wall, family pictures the other. Two chairs sat opposite her, ready for us to sit in them. 
 
    "How can I help you ladies?" 
 
    Sierra didn't sit, choosing to stand in front of the desk, her hands clasped around the book she held. "We have a request." She looked at me, then back at her grandmother. "Andy and Kristy want to get married." 
 
    "Yes, I saw the proposal. It was lovely. Congratulations." 
 
    "Thank you."  
 
    "They want to get married next month." Sierra cut me off, trying to make her point. "Well, not just them. Kristy thought it might be a good idea if we put the offer out to everyone. There might be other couples interested in tying the knot as well. If we all did it together, it might be a good enough reason for everyone to take one day off, to enjoy being with family and seeing something happy happen." She took a breath and closed her eyes.  
 
    Her grandmother sat back and looked between the two of us. "Kristy, did you really suggest this?" 
 
    I looked at Sierra, smiling. She winked, making the tension in my shoulders release. So, she wasn't mad at me. "Yes, I did. Andy doesn't care how we get married as long as we do and I have the day I want. And I want everyone I love to be there. But I suspect that we can't do that if we’re the only ones to get married." 
 
     The grin that spread across the headmistress’s face calmed my nerves even more. "I think that's a wonderful idea. Sudden, maybe a little rash and rushed, but with how our lives are, that's to be expected. We don't get to take time off, so halting everything for one day ... I think the council will agree it’s a sensible idea." 
 
    Sierra turned and pulled me into a hug. Then she turned to her grandmother. "Thank you!" Before I could say anything, Sierra grabbed my hand and pulled me out of the office. Her grandmother's hasty reply was lost in the shuffle and slamming of the door.  
 
    "Sierra, you didn't even let me thank her!" 
 
    Her beaming face eased my annoyance. "It's OK, she'll understand that we’re excited. We don't have any time to waste. We have to get the word out." 
 
    "Doesn't she need permission from the council first?"               
 
    Sierra shook her head. "Not if we get it out first. If the families get wind of it before the council can decide, they’ll have to go with what the families want anyway." 
 
    I rolled my eyes. "Politics." I glanced at her. "You’re pretty good at them, you know. You could lead the council one day." 
 
    Her cheeks reddened but she shook her head. "No way. I'll leave that to someone like Matty. I'd rather run the school, like my grandmother."  
 
    Rubbing my chin, I smiled. "I could see that. She couldn't choose a better successor." 
 
    "But not for years to come." Sierra turned down the hall. "Come on, we've got an announcement to make." 
 
    We headed back to the cafeteria. The meeting with her grandmother had taken less than 15 minutes, which meant that most people would still be in the cafeteria, eating. Enough, anyway, that the message would be spread around the school by the end of the day. We stepped in, the voices roaring in our ears. Sierra didn't hesitate. She hopped up on a table and clapped her hands. All I could do was stand there, looking up at her with my mouth hanging open.  
 
    "Can I have your attention for a minute, please?" 
 
    Silence, like the grave, moved through the room. All eyes turned to her, never wavering from her face. For once, Sierra didn't shy away, didn't blush as she made her announcement. "The headmistress has decided that we’re well overdue for a little good fortune around here. So, a month from now, she has set aside a day for couples, no matter who you are, to get married. We all know that weddings are usually quick things that don't get much attention but every girl deserves her special day. Vow renewals can also be done at this time."  
 
    She glanced at Kami, a leader of another group who happened to be married to one of her group members. Kami nodded, reaching out for her husband's hand.  
 
    "Notify your families, invite them out. It’ll be a day of happiness and love, a day that we’d like to share with everyone." With that, she hopped down and turned to me. Her eyes shone and her face flushed from the excitement. At this moment, she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen. If Henry didn't see that, he didn't deserve her.  
 
    "Girl, you were awesome. Where did that come from?" 
 
    She shrugged. "I've been in such a slump this last week. I think I just needed a little bit of good in my life." She looked toward Henry's table, then back at me. "Maybe he’ll ask me to be his date." 
 
    I threw my arms around her shoulders. "And you'll be my maid of honor?"  
 
    She laughed, hugging me back. "Of course I will!" We raced out of the cafeteria and back to our dorm room to change for training. My mind started whirling with all the planning we had to do. A month wasn't long but it would be long enough to plan the wedding I'd always wanted. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven 
 
    Zoe paced in front of me, her hands flapping in front of her face. "You want me to be a bridesmaid? How is that going to work? I thought six couples were all going to get married." 
 
    I looked up from the magazine in my lap, rolling my eyes. "Yes, but each couple will be standing in their own spot, with those around them who they choose. I asked Sierra and you to stand with me. Andy has asked Matty and my little brother." 
 
    Her eyebrows shot up. "Megan gonna allow that?" 
 
    "She doesn't really have a choice. One hint to my grandmother that she isn't playing nice and Grandma will set her straight."  
 
    Sierra held up her phone, showing a girl with a flower crown. "Can we do flower crowns? White ones would look stunning in your red hair." 
 
    I leaned in closer, nodding. "I like it. If we get fake flowers and make the crowns ourselves, it should be relatively inexpensive." 
 
    Zoe stopped pacing and turned to me. "Will your family be here? All of them?" 
 
    "Mother and Grandmother will be, of course. Father is flying in the night before. He can stay for only the day. The council is hard to get away from." 
 
    "So, who all is on this council?" Zoe plopped down next to us, twirling her hair in her fingers. 
 
    Sierra held up her hand, ticking fingers off as she went. "There are eight council members, mainly because there were eight members to start." 
 
    I cleared my throat. "Ten, actually. Two didn't stick around." I looked at Zoe, smiling. "Your grandmother and grandfather left to start their own group." 
 
    Zoe nodded, motioning for Sierra to continue.  
 
    "Well, yes, originally there were ten. The eight that were left decided that there had to be a governing body of sorts, to sort of get things rolling, take care of finances, that sort of thing. Once their children grew up, they decided to hand over some of those duties to them." She looked up at the ceiling. "Well, some of them did." 
 
    "Andy's grandmother still sits on the council, the only original member to do so." 
 
    "Why?" Zoe's confusion matched everyone else's. 
 
    Sierra shrugged. "We're not really sure. All the other families have passed on their seats. Matty's grandfather didn't do it until his grandmother's death but he was already training Matty's dad to take it before then. Andy's mother sits on the council as well, since his grandfather did turn over the seat. Andy's dad is on the council, and Kristy's dad is as well. She also has an aunt on the council. I have an uncle on the council and Matty's aunt is a member. Technically, his grandfather never gave up his seat to his dad but since he refuses to leave the house, Matty's dad took the seat anyway." 
 
    "Are all of you training to be council members?" 
 
    Sierra and I exchanged a glance. "No. Matty most likely will be a council member, but none of the rest of us see that for ourselves. It's very time-consuming. And once you’re a member, it's very hard to continue your regular duties. My dad almost never goes on missions anymore." Or did much of anything else, but I didn't mention that to Zoe. 
 
    "And the new families?" Again, I looked at Sierra. She seemed to be thinking what I was thinking. "How do they get a say?" 
 
    "My dad said there’s talk about either adding back in the two other original seats and having two members from the new families take them or having one person from each family give up a seat to the new families." 
 
    "What do you guys think?" 
 
    I bit my lip. Technically, Zoe was a new family. Even if her grandparents had been part of the original group, they had left. She was ambitious. Maybe she wanted a seat for herself. "Honestly, I think giving them half the seats is a little far-fetched. Not that they don't deserve a voice but they’re inexperienced. Not in a bad way, it's just that they don't think the way our parents, or even our grandparents, do. They want to make changes that our families aren't sure will work. And if the council was split down the middle, how would it ever be decided which way to go?" 
 
    "They'd call in my grandmother at that point."  
 
    Both Zoe and I looked at Sierra. 
 
    "What? You guys didn't know? The original council foresaw this issue, knowing that having an even number meant that things could end up in a tie. Since my grandmother took over the governing of the school and the molding of our young minds, they created an honorary seat for her, one that she uses only in the event of a tie that needs breaking." 
 
    Zoe bit her lip. "But in most cases, wouldn't she side with the older families?" 
 
    Sierra shook her head. "Grandmother is a realist. She knows that we can't function and do our jobs if we don't trust each other. She’d listen to each party carefully and make the decision based on what they’ve brought to her, not what side she came from. That's why it was given to her. She can remain impartial if need be." 
 
    I sat back, nodding. "So, in that case, giving them half the seats makes sense. They could work together to mutually benefit everyone." I grinned. "Maybe then Andy's grandma would give up her seat. She's certainly been in it long enough." 
 
    "What do they do if they give up the seat? I mean, they haven't been on missions since they became council members. Do they go back to their groups?" Zoe's question took me by surprise. I'd never thought of that. 
 
    "Probably not. Most of those groups have taken on other tasks or duties, such as teaching here at the school. Going back on missions wouldn't exactly be ideal for our teachers to do. They’d find other ways to help, I'm sure."  
 
    I grinned at Sierra. Such a know-it-all but a loveable one. I stood, arching my back in a stretch. "I'm gonna go grab us snacks. Be right back." 
 
    I headed toward the cafeteria, keeping my head down. We still had quite a bit of planning to do and not a lot of time to do it in. I really didn't want to get stopped and forced into a conversation I had no time for.  
 
    I’d almost reached the cafeteria when a voice stopped me. I turned toward it, straining my ears. "So, when is your aunt going to make the proposal to the council?" The male voice came out gruff, like it was a struggle to talk. 
 
    A giggle, one that I recognized all too well, made the hairs on my arms stand on end. "This coming week, I think. The council needs to decide whether or not they want the new families. We make them stronger. I'm sure they'll see things her way." 
 
    "So, she'll be made a council member?" 
 
    "Of course she will. She and three others. Then all we have to do is get the headmistress position and we hold the majority. That shouldn't be too hard to do. The headmistress is getting quite senile in her old age. Group marriages ... puh-lease. Taking a day off from all missions for this? How pathetic." 
 
    "I mean, it's not a terrible idea. It provides hope, it’s a morale-booster. Isn't that what we all need to keep fighting?" My brother's voice sounded hesitant, almost like he was afraid to speak.  
 
    Her scoff set my teeth on edge. "Sure, if you're a bunch of whiney babies. This is just a huge show so that Kristy can be the center of attention."  
 
    Clenching my fists, I turned on my heel and went to the cafeteria, my mind spinning. She knew about the discussions that the council was having. She also knew about the honorary seat Sierra's grandmother held. And they wanted to take that too? For what purpose? What decisions could they possibly want to push through that the headmistress wouldn't agree with? Grabbing a bag of chips and some dip, I went back to my dorm room, trying to sort out what I’d heard.  
 
    Storming into my room, I tossed the chips and dip on the bed."The nerve of her!" 
 
    Sierra and Zoe looked at each other, then at me. "Um, Kristy, what's wrong?" Sierra asked. 
 
    I turned to Sierra, trying to calm myself. "They're going to force the council to vote." My voice shook, the anger I was feeling threatening to choke me. I took three quick breaths, trying to calm myself. 
 
    "Who is?" Sierra sat up, instantly more interested. Zoe looked between us, her confusion evident in the crinkle of her forehead. 
 
    "Megan's aunt. She's going to force the council to choose the new families. Then they want to take the headmistress seat from your grandmother. That way, they have the majority vote." 
 
    Sierra's eyes widened. "They can't do that! Grandma loves this school. It’s her whole life. Why would they want to take that from her?" 
 
    "Like I said, for the majority." I clenched my teeth and closed my eyes, reminding myself that this wasn't Sierra's fault. "They want to control the council. The only way to do that is to control your grandmother's honorary seat." 
 
    Zoe raised her hand, cutting in. "Does she have to give up the seat if she loses the headmistress position? Are the two tied together?" 
 
    We both turned to her, eyebrows raised. "Um, I'm actually not sure. I don't know that much about it, just what my parents told me when I was little." Sierra looked over at her dresser, where two pictures sat side by side. They were all she had left of her parents. The man wore a dark goatee that matched his dark brown hair. He had hazel eyes and an easy grin. The woman, my aunt, had my mother's red hair, my grandfather's brown eyes, and dimples. They had died on a mission, leaving Sierra and her brothers to be raised by their grandparents. Sierra, being the youngest, was the only one left at the school.  
 
    "Should we warn your grandmother?" Zoe’s quiet voice barely reached my ears. This was definitely a sensitive topic. 
 
    "Maybe we should tell Matty first. See what he thinks." Sierra looked at me and I nodded. Matty would know what to do.  
 
    We marched out of the room and headed for the gym. Matty and Andy were sparring, sweat dripping down their backs as they took jabs at each other. Andy turned as I walked up, which caused him to take a hit to the side of his head. He ignored it, grinning at me. "What's up, buttercup?" 
 
    "We need to talk to you guys. The garden?"  
 
    They looked at each other, shrugged, and climbed out of the ring.  
 
    The garden sat nestled behind the gym. Really, it was a courtyard that had been transformed into something beautiful. Both boys sat on the bench by the fountain and pulled off their gloves.  
 
    "What's up?" Matty took a swig of water, eyeing me. 
 
    Wringing my hands, I took a breath. "The new families are going to demand council seats. And the headmistress position." 
 
    Water sprayed in my direction as Matty started coughing. "Excuse me?" 
 
    I licked my lips, trying to calm my temper. "I said, the new families are going to demand council seats. Four of them. Then they’re going to demand the headmistress position." 
 
    "They can't just demand the headmistress position. Sierra's grandmother would have to step down." Matty wiped sweat from his face and looked at Sierra. 
 
    "Grandma would never do that. She loves this school too much." 
 
     "I know that but shouldn't we warn her? Even if they can't take it from her, they can make her life difficult, especially if she stands in their way."  
 
    Footsteps behind me made me turn. Standing behind us, his gloves covered in dirt, was Sierra's grandfather. Tall, with dark blond hair and baby blue eyes, he cut an imposing figure. Years of working in the garden had shed some of his fighting muscle, so he had more paunch than muscle around his middle. However, that didn't detract from how powerful he looked. A beast of a man, you could say. "Your grandmother is already aware of what is going on, my dear," he said. 
 
    Sierra smiled, stepping into a hug. "So she knows they not only want four council seats but hers as well?" 
 
    "Of course she knows. And she's not giving it up. Technically, only she can decide who will take her place. And she's not ready for retirement just yet." 
 
    "And any vote they tried to pass to remove her would just end in a tie, with her being the tie-breaker." A smile lit up Sierra's face. "And she’d vote against it." 
 
    He nodded. "Exactly. She's prepared for this. They all are. This has been brewing for some time." He gave her one last squeeze, then let her go and looked at the rest of us. "Don't you have a wedding to plan?"  
 
    My cheeks reddened. We nodded and headed back inside, huddled together. 
 
    "It still bothers me that they think they can just demand these things." Matty looked at Zoe, who had been silent through the whole exchange. "What are you thinking?" 
 
    She bit her lip. "I think asking for the seats is only fair. They’re fighting too. They want a say in what goes on. I get that. But demanding the headmistress position? That's a little far-fetched. Like, who would take that spot? None of them are very knowledge-inclined. The council will see right through that." 
 
    Andy threw a sweaty arm around me and pulled me close. "Who knows? Maybe it's a diversion. The council will figure it out. How about food? I'm starved."  
 
    I elbowed him, getting a grunt in return. "How about you two go shower first?"  
 
    We turned to the door to find Denny standing there, leaning against the doorframe, gasping for breath. "I've been looking for you. Megan's aunt is-" 
 
    Matty held out a hand, cutting her off. "We know. Kristy told us."  
 
    Denny whirled on me in surprise. "How did you know?" 
 
    "I heard her talking as I was walking to the cafeteria. She wasn't very quiet in her boasts." 
 
    Denny nodded. "Lately, she hasn't been very quiet period. Talking about all the plans her aunt has for the school and the council. Like she wants everyone to know." 
 
    "But why? She's usually pretty good at being secretive." Matty scratched his chin, the thoughts swirling in his head. You could almost see the gears turning in his eyes. 
 
    "No idea." Denny wrinkled her nose. "Oh, ew, you guys stink. You should shower." 
 
    I ducked out from under Andy's arm. "And now I need a shower. Thanks, babe. Meet up for dinner in half an hour?"  
 
    The boys nodded and we went our separate ways, all trying to figure out what Megan and her aunt were plotting. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight 
 
    I woke up the morning of the wedding feeling energized and nervous. This was it: the big day. There was no turning back after this. Not that I was second-guessing everything but I didn't realize how big of a ceremony this would turn into. All the families were coming for it, from Matty's family to Megan's aunt. We’d finally get to meet the woman whom Megan so admired. I was intrigued but at the same time hesitant. What if she caused a scene today?  
 
    The council had granted her request to give four seats to the newer families. Of those to step down, Andy's mom included, only one had complained. Andy's grandmother, being the last original council member, had been asked to give up her seat. At first, she’d refused, claiming that one of the younger generation could do it, but after a discussion with Matty's dad, she’d reluctantly turned it over. When it came time for Megan's aunt to request the headmistress position, Matty's dad didn't even let her get started. He held up his hand and told her that while he understood her concerns about the school, the council had full faith in Brielle's ability to lead the school and had no intention of removing her. That shut down the subject pretty quickly.  
 
    Sierra jumped into my bed, landing next to me with a squeal. "Today's the big day!" She threw her arms around me, her excitement infectious. "Are you excited?" 
 
    I giggled. "Of course I'm excited. I can't wait to marry the love of my life." 
 
    "And the food is going to be amazing. Grandma showed me the menu. You won't believe all the stuff they’re cooking." 
 
    "Cooking?" 
 
    She nodded. "All the moms are. And grandmas, if they’re here. They've been cooking since last night." 
 
    I rolled over and landed on the floor on both feet. "All night? Will they be able to stay awake during the ceremony?" 
 
    She jumped up next to me. "Don't worry, they'll be fine. They wanted to make it special. Food from home for everyone." 
 
    I hugged her, jumping up and down. "I'm getting married!"  
 
    She pushed me back and looked me up and down. "Not like that, you aren't!"  
 
    I laughed, shoving past her as I went to the bathroom.  
 
    "Don't forget to put on a button-up shirt so we don't mess up your hair!" 
 
    I didn't take my time that morning, knowing there was so much to do. After tossing my hair up in a ponytail, I threw on a plaid button-up, jean shorts, and flip flops. Grabbing my makeup bag, I looked around the room one last time. We’d covered the walls with posters of our favorite bands, nailing them in place with small daggers we’d had lying around. It was a tiny space but it was our space, where we talked about our dreams and our plans for the future. After today, it would be Sierra and Zoe's space. For an instant, I felt sad. Then I realized that I’d be moved into a bigger space. Married couples stayed at the school all the time and there was a separate dorm for them on the other side of the cafeteria. I followed Sierra out of the room, not looking back. It was time to look forward to what the future had in store. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two hours later, I was being primped and poked and pulled in three different directions. After finishing the food, my mother and grandmother had both descended upon me and the other girls to get us ready for the big day. Neither looked like they’d been up all night cleaning. "How are you two so chipper?" I asked. 
 
    My grandmother laughed. "Nothing a little wakeful potion can't fix." 
 
    "Potion?" 
 
    They shared a glance, then turned back to me. "Sometimes, we contract a witch to make potions for us if we need them. The whole council does. Not all witches are bad. And they need money just as much as anyone else." 
 
    I nodded and looked at the full-length mirror. All the brides had taken over the cafeteria to get ready. Headmistress Brielle had put full-length mirrors all along the walls so we could see ourselves from every angle. I looked down at my dress, amazed at how beautiful it was. My mother and grandmother had made it for me, after sitting me down to find out exactly what I wanted. The white silk shimmered in the light of the cafeteria. The sleeves were long, tapering into V's at the tips of my fingers. A silver sash encased my waist, then fell to the floor in the front. My grandmother had gotten silver thread from somewhere and had used it to stitch intricate designs into the trim of the sleeves and the bottom of the gown. The top of the bodice came to a halt at the top of my chest, not revealing too much cleavage. For my hair, they’d piled my natural curls on top of my head, then left a few cascading down my back. Baby's breath had been strewn throughout my hair, with a crown of it on top of my head. The final touch was the veil—the same one my grandmother had worn. Some light makeup, pink lipstick, and I was ready. They both stepped back, their hands clasped together. "You look stunning." My mother brushed tears from her eyes. 
 
    I did a twirl, watching the skirt sway. "I love it. You guys are amazing."  
 
    They grinned, their cheeks reddening.  
 
    I looked over at Zoe and Sierra, both in their bridesmaid dresses. They wore pink, floor-length, strapless dresses, with pink flowers in their hair to match. Both had cascading curls like I did. The heated curling iron rested on the table beside them. I looked out at the other brides, smiling. Kami stood off to my left, dressed in red, as was a custom for her family. A qipao, it symbolized happiness, prosperity, and good luck. And we needed all the luck we could get. Her red veil rested on the bench beside her as her mother quickly applied her makeup. Everyone looked so pretty. It was going to be a spectacular sight.  
 
    The doors to the cafeteria opened and Headmistress Brielle stepped in. She gazed at us all for a moment, unshed tears in her eyes before she cleared her throat. "Ladies, we need to get started. If you’d all please follow me, we can get this show on the road." She looked over to me, winking, before turning and heading down the hall.  
 
    We gathered up our skirts and followed her out, careful not to trip or tread on each other. We took the elevator up to the gym, where the ceremony would be held. While we were getting ready, Sierra had mentioned that her grandmother had spent a good part of the evening getting it set up the night before, with the help of any dads or grandfathers she could get her hands on.                
 
    When the doors opened before us, gasps rang out from our group. The gym didn't look like a gym anymore. All the training equipment had been moved. Chairs now sat where the equipment had once been. Ribbons of pink and red and silver were strung from the backs of the chairs, each row ending with a bouquet of flowers. A silver carpet led from the elevator doors to the altar, where six men stood with their groomsmen, waiting for us. Andy stood third in line, Matty and Kyle next to him. He bounced on his heels, his nervous energy evident.  
 
    Sierra grasped my hand. "You ready?"  
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Zoe took my other hand. "I have a present for you." In my hand, I felt something hard, slightly curved in shape. I looked down to find a dagger in my hand, the hilt silver with a pearl on the end. The leather encasing the blade was soft to the touch. I looked at Zoe in surprise.  
 
    "I know you have your voice but you should also always have a backup. Just in case."  
 
    I nodded, watching as Sierra lifted the hem of my dress and Zoe strapped the blade to my calf. It would take some getting used to but I could manage. I hugged her, tears brimming in my eyes.  
 
    She patted at them with a handkerchief that my mother had provided. "Don't mess up your makeup."  
 
    I turned back to the entrance, unable to keep the smile off my face. I watched as the two couples before me stepped up to the altar, each getting married in the custom that was theirs, whether it was by a Catholic priest, a rabbi, or some other tradition. Sierra's grandmother made sure there was someone on hand for each couple.  
 
    When it was our turn, my father stepped up and held his arm out to me. His red hair matched mine, his eyes a soft blue. He wore a tuxedo with a silver cummerbund to match the silver in my dress. Like my mother, age had been kind to him. He had only a few grey hairs that weren't even noticeable. Unlike Sierra's grandfather, my dad had managed to stay in shape, working out regularly. Today he looked older but happier, the lines in his face smoothed by his smile. He squeezed my hand as he walked me down the aisle to Andy's waiting hand. "I'm so glad I was able to be here for you today."  
 
    I fought off tears as I stepped up next to Andy. 
 
    The pastor began our part of the ceremony by talking about marriage and love. He read a verse from the Bible, 1 Corinthians 13:4-8, then went on to talk about how, without communication, love wouldn’t work. You couldn’t just expect your partner to know what you were thinking. You had to tell them. Andy smiled at me, winking from time to time. When we exchanged rings, I couldn't keep the surprise off my face. The ring he’d picked out for me sparkled in the light of the gym. Three small pink diamonds surrounded my engagement ring on either side. He slid it onto my finger, promising to love and cherish me forever.  
 
    When we were announced as man and wife, it was a dream come true. He took me in his arms and kissed me hard. Matty grabbed him by the collar and pulled him back toward the side of the room so the next couple could be wed. Andy pulled me with him, his hands gripping mine. "I don't want to let you go now that you're all mine." He kept his voice low, his lips right next to my ear. I squeezed his hand, not wanting to let him go either.  
 
    The reception turned into one big party, something that had never been done before. We were rarely all in the same place together. Once all the couples had been wed, the chairs were pulled away, tables were brought in, and the chairs set at them. Against the walls were long tables covered in mounds of food. One whole table held only drinks, as if we needed that many different things to drink. Space had been cleared in the middle of the room in case anyone wanted to dance. I made Andy dance with me at least three times before he could get food. Then I danced with my father, amazed that everyone had managed to make it out here. "I'm so happy you got to be here for this, Daddy." 
 
    He smiled down at me—that smile that always made me feel like a million bucks. "I wouldn't have missed this for the world." 
 
    I looked over his shoulder at Megan and her aunt, standing by a table full of sweets and treats. Next to each other, they looked like twins, with matching hair and eyes. Megan stood a couple of inches taller than her aunt, but that didn't stop her aunt from looking like the one in charge. "So, she has a seat on the council now?" 
 
    Without missing a step, my father spun me around. "Let's not talk politics today. I always talk politics. Tell me about your trials. I'm told you've started doing missions now that your trials have started." 
 
    "Yes. We handled a ghost possession. And there was a vampire nest where the Djinn was hiding. We got in a lot of good fighting. And won, of course." 
 
    His laugh rumbled through his chest, like a purr of a cat. "Of course you won. You've been well trained." He winked. "And you're my daughter."  
 
    After the dance, Andy tugged me toward a table with every kind of meat you could find. From lamb to venison, the ladies had managed to cook up a mighty impressive assortment. I grabbed some cocktail shrimp, two lobster tails, and a couple of bread rolls. I’d learned at an early age that I’d acquired my father's taste in food. Seafood was my weakness. I followed Andy over to a table that we’d sectioned off as our own. There, our friends waited for us. Matty and Zoe sat close to each other, his hand resting on her knee. Sierra sat next to Zoe, pushing her food around her plate with her fork. Henry hadn't asked her to the ceremony, hadn't even tried to speak to her since the formal. I set my plate down and looked across the room at him. Hank sat next to him at the table they’d chosen, both trying not to look at our table.  
 
    I turned to Andy with a smile. "Excuse me one minute, my dear. I'll be right back." I marched toward the boys, my fists clenched. Sierra may not have wanted to know why he was avoiding her but I sure did. I was kicking myself for not talking to him sooner and I knew it was time to clear the air. 
 
    I slid into the seat next to Hank, noting their matching tuxes. Both had styled their hair into spikes—an interesting hairstyle for a wedding. Neither one looked up at me as I sat there. Instead, they stared at their plates. "So boys, are you enjoying yourselves?"  
 
    They both nodded.  
 
    I tried again. "Good food?"  
 
    Again with the nods.  
 
    I couldn't help it. I lost my temper. "What the heck is wrong with you two?" 
 
    They both looked up, surprise matching on their faces. "What do you mean?" Hank sounded defensive, which I got, but Henry still remained silent. 
 
    "Why are you avoiding Sierra?" Before Hank could answer, I rushed on. "No, I want him to answer, not you. He can talk for himself." 
 
    Henry sighed, rubbing his hands on the white tablecloth. "Because I'm a chicken." 
 
    "Explain." 
 
    He looked up at the ceiling. "I like her. She's amazing. But am I worthy of that? Her grandmother is the headmistress here, her grandfather works in the gardens. Like, I knew she was connected but the night of the winter formal, I finally realized HOW connected she was. I can't compete with that or even attempt to match it. I'm a nobody." 
 
    "And?" 
 
    He held up his hands. "Why would she want to be with me?" 
 
    I snorted. "Seriously? Because she likes you. She likes talking to you. She said you guys had some pretty good conversations that night. She was looking forward to continuing them. Station has nothing to do with it. We aren't like that." 
 
    "But you all marry each other." 
 
    I wrinkled my nose at that. "Ew. Who would she marry? Matty? As you can see, he's already got his sights set on someone else. She's related to all the other boys from the older families. There's no way she'd consider them." 
 
    "I just thought maybe I wasn't good enough." 
 
    I shrugged. "I mean, if that's what you think, that's on you. But it's pretty terrible of you to not at least ask her to dance tonight." With that, I stood up and went back to my table. There wasn't much else I could do. If he didn't want to try, that was on him.  
 
    Twenty minutes later, Henry walked over and reached out his hand to Sierra. She took it tentatively, looking over at me. I winked at her as I took a bite out of a particularly large shrimp. She smiled and followed Henry onto the dance floor.  
 
    Zoe leaned around Matty to look at me. "Was that you?" 
 
    "All I did was ask why he was being so stupid. He was intimidated. Can you believe that?" 
 
    Zoe giggled. "Let me guess. Her grandma being the headmistress threw him off?"  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Zoe rolled her eyes and reached for another roll. Her hand stopped mid-air, her eyes half finished with their roll, stuck glancing upward. Her mouth dropped open but no words seemed to be able to come out.  
 
    Matty reached out, patting her arm. "Zoe?" 
 
    "Duck!" She dove under the table, dragging Matty with her. Crashing sounded overhead and the light in the room brightened as a dozen screeches rang out. Andy grabbed me by the back of my dress, hauling me under the table. I turned to Zoe, whose eyes were the size of the rolls she’d been reaching for. 
 
    "What’s going on?" 
 
    "We're under attack!"  
 
    OK, like that wasn't obvious. But breaking into our school wasn't an easy thing to do. We should've been safe inside these walls, on this property. The fairies, when they set up our grandparents, had put up protection spells to disguise the place and protect it from attack. It was the only way we’d be able to operate out of there. The only way someone could reach us was if they know it was there. Otherwise, they didn’t even see it. If they did see it, they didn’t realize it was anything important.  
 
    "We have a mole!" 
 
    I looked at Andy. "Like that isn't obvious, babe. Right now we have to fight off whoever these people are." I lifted the tablecloth, peeking out at the chaos that now engulfed our reception. People were fighting everywhere, swords brandished. Megan's aunt stood backed into a corner, flinging ice stakes at an oncoming attacker. The figure before her wore red rags that hung off her scaly green skin in tatters. Her oily black hair fell down her shoulders. Watching her closely, I realized she was hurtling magic back at Megan’s aunt, taking as good as she was getting. Her legs weren't really legs at all. They tapered off to end in a tail that she whipped around unexpectedly, knocking her opponent off her feet.  
 
    I ducked back under the tablecloth. Megan stood several feet away, an ice spear in one hand, a broken chair back in the other. She used it as a makeshift shield as she jabbed at her opponent. 
 
    "So, I think they're Sea Witches." I kept my voice low, in case anyone was near. 
 
    Matty's eyes widened. Sierra gasped at his side. "You've got to be kidding me." 
 
    "Our second task. We defeat one, we could pass." The hope in Sierra's eyes was infectious. 
 
    "It can't be that easy." Doubt clouded Zoe's expression.  
 
    Andy peeked out, then ducked back in. "Doesn't matter how easy it is, we have to get moving. There may be only a handful of those creatures but they’re strong." He slipped out and pulled twin daggers from their sheaths, hidden in the legs of his pants. Matty nodded to me and followed Andy. Sierra slipped her notebook from a pocket in her dress, flipped until she found the page she was looking for, and then followed them. Zoe and I exchanged glances.  
 
    "Now or never."  
 
    I nodded and we rolled out together, coming up to our feet and turning with our backs to each other. I held my dagger while Zoe held twin short swords that had been strapped to the table legs two seconds prior.  
 
    Looking at the nearest Sea Witch, I used my voice to call her to me. She turned, her tattered blue robes barely covering her scaly body. Red eyes tracked my every move. As she neared, the red of her eyes dulled as my voice lulled her to my will. Most of the time, at half strength, my voice was just a suggestion. But at full strength, I could make people do things they wouldn't normally do. Like walk right into my dagger.  
 
    Warm green blood spilled over my hands, soaking the front of my dress. I groaned, shoving her away, then turning to find the next one. Working methodically was the only way we’d be able to defeat them.  
 
    Matty and Andy battled a Sea Witch together, trying to tag-team her. She moved faster than they could anticipate, sweeping Andy's feet out from under him. She turned, a trident-like spear in her hands. I looked over their heads to see Kyle and Denny side by side, fending off another Sea Witch. "Kyle, use your voice!"  
 
    A quick nod let me know he’d heard. I turned again, looking for another target.                
 
    In the far corner of the room, near the drink table, my father stood alone, battling two Sea Witches. He used his voice, a gift we’d inherited from my grandmother. He clutched a broad sword in his hands, the blade almost as wide as my thigh. His chilling song caused the hairs on the back of my neck to stand on end. The first Sea Witch, dressed in green rags, leaned into his sword, giving herself up to the blade. He turned to the second, raising the sword above his head. She smiled, her jagged yellow teeth gleaming up at him. He froze, his sword halted mid-air. His mouth hung open, his song dying on his lips. She stepped toward him, running one long finger down his cheek. Her white hair hung in clumps from her head, waving in an invisible breeze.  
 
    I broke away from Zoe and dashed across the room. "Dad!"  
 
    His eyes flitted to me, then back to her, sweat dripping down his face.  
 
    The Sea Witch turned her head to me, her smile widening. "Do you want him, little one?" 
 
    As I stood mere feet from her, she wrapped one arm around my dad’s neck and pulled him tight against her body.  
 
    "Let him go." I used the silkiest voice I could muster, putting all my will behind it.  
 
    "Oh, silly child, that doesn't work on me. My family gave yours that power, so we’re immune to it. If you want him back, you must come and get him from me." She snapped her fingers and they were gone.  
 
    I spun around, trying to see where she’d gone, but she and the rest of her hoard, dead or alive, had vanished.  
 
    Zoe slid to a stop next to me, her dress barely maintaining her decency as she held it up with one hand. Green blood was splattered across the front of her dress, her face, and her hair. She dropped her blade and pulled me into her arms. "We'll get him back. I promise." The words were whispered in my ear, for only me to know.  
 
    I pulled back, looking into her eyes. She looked past me, at something behind me. I turned to see Megan’s aunt pulling people off the floor, turning over tables with her ice to find people trapped underneath. She looked up at me, a hardness in her eyes I hadn't noticed before.  
 
    Andy pulled me to him from behind, wrapping his arms around my waist. "I'm sorry."  
 
    I leaned back against him, letting him hold me up. It felt like the weight of the world sat on my shoulders.  
 
    My grandmother and mother rushed up to us, with Kyle and Denny on their heels. "Where is he? What just happened?" My mother sounded out of breath. Her dark hair was pulled back from her sweat- and dirt-stained face.  
 
    "They took him."  
 
    At first, the words seemed to confuse her. She looked around, like "they" would appear at any moment to tell her where he was. I realized then that my parents had never been apart from each other. They had been in the same group and had grown up fighting together, like Andy and me.  
 
    "No, Mother, he's not here. The Sea Witches took him." My voice broke on the last word. I almost couldn't get it out. 
 
    "What could they possibly want with him?" Her voice cracked as her knees gave out and she crumpled to the floor. I went down with her, pulling her with me. Andy stood at my side, fidgeting with his hands.  
 
    "I don't know but I intend to find out." The tears burned as they coursed down my face. I bit my lip to fight back the full torrent of my feelings. Now wasn’t the time to lose control. 
 
    "First, we need a vote."  
 
    The voice sent a chill down my spine. Though I’d never heard it before, I knew who it belonged to.  
 
    "Elaine, don't you think that now might not be the time for this?" My grandmother's tone was sharp, indicating her displeasure. Like the rest of us, she was covered in green blood, but there were also burn marks on her arms—something I hadn't seen on anyone else. The smell of burnt skin and cloth reached my nose, making me gag.  
 
    Elaine looked at me with disgust. "I don't think we have any time to lose. One council member has been taken. We no longer have a full council. We need to vote now to add another so that we can continue to operate normally." 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face. A vote to determine who would get my dad's seat? But how was that even possible? He’d been gone a few minutes. Didn't we at least need to attempt to find him? "Doesn't he get a grace period, you know, for being kidnapped?" 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. "That's not how this works. He's gone, we're short a member, that spot has to be filled. Since the rest of the council is here, we can vote now and not waste any time." Elaine motioned to the rest of the council, indicating that they should follow her. They filed out of the room, leaving us to stand there in shock. 
 
    Sierra was the first to act, sweeping her gaze over the people who were tending to the wounded. She spotted her grandmother, bent over the prone body of a young girl, and ran to her. "Grandma, you have to go!" 
 
    The headmistress straightened up and looked Sierra up and down. Not seeing any wounds on her, she shook her head. "I can't. I have to tend to the injured." 
 
    "They're going to force a vote." 
 
    Brielle stopped, her hands hovering over the girl's broken body. "What?" 
 
    "The new council members. Kristy's dad has been kidnapped. They're going to force a vote to replace him on the council since he's gone." 
 
    "But he's not dead." 
 
    "Megan’s aunt didn't care. She said that since they were all here and he wasn’t, they could do the vote anyway. Can't you stop them?" 
 
    Brielle closed her eyes. When she opened them, a look of determination spread across her face. "You tend to this girl and any others you find. I’ll have a talk with them." She marched across the gym, skirting around turned-over tables and crushed chairs.  
 
    Andy and I bent down with Sierra, then lifted the girl from the floor and carried her over to the dance floor, where healers had set up a makeshift triage. We laid her down on a blanket. Andy reached down to check her pulse. He looked up at me, sadness clouding his expression. He shook his head and stepped back from her.  
 
    "She was so young." Tears spilled down Sierra's cheeks but she scrubbed them away with the heels of her hands. Spinning around, she marched back into the chaos, searching for another body. We followed her, not knowing what else we could do. Until we were told otherwise, we’d tend to the wounded. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later, we finally sat against the wall together, heads back, muscles burning from exhaustion. I leaned my head on Andy's shoulder, finding calm in his presence. We were covered in sticky green blood, our hair matted to our heads. Sierra had curled up against Zoe, her head in Zoe's lap. Zoe idly ran her fingers through Sierra's hair, trying to get the blood out of it. Their dresses were destroyed, barely staying on their bodies. Andy and Matty had both lost their ties and cummerbunds in the battle, along with their jackets.  
 
    "Do you think the headmistress stopped them?" Matty's voice sounded ragged to my ears.  
 
    "Hopefully. She's the only one who could." Andy kissed my forehead, his lips wet and sticky. 
 
    The elevator doors opened, Headmistress Brielle stepping out. She scanned the room, spotted us, and strode our way. She held her head high, giving us the hope we needed. We stood to meet her, Sierra sliding into her arms as she reached us.  
 
    "Did you stop them?" Sierra's words were muffled in her grandmother's shoulder. 
 
    "I did my best. They demanded the seat be filled to prevent any voting issues that might arise. They tried to place their own in the seat. I managed to convince most of the council that we should fill the seat only temporarily, until he’s returned to us. Then I convinced them that because he’s part of the old families, the seat should go to a member of the old families. The newer members couldn't argue with my logic on that one. They already had four seats. The members from the older families saw it for the coup that it was and called Elaine out on it. It forced her to tone down her demands." 
 
    "Who did they choose?" Matty kept his head down and looked at his feet as he asked. 
 
    "Your mother."  
 
    Matty's head snapped up, surprise in his eyes. "My mother?" 
 
    She nodded. "While convincing them that the council member should come from the old families was easy, making them choose said member was more difficult. They didn't want Andy's grandmother back. And they didn't want someone who wouldn't want to give up the seat. Your mother is part of an old family but only by marriage. The newer members hope to sway her to their side because of who she is, not because of who she married. She was a safe, neutral addition." 
 
    "And she agreed to it?" 
 
    Brielle nodded. "She didn't really have a choice. Who else would they agree on?" She released Sierra and stepped back. "I have to get things put back together, the wounded cared for, this place cleaned up. You all look like you're about to fall over. Go get cleaned up and get some rest. We’ll get things set to rights." She swept past us, patting our shoulders as she went.  
 
    We looked at each other and nodded. We definitely needed a shower and sleep. We wouldn't be able to help anyone as we were now. We had to regroup so we could come up with our next move.  
 
      
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    By the time we’d all resurfaced from our rooms, the headmistress had put the school to rights, just as she claimed she would. With the help of the other parents, the council members included, she’d managed to remove all traces of the battle from the gym and put all the equipment back in its proper place. Besides a few scorch marks (maybe from my grandmother's part of the battle?) and a lingering smell of blood, it looked like nothing had happened. Even the windows had been replaced.  
 
    Andy and I had decided to stay in our old dorm rooms, just to nap. He didn't want to leave Matty alone and Sierra and Zoe needed me. There would be plenty of time for us to be together in the coming days. Right then, our friends needed us. We shuffled to the cafeteria, our aches and pains from the battle showing. Sierra limped slightly, her right foot not going as high as it should. Zoe had a scratch across her right cheek, from the corner of her lip almost to her ear. Looking at the boys, I realized that neither one had managed to get all the blood out of their hair. I’d tried to look my usual self but even I felt like I'd been beaten to a pulp. 
 
    In the cafeteria, it was dead silent. No one was talking. All you could hear was the sound of food being chewed and swallowed. What should've been a happy day had become a disaster. My father was gone and I didn't know when I’d get him back. We grabbed food, leftovers from the reception it looked like, and huddled in a corner, eating.  
 
    Sierra was the first to speak. "Do any of you find it interesting that Elaine's first decision was to demand another council member? Like, instead of trying to organize a rescue party, she wanted the seat filled." 
 
    Matty scratched his head, dried flakes of blood sprinkling down. "Yeah, that seemed really fishy. Almost like she expected it to happen." 
 
    "Expected it?" I couldn't keep the doubt from my voice. Yes, she was devious and conniving. But to plan a kidnapping? 
 
    Matty held up his hands. "It just seems weird that her first reaction wasn't to save him." 
 
    "Do you think she planned it?" Andy's words were garbled around the food he’d shoved in his mouth. I was going to have to teach him some table manners. 
 
    "I mean, someone had to. The only way they could've gotten in was if they’d been told our location and what to look for. Otherwise, they never would've found us. We have a mole. We just don't know who." Matty's voice held all the confidence of a leader. At least he felt he was right. I wasn't so sure, but something kept eating at me, like I’d seen something important but couldn't remember it. 
 
    "Is anybody else suspicious that it also happened to be Sea Witches?" Zoe set down her fork and looked at each of us in turn. "Think about it. We need to defeat a Sea Witch to complete our trial. And a whole horde shows up. Does that count? I mean, we didn't hunt one down or track down a bad one. Are we moving on to our third trial?" 
 
    Everyone around the table shrugged. "We don't really know. We'd have to talk to Mr. Jenkins." Matty said it matter-of-factly but I heard the doubt in his voice. 
 
    That was when it hit me. The library, a moldy green book, silver hair brushing against it. "Sierra, there's a book in the library on witches. A moldy green one."  
 
    She nodded, following my train of thought.  
 
    "Would it include Sea Witches?" 
 
    She bit her lip, thinking. "It does, actually. I read it a couple of weeks ago, trying to gain more insight into our trial. There's a whole chapter on Sea Witches and how to summon them to make bargains. That's their thing. They like to make deals." 
 
    "Megan had it."  
 
    Silence greeted my comment.  
 
    I sighed. "I saw her in the library. I went there to confront her after I found out she was still spreading rumors about Matty and Sierra. I told her to back off. She was reading that book. I don't know what chapter she was on but it could be possible that she was researching Sea Witches." 
 
    "For what purpose?" Matty didn't sound convinced. 
 
    "To summon them to make a deal. For the attack. And the kidnapping. It's the perfect way to get a council seat without getting your hands dirty. You get a council member kidnapped and then demand that the seat be filled." 
 
    Andy and Zoe both nodded. "That actually makes sense,” Zoe said. “But what would she have given up?" Zoe looked over at Megan, sitting as subdued as everyone else at her table. One of her tow-heads was missing, probably in the infirmary getting patched up.  
 
    Another shrug from Matty. "Anything. Controlling the council is a lot of power. Who knows what she sacrificed?" He looked at me. "If it's true." 
 
    "How would we find out?" Sierra lowered her voice, glancing around.  
 
    "We'd have to talk to a Sea Witch."  
 
    Four pairs of eyes snapped to my face.  
 
    "We have to save my dad. Why not get the information we need at the same time?" 
 
    Matty nodded. "Good idea. The Sea Witch may be willing to bargain with us. We just have to find her."  
 
    Mr. Jenkins stepped up behind Matty and rested a hand on his shoulder. "I was hoping you’d say that. Come with me." 
 
    We followed him out of the cafeteria, keeping our heads down. None of us felt like analyzing who wasn't with their groups anymore. At least my brother and Matty's sister were safe.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins led us to his classroom and settled behind his desk before speaking. The chalkboard behind him still had numbers written on it from the previous day’s lessons. The room smelled of chalk and lemon, like Pledge had been used on the floor. The neat rows of desks added a sense of normalcy that I didn't realize we’d been missing. "Your father suspects, as does the headmistress, that this was all a ploy to get the council seat." His eyes fell on Matty as he said this. Matty's dad being the acting head of the Council, I assumed that's who he meant. 
 
    We nodded. "We thought that might be it." Matty shook his head. "Foolish plan." 
 
    I could barely contain my anger. The last 24 hours should've been happy, a time for family to come together. Instead, it had been a mess. And instead of doing what they were supposed to do and go out to rescue my father, the council was sitting around talking about it. He could be hurt or dead, for all we knew. Tears burned behind my eyes and I blinked to get rid of them. 
 
    I clenched my hands, trying to keep the anger out of my voice. "So, what's the plan? We have to save my father. Who knows what that Sea Witch is doing to him." 
 
    Mr. Jenkins raised an eyebrow. "Agreed. The headmistress has requested that we send a team after your father, Kristy. I requested it be you five. She agreed but wants a backup team to go along. Elaine volunteered her niece's team."  
 
    My hands unclenched as the tension fled my body. So someone really did want to do something. 
 
    The others groaned in unison. "Seriously? Why not Kami's team?" Sierra covered her mouth at her outburst, looking at Matty in embarrassment. 
 
    He grinned. "Yeah, why not Kami's team? We work well with them." 
 
    Mr. Jenkins shook his head. "Kami was seriously injured in the attack. She's going to need a good amount of recovery time before she'll be back to full fighting form. The rescue needs to happen now, while the trail is still fresh." 
 
    Zoe looked confused. "Fresh? They disappeared into thin air." 
 
    Mr. Jenkins nodded. "Yes, they did. But we have a couple of leads on where they might've gone. So, we’re going to explore those leads and find them. They’ve most likely split up by now, gone back to their usual hiding places, one of them taking your father with her." 
 
    "So, we have to find them,” I said. “And we have to take Megan's team. Fine, we will. But did killing any of them during that battle count for our trial?" I bit my lip, hoping he’d say yes. 
 
    He let out a long sigh. "We also talked about that. The council has ruled that it doesn't, since you didn't have to do any tracking or locating of your own. They don't think it would be fair if your trial was completed because the bad guy came to you. So, instead, if you find your father and defeat THAT Sea Witch, your second trial will be complete." 
 
    Sierra plopping down in the desk closest to her and slammed her hands down on the desktop. "Seriously? After all we did? After how well we fought? It doesn't count?" Tears streamed from her eyes. I bent down next to her, unable to contain my own tears any longer. "I'm just so tired," she whispered. I nodded, stroking her hair. We were all tired. 
 
    Mr. Jenkins walked around his desk to us. "I know this seems like an impossible task. And a lot is on the line. But you’re the best team I've seen come through here in a long time. You can do this, I know you can." 
 
    Sierra nodded, wiping away her tears. I could understand her frustration. How was it our fault that the Sea Witches had come to us? 
 
    Matty pulled Sierra up, Andy reaching for me as he did. "We’ll be ready,” Matty said. “When do we leave?" 
 
    ”I think the real question is, where are we going?" Zoe's voice was tight, like she already suspected she knew where this was leading. I looked over at her but her face gave away nothing.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins took off his glasses and wiped them on his shirt. "Well, about that. One of the leads is in Scotland and because your grandmother's base of operations is there, we've asked her if she’d mind hosting you while you searched."  
 
    Zoe closed her eyes, swallowing noticeably. She didn't talk about her family much. There had been an incident before she got here that she wouldn't say much about. Her sister had died and Zoe blamed herself—I knew that much. Beyond that, we really didn't know anything about Zoe’s family.  
 
    "I thought so," Zoe said. She turned to Matty. "There have been rumors for years that a Sea Witch is holed up in one of the lochs. No one knows for sure because she mostly keeps to herself. Just stories of people who’ve gone to her for 'help.' That's probably where we're going to start, isn't it?" She looked to Mr. Jenkins for confirmation. When he nodded, she sighed. "Fine. At least it’ll give us a good base of operations. When do we leave?" 
 
    Mr. Jenkins looked down at his watch. "In the next couple of hours. You should probably all go pack." 
 
    We strode out of the room together, Andy holding my hand. Out in the hall, Matty turned to the rest of us and held up his hands. "I know this is a lot to take in. A lot has happened. But we have a mission. Nothing else matters except getting Kristy's dad back, not even completing the mission. Whether or not we kill the Sea Witch, our real mission is to bring her father home safely. Got that?"  
 
    The tears came again and this time I didn't stop them. I nodded in appreciation.  
 
    The others all agreed, determination in their eyes. Zoe grasped my hand briefly. "No matter what, we'll get him home."  
 
    Sierra pulled me into a hug, squeezing hard before following Zoe to their dorm room. I made to follow them but Andy stopped me. "I had your stuff moved to our new room. I hope that was OK? I figured maybe we could have a moment alone."  
 
    I looked at him and realized, for the first time since the battle, that he was my husband. Not just my boyfriend or my teammate but my husband. Maybe he was worried we wouldn't make it out of this and wanted some time with me.  
 
    I looked over at Matty.  
 
    "Two hours. Be out front in two hours." He left, leaving Andy and me to head to our new room together, hand in hand. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten 
 
    Two hours later, we all stood outside, next to the van. Joe leaned against the back bumper, his arms crossed. "I'll be driving you to the airport. From there, you have to fly." He chewed on a toothpick as we waited, once again, for Megan and her team.  
 
    "She probably wants to make a dramatic entrance." Zoe couldn't keep the smile off her face.  
 
    Matty rolled his eyes. "We really don't have time for this."  
 
    Mr. Jenkins sighed and headed toward the front door. "I'll go get them. They knew exactly what time to be here." Just before he reached the door, it flew open and Megan and her team shuffled out, their chaperone right behind them. Kyle pushed ahead of Megan and ran to me before she could stop him. I enfolded him in my arms, realizing for the first time that he was now taller than I was, almost as tall as Dad.  
 
    "We'll get him back, sis, I promise." The muscles of his arms pressed against me. It was funny how that moment was when I noticed that my little brother wasn’t so little anymore. He was only a year younger than me, but I’d always felt this need to care for him. Now he was trying to care for me. The tears came unbidden and I didn’t bother to wipe them away. 
 
    "I was right there, Kyle. Right there in front of them and I couldn't save him. Are you sure we'll be able to save him this time?" 
 
    He nodded, his chin rubbing against the top of my head. "Of course we will. Because we'll be together." 
 
    "But she said our power doesn't work on them." 
 
    "Then we'll use our wit and our fighting skills. Either way, we're getting him back. Mother is falling to pieces without him."  
 
    I looked at Andy over Kyle's shoulder. He stood with his hands in his pockets, kicking at rocks in front of his feet, trying not to listen to our private conversation.  
 
    "I know how she feels," I said. 
 
    Kyle gave me one last squeeze then let me go and stepped back. Megan glared at him but said nothing, stepping into the van without a word. She didn't look like she wanted to be going on this mission, either.  
 
    Denny squeezed my hand as she walked by, winking at me. Megan may have been the leader of the group but Denny was the heart.  
 
    Both tow-heads looked pretty beat up, their faces bruised and cut. This time, when they sat, they avoided Megan, choosing to sit with Denny and Kyle instead. Megan pretended not to notice. She folded her arms and leaned her head against the side of the van, then closed her eyes. We clambered in after them, settling in for the ride to the airport. No one spoke, as we didn't feel there was anything to say. 
 
    The ride went faster than we expected and getting through security was much easier than anticipated. Sierra's grandmother had promised to send our weapons ahead of us so that they’d be waiting when we got to Scotland. Mr. Jenkins handed out all our passports and we each had a carry-on, but beyond that, it was a pretty simple process.  
 
    The airport was much bigger than we’d thought, it being JFK and all. We ended up on the other end of the airport, running to catch our flight before the gate closed. The number of people who were there astounded most of us, as we’d never seen that many people in the same place before. We had a connecting flight in Munich and then off to Scotland it would be. We’d be flying into Glasgow and taking a rental car to the loch. Andy had already asked three times if we were going to see Nessie while we were out there until Zoe had finally turned on him to inform him that Nessie was, in fact, very real and usually very hungry. He stopped asking after that. 
 
    As we settled in for the first leg of our journey, Megan attempted to sit with Matty. Her ticket had originally placed her next to her chaperone, with Mr. Jenkins sitting with Matty, but she asked if he minded switching so that they could talk strategy. Matty looked over at Zoe, Sierra, and me, all sitting together, with a cry for help written on his face. We giggled, then lowered our heads to muffle the sound. Megan kept trying to get his attention, asking him questions about Scotland that she knew he had no clue about.  
 
    I looked at Zoe. "She should be sitting next to you if she wants any information." 
 
    Zoe smirked. "Nah, it's not info she wants. It's attention. Notice that the boys aren't cozying up to her anymore? Something happened to change their mind about her." 
 
    "But what? What could she have done in the last 24 hours to tick them off?" 
 
    Sierra looked over at them, sitting together, Denny and Kyle behind them. Poor Andy had gotten stuck with the chaperones. When I glanced his way, he stuck his tongue out at me.  
 
    "Maybe she said something she shouldn't have. Kyle and Denny don't seem pleased with her either. None of them have ever outwardly shown this much disdain. It's like the fear is gone." 
 
    "Fear?" I looked at Denny again. She seemed perfectly content, sitting in her seat, her eyes closed, headphones over her ears. 
 
    "Megan pretty much kept them all afraid of what she could do. That's what Matty said. That's why they never challenged her." 
 
    "So what could she do that would make them not afraid of her?" 
 
    "Maybe she's not as powerful as they thought." Zoe's eyes brightened. "Not as icy as she claims she is." 
 
    "We'll have to ask Denny what's going on once we get to Scotland. If we can get her alone."  
 
    Sierra seemed unsure about that part. While Megan's position in her group may have been lowered, she still seemed to be keeping her group close. Getting one of them alone was going to be a challenge. And on top of everything else we had to do? Not a priority at this point in time. So we settled back in for the flight, trying to focus on what lay ahead of us. 
 
    *** 
 
    Once we reached Scotland, the place took our breath away. We’d never seen a setting so beautiful. There was green everywhere, and water, and the air smelled of it. The buildings had so much history. You could see it in the way they’d been built. The longing in Sierra's eyes to just walk the streets was palpable. I decided that when we finished, I was going to ask that she get three days just to explore the history of this place. It felt older than any place we’d ever been. 
 
    But we didn't have a chance to linger. Mr. Jenkins got us a little blue bus, into which we all piled, and he drove the two hours it took to get to where Zoe had grown up.  
 
    Matty finally asked the question that had been bothering the rest of us. "Zoe, if you were born here, why don't you have an accent?" 
 
    She grinned. "We weren't raised around the people who live here. Grandmother never let us leave the castle unless it was to fight. So, we never learned their way of speaking." 
 
    That seemed to satisfy him but I turned in my seat to look at her. "But your grandmother has an accent, doesn't she?" 
 
    She nodded. "That's why some words come out differently. We all tried to copy her."  
 
    I turned back around, satisfied with the answer. Now I wanted to see where we were going.  
 
    As the castle came into view, the whole van filled with gasps. Seven peaks stood in the distance, bathed in the light of the afternoon sun. The sun danced off the water of the loch and, then, there sat the castle, looking as decrepit as we’d been warned it would be. The outer wall was crumbling in places, while the top of the five-story tower was missing.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins parked the van and turned to us. "We can't just waltz up to the front door, not with all the tourists around." People were milling about the place, taking pictures. We’d all dressed to match normal tourists for our flight but none of them seemed to be interested in getting much closer to the castle. 
 
    Zoe pointed at a sign to the right of the van. "They're waiting for the tour to start. If we go in with the tour, we can slip away unnoticed. Otherwise, we'd have to wait until nightfall." 
 
    Matty turned to Mr. Jenkins. "It's a good plan. Worth a shot, anyway." We all hopped out of the van and headed to the sign.  
 
    Zoe set her bag on the ground and reached into a pocket to pull out yellow wristbands. She handed them out to each of us, then slipped one on her own wrist. At our confusion, she pointed out that the other tourists had them.  
 
    "We keep extras so we can easily slip in and out." 
 
    "And during the non-touristy months?" Andy stood closest to the sign, pointing at the dates when castle tours took place.  
 
    "There are other ways to get in, when no one is around." Zoe left it at that. She went to stand near the water and watched the reflection of the castle in it. Matty followed her, wrapping his arm around her waist.  
 
    Andy stepped over next to me, taking my hand. "Those two really should get a room." 
 
    I elbowed his side.  
 
    He grunted but smiled down at me. "We'll get him back, I promise. Can't start my marriage off with a missing father-in-law. Terrible for my reputation." Again with another elbow. He rubbed his side, grinning. "The bruises mean you love me."  
 
    I rolled my eyes and smiled up at him. He always knew how to ease my worry and frustration. His humor was like a balm for my frayed nerves. 
 
    Once the tour started, it wasn't hard to follow inside. The tour guide, a squat man with big arms and a graying beard and hair, led the group toward the water. A wooden bridge led from the shore to the castle entrance and in we went, again gasping at what we saw. Even Megan seemed astonished. A turret sat in the middle of the courtyard, smashed and broken. The roofs were missing from all the buildings. Zoe motioned for us to stand at the back of the group, pointing toward a flat building to the north of the courtyard. We slowly started to inch away from the tour group. The tour guide was so engrossed with talking about how a lightning strike had caused the turret to fall that he didn't notice us slip away.  
 
    Zoe pushed open the door of the building. Dust billowed out. She slipped in, not looking back to see if we were following. Megan shoved past the rest of us, following Zoe. Matty rolled his eyes but went next, shaking his head as he did. I could tell he thought this was going to be a long, difficult mission, just because she was part of it. The rest of us filed in, blinking in the darkness. There were several coughs, then a light bloomed in our faces.  
 
    Zoe held up a torch and motioned for us to follow her. Andy pulled the door shut behind him, making sure no one had seen us slip away. Leave it to my thief to double-check his tracks.  
 
    At the end of the room, Zoe tapped three times on a seemingly blank wall. Three quick taps in response and the wall shimmered, a door appearing. Zoe pushed through it. Matty and Sierra shared a glance, then stepped through together, leaving Megan to come through on her own. When Andy and I stepped through, my hand involuntarily fluttered to my mouth.  
 
    On the other side of the door was a whole different world—one that was more modern and significantly updated. Electrically lit halls, running water, the whole shebang. It was like we’d stepped onto another planet. No mold, no dust, no dark cavernous rooms. And there were roofs, even though I was sure there hadn't been any outside. I did a full circle, taking it all in. "Zoe, how?" 
 
    "When she first moved here, my grandmother hired a witch to enchant the place. So, while it still looks the way it does on the outside, if you know where to go on the inside, it's completely updated. It's like the warehouse. If you don't know what to look for, you'll never find it." She blew out the torch and set it in a holder attached to the wall next to a now very-visible wooden door. Intricate designs had been carved into the door, swirls and curlicue shapes that connected to each other. I reached out to touch one but pulled my hand away when I felt a slight shock.  
 
    Zoe smiled. "Part of the protection of the door. The magic can be a little testy sometimes." 
 
    She strode down the hall, her coat billowing out behind her. While the air in the hall felt cool, there was still a feeling of humidity that we weren't used to. We followed Zoe, trying to take in everything.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins caught up to Zoe, stopping her. "We should see your grandmother first."  
 
    She turned to a door on her right. It was solid wood like the one we’d come in through, but with no designs on it. "That's why we're here. This is where her office is." Zoe knocked twice, then waited. The door popped open slightly and Zoe pushed through to reveal an office not unlike our headmistress' office back home. One whole wall was covered with pictures of family. There were smiling photos of what appeared to be a young Zoe, hair in pigtails as she held hands with a girl slightly older than her. A large oak desk sat in the middle of the room. Behind it was an older woman, her elbows resting on the desk, her chin resting on her hands. The most noticeable thing about her? Her eyes were as violet as Zoe's. They followed us as we shuffled into the room. Stacks of papers covered the desk, along with a laptop, a phone, and a steaming cup of dark liquid, either tea or coffee.                
 
    The woman leaned forward. "Zoe, my darling, how good to see you."  
 
    I could see what Zoe meant by her accent. It was barely there but some words came out sounding just slightly different from the way we’d say them. Her once-golden hair had turned gray and was piled atop her head in a bun. She wore slacks and a white blouse, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows. With high cheeks and a V-shaped chin, I could see the resemblance between her and her granddaughter.  
 
    "Grandmother. May I present Mr. Jenkins, our chaperone. And my group. That group over there is led by Megan. Her chaperone is … um … well, I don't actually know her name." Zoe’s cheeks reddened as she looked to Matty for help.  
 
    He stepped forward, bowing slightly. "Ma'am. That's Ms. Holloway."  
 
    Zoe nodded vigorously beside him, all her calm gone. It seemed her grandmother had that effect on her. Zoe kept clenching and unclenching her hands, like she didn't really know what to do with them.  
 
    Her grandmother turned to Matty and she narrowed her eyes at him. "I see. Well, you have all been assigned sleeping quarters. Zoe can show you where they’ll be. And where to eat. Beyond that, the mission itself is up to you. I only offered you shelter and food, nothing else. Good luck." She pulled a stack of papers to the center of her desk, refusing to look back up at us.  
 
    Matty seemed stunned, having never been dismissed in such a manner before. Zoe nodded, like this was something she was used to. She spun on her heel and pulled Matty with her, heading for the door. The rest of us followed, not looking back, except for Megan, who stopped in front of the wall of pictures for a moment to stare at Zoe and who I assumed was her sister before shaking her head and walking out the door behind us. 
 
    In the hallway, Zoe recovered her confidence, swallowing her nerves. "Sorry, she always does that to me. I think I've got it together and then I fall to pieces in front of her. I just want to impress her and I'm never sure if I'm doing enough."  
 
    Matty's hand rested on her shoulder, giving it a slight squeeze. She smiled up at him, then turned to the rest of us.  
 
    "The setup here is pretty simple. The dorms are co-ed. All rooms are either girl-only or boy-only but they're in the same corridors. There are four rooms to a common room, meaning two beds to a room, then each room is attached to a central room that holds basic things like TVs and recliners. Each bedroom also has a bathroom. The dining hall is on the opposite side of the building, away from the sleeping quarters. If I know my grandmother, most of us are going to be in the same dorm, sharing a common room." 
 
    She strode down the hall, not waiting for us to follow. We hurried after her, as we didn’t want to get lost in what seemed to be a maze.  
 
    In reality, it was pretty straightforward. The rooms were all bunched together in what must've been the old barracks back in the day. They’d been retrofitted with the latest in technology, including a TV in each common room. They were separated from the dorms, as Zoe called them, by a large hallway lined with pictures of people dressed in uniforms, families standing together, and cases full of weapons. The dining hall was exactly as it sounded—a hall, lined wall to wall with benches, with a table at the head of the room set above the others, where, Zoe informed us, her grandmother ate for all to see.  
 
    "Why on earth would she want people to watch her eat?" The confusion in Andy's voice matched how we all felt. 
 
    "It's an old tradition. Something nobility used to do long ago. She still clings to some of that, though she really wasn't raised that way." Zoe pulled open a green door that led into a common room. It was then that I realized that each door in the hall was a different color. "Green is ours."  
 
    The common room held a small TV, three armchairs in faded blue cloth, an old wooden coffee table, and a lamp. Our things sat piled in the middle of the floor, waiting for us to grab them and put them away. I opened my bag and pulled out the dagger Zoe had given me. After strapping it to my leg, I looked around the room. Four doors led into the bedroom, which contained two beds. Cots were set up in the corner of two of the rooms.  
 
    Zoe looked at us, then back at the cots. "I guess two of us are on cots then." She looked at the two chaperones. "We don't actually have chaperones here. She may not have realized you were staying. I'll talk to her after dinner and find you both a place to sleep."  
 
    Mr. Jenkins seemed unfazed by this. He checked out the room and played with the TV.  
 
    Matty, Denny, and Kyle nabbed one room, Kyle offering to take the cot. Zoe and Sierra grabbed one of the two-bedded rooms, leaving a three-bed and a two-bed.  
 
    Andy and I looked at Megan and smiled. "No one really should sleep in the room with us." Andy took my hand, raising his eyebrows.  
 
    The two boys looked at each other and shook their heads, heading to the room with the remaining cot.  
 
    Megan rolled her eyes, mumbling something about married people and privilege before following them. The bedroom in which we ended up had two twin beds next to each other, separated by a small night table with a lamp on top of it. There was one pillow and one gray military-style blanket on each bed. White sheets were mitered at the corners and pulled tight at the ends. Two dressers stood side by side across from the beds, empty drawers waiting to take any of our clothes. The small bathroom held a single toilet, a sink with a small mirror, and a standing shower. A wine-cork mat sat in front of the shower—the only personal touch in the whole place.  
 
    Zoe poked her head in and looked around. Her eyes fell on the mat and she bit her lip, tears threatening to spill. "I didn't know she kept any of those."  
 
    We both looked down at the mat, confused. "Of what, the mat?" Andy pushed it with his toe and looked back at her. 
 
    "My sister used to collect all the wine corks after each dinner and make mats out of them. She put one in every bathroom she could find, to give them a touch of hominess, as she called it." Zoe turned from the mat and headed back out into the common room. We followed her, leaving our bags on the bed. There really wasn't much to unpack and we weren't in the mood anyway.  
 
    Matty sat in one of the chairs, his fingers tapping on the arm. "So, where do we start? Mr. Jenkins, any ideas on those rumors?" 
 
    For once, our mentor looked at a loss. I think he assumed we were going to get more help once we got here, that maybe Zoe's grandmother would have more information waiting for us. The fact that she seemed reluctant to help us was throwing even him for a loop. "Honestly, I thought we’d be able to talk to someone about the rumors we’d heard—the ones that brought us here in the first place."  
 
    Zoe's face lit up. "The library! We can find the information we need there!" She headed out the door of the common room and took a right into the hall, going past her grandmother's office and right back to the door through which we’d entered. "It's in the farthest tower. Another fake piece of rubble." She slid through the door, not waiting to see if we’d follow. We all shrugged, then followed her one by one.  
 
    She didn't go back out into the courtyard. The setting sun showed that most of the tourists were gone, with only one or two hanging around for some late-afternoon pictures. Zoe stuck to the wall, inching down it in the shadows. Once we got to the end of the building, she tapped three times on the adjacent wall. With a slight shimmer, a crack appeared and she pulled it open, then slipped inside. We followed, glancing around to make sure we wouldn't be noticed. Mr. Jenkins was the last to slip inside, and he pulled the door closed behind him. As we turned, Sierra's squeal of excitement mirrored how we all felt.                
 
    When Zoe said “library,” I thought maybe they had something similar to ours, with several computers, six or seven rows of reference books, and a back room full of dusty old files that no one had ever bothered to organize. Instead, I was staring at floor-to-ceiling books. Stairs led up to a top floor with more books. Book ladders leaned against shelves, tables pushed out of their way. One computer sat at the back of the room, covered in dust.  
 
    Zoe turned to Sierra, a grin on her face. "We get most of our information from books, not computers. I thought you might be able to use this to find what we need." 
 
    The light in Sierra's eyes was unmistakable. Matty was never going to be able to get her to leave. This was her dream come true.  
 
    Denny stepped up next to her, eyes as big as saucers. She looked at Sierra, smiling. "Think we can find what we’re looking for?"  
 
    Sierra grinned. "If we work together, I'm sure we will." They headed into the book stacks, leaving the rest of us to stand there twiddling our thumbs.  
 
    "So, um, we're going to get food. You two want anything?" Matty tried to sound assertive but the girls waved him away, ignoring his question.  
 
    Megan looked annoyed, her eyes narrowing at Denny's back. It was almost like she was mad at Denny for wanting to help Sierra and learn from her but that couldn't possibly be the issue. Why wouldn't you want one of your teammates to learn from Sierra?  
 
    We headed back to the barracks, the dining hall on our minds. Andy's grumbling stomach made Matty look in his direction. "Hungry, bud?"  
 
    Andy rubbed his stomach, moaning. "I'm starving. You never feed me." 
 
    Matty looked at me. "Not my job, anymore."  
 
    I stuck out my tongue and punched Andy in the arm for good measure. He jumped away from me, laughing.  
 
    Megan pushed past us with a grunt, moving to stand next to Matty. As they squeezed through the secret door again, she brushed his arm with hers. Matty didn't even seem to notice.  
 
    Zoe led us to the dining hall, her steps quick. "I didn't realize how late we were. Grandmother likes to get started at a particular time and she hates when people are late."  
 
    The more I heard about her grandmother, the worse I felt. The woman was like a drill sergeant, sticking to such a rigid schedule.  
 
    Zoe pushed open a large ash door, devoid of any decoration, to reveal benches full of people. Men to the right, women to left. Sitting atop a dais, on a bench by herself, sat Zoe's grandmother. She picked at her food, barely touching it. Her head snapped up as the door closed behind us, her gaze settling solely on Zoe.  
 
    "May I remind you that dinner starts promptly at 6 p.m., my dear?"  
 
    Zoe gulped, nodding as she led us to a bench.  
 
    Her grandmother cleared her throat, raising an eyebrow. Even from this distance, her disdain was evident.  
 
    Zoe sighed and looked back at us. "Men have to sit over there. Women over here. It’s…" she looked up at her grandmother, "tradition." Her jaw clenched, her obvious dislike for these traditions evident on her face.  
 
    Ms. Holloway and I sat on either side of her, waving to the boys as they walked away. Two young girls, looking barely over the age of 10, brought plates with food piled on them. Megan dug in, not even bothering to thank the girl who’d brought her food. I turned to the one next to me and smiled down at her. With mousey brown hair and dark eyes, she looked tiny under the trays of food she carried. She wore nothing more than a beige sack dress, her feet bare as she moved from person to person.  
 
    A grunt brought my attention back to the dais, where I found Zoe's grandmother watching me.  
 
    Zoe looked up, then back at me. "You aren't supposed to look at the girls. This is part of the training." 
 
    I looked back at the child. "How is this training? They’re being treated like servants." 
 
    Zoe shrugged. "We all go through it. It makes us humble. Yes, we’re treated like servants. But servants learn things that others wouldn’t, thanks to them not being taken into account when conversations are going on." She looked over at the young girl, who moved from person to person. "So be careful what you say around them. They all report back to her." Zoe drank deeply from the gilded goblet that had been set in front of her. She closed her eyes as she did. "The wine's good, though." 
 
    I took a sip of the wine, enjoying the tingling on my tongue. She was right. It was pretty good. 
 
    Ms. Holloway, sitting on her other side, drank as well, her cheeks reddening.  
 
    "Take it easy, ma'am,” Zoe said. “It's stronger than our stuff at home."  
 
    She set the goblet down, licking her lips. "I've never tasted anything like that." 
 
    "I thought Scotland was famous for whiskey." Megan leaned over from my side to look at Zoe. 
 
    Zoe nodded. "It is. But Grandmother isn't Scottish. And she prefers wine. She has it made here." 
 
    I looked up at the high ceilings of the hall. Chandeliers holding candles hung over our heads, providing most of the light. "Where would she do something like that?" 
 
    Zoe shrugged. "Another part of the castle. There's so much space, she has found a use for all of it, I expect." 
 
    I’d just taken the first bite of what appeared to be tomato soup with grilled cheese when Zoe's grandmother stood, clapping her hands. All at once, everyone around us dropped their spoons or sandwiches and stood, turning to her. She stared at our group, waiting until we’d joined them before bowing slightly and then turning and walking out of the hall.  
 
    Ms. Holloway reached down for her sandwich but Zoe grabbed her hand. "The meal is over. We can't eat anymore." 
 
    My mouth fell open and I was unable to keep the shock off my face. "Wait, what?" The helplessness in Zoe's eyes almost stopped my heart. Was this really her childhood? Had my sweet, confident friend really grown up here?  
 
    "We eat when she eats. We stop when she stops. It's how things are done." 
 
    The boys headed over to us, Andy clutching his stomach. "Some fool knocked my spoon out of my hand. I didn't even get to eat my whole sandwich."  
 
    Other people glared at us as they walked by. One even shoved his shoulder into Matty's. Matty didn't react, just turned to Zoe. 
 
    "I get this feeling people are mad at us." 
 
    Zoe ground her teeth and looked at the ground. "Grandmother uses mealtime to teach a lesson. Someone shows up late, like we did, the meal is cut short. It's never long enough anyway, as she hardly eats anymore, but she shows up to keep appearances." 
 
    "And your grandfather? What does he have to say about this?" 
 
    Zoe shrugged, finally looking up. "Who knows? He never speaks up against her." Anger had crept into her gaze, something I hadn't seen in a while. There was pain, too, lying in her violet depths. Matty's hand instinctively went to hers but this time, for the first time, she pulled away. This wasn't our school, our training. She couldn't show weakness here. The Zoe we knew, the one we’d come to love, had to go back to her hard outer shell to protect herself. It would be hard for the others to adjust but they could do it.  
 
    "So how are the other girls supposed to eat?" I looked at Matty, surprised that I’d forgotten Sierra and Denny holed up in the library doing research.  
 
    Zoe bit her lip. "I think I can handle that. But I need to do it alone. Go to the library. I'll be there shortly." She left us standing in the hall, looking at each other.  
 
    "Who remembers how to get to the library?" Matty looked at us, his hands tucked into his pockets. 
 
    Andy raised a hand. "I do. Kind of." He shrugged. "I'll get us there, I think." 
 
    A sound emerged from Megan's throat, almost like a growl, if humans actually, you know, did that. "Did none of you pay attention? How do you even survive as a group if you’re this incompetent?" She spun on her heel and marched out of the room. We scrambled after her, knowing that she somehow knew how to get to the library and that if we didn't keep up, she was going to leave us behind. 
 
    By now, night had fallen and we had no need to hide from tourists as we went from one building to the next. Once out in the open, I sucked in some of the late-night air. The humidity of it, from the proximity to the lake, made it warm and soupy in my lungs. Almost like being underwater—something my grandmother tells me is amazing.  
 
    In the library, Sierra and Denny were sitting on the floor, surrounded by a mountain of books. Some were lying open with yellow notepads on top, notes hastily scratched on them. Others had been pushed aside, shoved together to make space for other books. Sierra's shoulders were hunched as she read, loose strands of her hair falling in her face. Denny was sprawled next to her, a book in her lap, one hand twirling hair through her fingers, the other turning pages. Every once and awhile, she'd place a patch of hair in her mouth, chew on it, and then spit it back out. A nervous habit from when she was little, it now appeared only when she was nervous or excited.  
 
    "Find anything useful?" Matty stood over them, his hands on hips, trying to look serious. The chaperones stood back, leaning against the wall. They were there to monitor and supervise, to offer advice as needed, not to be directly part of anything we did.  
 
    Sierra looked up, rubbing her eyes. She arched her back and groaned. Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed one of the tow-heads watching her closely. I decided that I’d be keeping a closer eye on him in the future. He seemed the taller of the two, though not by much. Also, he had the shorter hair of the two, which made it easier for me to keep tabs on him. I turned back to Sierra, keeping him in my periphery.  
 
    "There seem to be a lot of rumors and lore about Sea Witches. I haven't found any actual accounts of anyone who has encountered one. Except for your family, Kristy." 
 
    Kyle leaned forward. "But that was ages ago. There's been nothing since?" 
 
    Denny pushed the book off her lap. It hit with the floor with a loud clunk. She reached for one of the yellow notepads and scanned the notes. "As far as we can tell, after that pretty epic battle your grandparents fought, the Sea Witches went into hiding. They lost most of their trading at that point. People stopped searching them out for fear that they would be like, um, HER." 
 
    "OK, I could see how that would put people off. But forever? I mean, didn't Sea Witches make deals with people?" Andy took a bite of an apple. Several heads spun in his direction as he crunched away. "What?" 
 
    "Andy, how did you-?"  
 
    He waggled his fingers at me. I just rolled my eyes. Of course, fast fingers. He probably nabbed it as he was walking out of the dining hall. 
 
    He held the apple out to me. "Want a bite?"  
 
    My mostly empty stomach cried out that I did, so I took a bite, winking at him. He grinned and pulled that apple back to his mouth.  
 
    "To answer your question, yes, Sea Witches made deals. They took things in return for what the people wanted from them. But after the battle, Sea Witches were being killed more often than not. The people realized that they could break the contracts if they wanted, if the Sea Witch who signed it died." Sierra eyed the apple too, rubbing her stomach. I looked behind me, wondering where Zoe had gotten to. 
 
    "So, they went into hiding." Matty's voice sounded on edge, like he was just realizing what an impossible undertaking this was turning out to be. 
 
    "Yes. But there are stories, people ending up with the things they wanted. Some people still kept their bargains, coming out the winner in their eyes, despite what they had given up. So we can find the Sea Witches. It's just going to take some time." Sierra looked at me with sadness in her eyes. 
 
    I shook my head. "Take all the time you need. I don't think the Sea Witch wanted to kill him. It felt more like she wanted me to come after him, to find her. He has to be alive for that plan to work."  
 
    The door opened behind us and Zoe strode in, triumphant. In her hands, she clutched a platter stacked high with breads and cheeses. She set it down on the floor in front of Sierra and Denny, then swatted Andy's hand away. 
 
    "Let them get some first, grabby."  
 
    He folded his arms and stared at the platter as the bread and cheese slowly disappeared. Once the girls had eaten their fill, he dove in before the rest of us, coming out with the biggest piece of brown bread. The tow-heads eyed it too but decided to leave it alone. They nibbled on cheese, not bothering to contribute to the conversation. 
 
    "So, while the brainiacs here figure out where the Sea Witches are, what are the rest of us going to do?" Megan sat on a wooden table, swinging her legs in front of her.  
 
    Zoe grinned for the first time since we’d arrived. "Train, of course." She looked at her watch. "And if we want to make it to breakfast on time in the morning, we need to get some sleep." She grabbed the platter and headed to the door. "I'll just take care of this and meet you back at the common room."  
 
    This time, Andy knew where we were going and led the way. He managed only one wrong turn, ending us up in a dead-ended hallway, before backtracking to the right door. In the common room, we lounged on the chairs or floor, waiting for Zoe to come back. When an hour had passed, Matty finally stood. "She said we need sleep. Wherever she is, I think we should listen to her. We'll meet back out here in the morning." 
 
    "What time? She never did say a time." Andy grabbed my hand, taking a step toward our door.  
 
    "Assume the earlier, the better. Four a.m. Bright and early." Matty disappeared into his room, with Denny and Kyle behind him.  
 
    Andy groaned but pulled me to our room, smiling down at me. "Not a lot of time but we can make it work." He winked. 
 
    I rolled my eyes and we walked into our room with the biggest grins on our faces. It wasn't a lot of time but it would have to be enough. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven 
 
    The next morning came sooner than we wanted it to. I woke up with Andy's arms wrapped around me. The smell of cinnamon and garlic, his favorite seasonings, surrounded me. He snored slightly in his sleep, something I hadn't known about. It was more of a soft patter than a loud lawnmower, for which I was thankful. He also drooled—something that wasn't as endearing as the snoring. I gently pushed my way out of his embrace and slipped from the bed. He didn't even wake up, just rolled over and continued snoring, oblivious to the world.  
 
    After a quick face wash, some mascara, and lip gloss, and after braiding my hair, I pulled on my boots to complete my look. No-nonsense fighting chick—that was what I was going for. Dressed in all black, from my black tank to my black leggings, I thought I could pull it off.  
 
    I reached down and shook Andy gently. Nothing, not even a groan. I tried again, harder this time. He mumbled something I couldn't understand. A light knock at the door halted my third attempt. 
 
    I opened the door to find Matty standing there, hands in his pockets. "Still in bed, isn't he?" 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    "Mind if I try?"  
 
    "Be my guest." I held the door open, trying not to smile. Matty had lived with Andy for years. If anyone knew how to get him out of bed, it was Matty.  
 
    He stood next to the bed for a moment, doing some arm circles. Then, without warning, he dove onto the bed, landing square on Andy's back. A moan escaped the bed as Matty shouted, "Get your lazy butt out of bed or I'll drag you out." Matty then stood up and straightened his shirt. "There, that should work."  
 
    I followed him out of the room, my mouth hanging open. "I won't have to do that every morning, will I?" 
 
    Matty chuckled. "Depends on the day. And the hour that he has to wake up. If there's coffee, he's more likely to be up sooner." 
 
    The others emerged from their rooms in pairs, Zoe following Sierra out in confusion. "What’s going on?" She rubbed her eyes, trying to stifle a yawn. 
 
    Matty held up his hands. "We didn't know what time breakfast was. We figured early was better than later." 
 
    Zoe laughed, the sound ringing out across the room. She bent over and placed her hands on her knees. "You're kidding, right?" When we all shook our heads, she laughed again. "Grandmother is strict but she's not that bad. She does insist that we all get some sleep." 
 
    A groan from my room forced me to stifle a giggle. "Then I'm not getting up yet," Andy called.  
 
    Matty looked at me and I shook my head. "Let him sleep a little longer. Such a baby." 
 
    Zoe yawned, covering her mouth. "We could get a warm-up in. That way we won’t be stiff when we head into training this morning." 
 
    Sierra and Denny smiled at each other. 
 
    "Except you two,” Matt said. “Because … you know … research."  
 
    Sierra nodded at Matty in thanks. The excitement sparkled in Denny's eyes. She was really enjoying this research thing. It occurred to me that Megan should use Denny the way we did Sierra. She was smart and had both a thirst for knowledge and a knack for research. Megan would be dumb to not see it. However, when I glanced over at her, she was too busy filing her nails to pay attention to her team. I turned to find Kyle scowling at her, his arms crossed over his chest. My brother really had filled out in the last year. He wasn't gangly and scrawny anymore. There were muscles where there hadn't been muscles before and his arms were thicker than I’d realized. I looked at the twins and figured he’d probably started working out with them to gain the muscle he had. 
 
    Zoe ran us through some basic stretches to get our muscles warmed up. There was a lot of twisting and turning, some yoga moves that the muscular guys struggled with. Then it was off to food. By the time we were ready to leave, Andy had emerged from our room, his black hair sticking up at odd angles, his clothes a wrinkled mess. Matty frowned but said nothing, knowing that there was really nothing he could say. That was just how Andy was. Infuriating, but in a cute way. 
 
    Breakfast turned out to be oatmeal and fruit, with steaming coffee to wash it all down. Sierra and Denny loaded theirs with brown sugar, trying to make it somewhat edible. Megan didn't even touch it. She nibbled on the fruit while the rest of us tried to swallow. The oatmeal stuck to the roofs of our mouths, making it difficult. I turned to Zoe. "Is it always like this?" 
 
    She swallowed with some difficulty. "Grandmother is more focused on nutrition than on taste. We're lucky we have the brown sugar." 
 
    After breakfast, we headed out the entrance and across the courtyard to one of the turrets. With a bit of magic, the interior had been turned into a training room, with machines, weights, and a mat at the center for sparring. People were pairing off, taking shots at each other, spotting each other on the weights, or doing their own thing.  
 
    Zoe turned to us. "You can train however you want but stick together. They tend to try to show off when new people are around."  
 
    Matty followed her over to a machine, where they started spotting each other. The twins took one look at the mat and headed toward it, ready to spar. That left Andy, me, Megan, and Kyle. I could see the look of annoyance on Megan's face over being stuck with Kyle and I felt bad for him.  
 
    Without realizing it, I made a decision. I turned to my brother. "Show me some of those moves you've been working on. You never know, I might need them."  
 
    He smiled and headed to the mat. I looked back at Andy but he didn't seem fazed. He smiled, gave me a small salute, and turned to Megan, asking what she’d like to do. She huffed and stomped off to a corner with him following. If anyone could handle her, it would be my husband. 
 
    Kyle dropped into a fighting stance, squaring off toward me. I mirrored him, copying his stance. "Spread your feet a little more,” he said. I looked down at my feet, then pushed them apart a few inches. "Good."  
 
    He struck, not waiting for me to be ready.  
 
    "The enemy is never going to wait for you. You just have to go for it." He struck again but this time I was ready, reaching out to push his hand away. "Good. But always be on guard." He struck again. This time it was a feint. He went for my legs after quickly dropping his arm. I landed on my back and looked up at him. "You really need to work on your defenses. Your voice is going to get you only so far. And against the Sea Witches, it’ll get you nowhere." He reached out his hand, pulling me up. 
 
    "I doubt we’re going to be in the middle of the fight. We never have before." I pulled my shirt down, smoothing out the wrinkles. 
 
    "Sorry, sis, but I don't think they're going to let us not be in the middle. Didn't that attack seem personal to you? Like we were targeted?" 
 
    "What do you mean?" I knew he was right but I wanted him to say it out loud. No one else would. I needed him to at least be honest with me. 
 
    "That Sea Witch, the one that took Dad … she seemed to be the leader. She went right for him, not fighting anyone else. Like it was him she was there for. Doesn't that seem strange to you?" He looked over to where Andy was watching Megan lift weights. "I tried to talk to Megan about it but she ignored me. Told me I was seeing things." 
 
    "I didn't think about it before now. I really haven't had time." I felt a blush creep up my neck. Of course I hadn't had time. I'd just gotten married and here I was, in a country I didn't know, trying to find my father.  
 
    Kyle grabbed my arms. I looked down at his hands, realizing for the first time how large they were. It was like looking at Dad’s hands. "I know. It's been a lot. And I understand you've been distracted. But we have to focus. This has something to do with us, I know it." 
 
    I shook my head. "Not us in particular. The council." I looked over at Matty, who was running through defensive moves with Zoe. "Dad's council seat. We all thought it was odd that Megan's aunt demanded a meeting and a vote right then. She didn't even hesitate." 
 
    Kyle nodded, seeing what we had. "Yeah, that makes sense. It was her chance to stack the council in her favor. Too bad that didn't work out." He took a step back, raising his arms. "Let's go again." I dropped into a crouch, copying the way Zoe fought.  
 
    As he came at me again, bending low to catch me around the waist and lift me off my feet, I asked the question I’d really wanted to ask. "What happened with Megan? Why is everyone mad at her?" 
 
    He pulled me to my feet and hoisted my hands up in a defensive position in front of my face. "You know during the attack? When everyone was fighting?"  
 
    I nodded, dodging a blow from him.  
 
    "She hid. Sure, she fought the first couple of minutes. But when we needed her the most, when she could've stopped the Sea Witch that had Dad, she hid. We all saw her do it, even the twins. You can't respect your leader after that." 
 
    I spun and shot out my leg out to catch him behind the ankle, pulling him off balance. "Did you say anything to Ms. Holloway?" 
 
    He shook his head, surging up from where he’d landed on the mat and knocking me off my feet again. "No. We confronted her and left it at that. Didn't feel the need to take it further. She knows she messed up."  
 
    I nodded, letting the conversation drop, trying to focus on what he wanted to teach me. He wasn't wrong that I had to be able to defend myself. 
 
    We had been sparring for a good two hours when a holler from across the room stopped us. Sweat dripped down my neck and back and my hair was matted to my forehead. Kyle didn't look much better, as his hair just as plastered as mine.  
 
    A large man with sandy blond hair and broad shoulders ran right into Zoe, knocking her off her feet. He was on top of her in a second, pinning her down. Matty stood back, unsure of what to do. Zoe wrapped her legs around the man’s waist, twisted him onto his side, and came out on top. She pinned his shoulders down, a grin on her face. "Took you long enough." 
 
    He glanced over at Matty. At this distance, the man’s eyes looked golden. "I wanted him to wear you out some before I came over to say hi."  
 
    Zoe stood and pulled him up with her. He crushed her against him in a bear hug, lifting her off the ground.  
 
    "It's so good to see you,” Zoe said. “I thought you might've been off on a mission." 
 
    He pushed his hair out of his eyes. "Not right now. Leaving in a couple of days. Some wolves are causing problems." He turned to Matty, sticking out his hand. "Name's Trevor. Zoe and I grew up together." Matty shook it, never breaking eye contact. That was my leader—he definitely knew how to make a good first impression. 
 
    "Matty. I'm Zoe's team lead. We have a Sea Witch problem we're dealing with." 
 
    "Long way from home for a mission." Trevor didn't seem bothered by this. He was just making an observation.  
 
    "There was a kidnapping. We’re here to get our person back." Now Matty was holding back. While Zoe's grandmother knew who was missing, Matty didn't want everyone to know. A missing councilmember could indicate to others that we were weak and Matty didn't want to give that impression. Plus, he didn't know this guy and I could tell he was having a hard time trusting him right away. The fact that he hadn't let go of Zoe's hand also seemed to be irking Matty. 
 
    Zoe stepped away from Trevor, pulling her hand out of his. She moved closer to Matty, taking a cue from his words. "Grandmother said they may be here, in the area. So we’re doing some research and tracking them down." 
 
    "So that's what those two are doing in the library. They've practically set up camp in there." 
 
    Zoe nodded. "Sierra has a knack for finding what she needs in books. Denny is helping." 
 
    Trevor ran a hand through his hair, obviously running out of things to say. Even so, it didn't seem like he wanted to leave. There was something there—or at least something had been there at one time. "Well, it was good to see you. Don't be a stranger while you're here." He walked away, looking back only once he was at the gym entrance. Zoe had already turned her back to him and was talking to Matty. A pained look crossed Trevor's face, then it was gone, replaced by a casual smile.  
 
    There was definitely something there.  
 
    Lunch ended up not being much better than breakfast. Soup and salad, heavy on the soup. Sierra and Denny ate quickly, then left before everyone else, claiming they were close to a breakthrough. Zoe kept quiet the whole meal, looking only at her bowl. I finally decided to get to the bottom of this.  
 
    "So, you and Trevor. Did you guys ever date?"  
 
    Megan seemed to perk up at my words, as she leaned in closer to me.  
 
    Zoe scraped the bottom of her bowl with her spoon. "There was interest there at one time. On his part, anyway. He really thought we’d make the perfect power couple, kind of like you and Andy do." She glanced at me, then back down at her bowl. "But I could never bring myself to feel the way he did. I care about him. He was my best friend growing up. But when he started pursuing me, it got really weird. I just couldn't get past that brotherly feeling I had toward him. It was part of the reason why I accepted the invitation to come to your school. I needed space from him." Zoe stood and looked down at me. "The afternoon is ours to do what we want. I want to show you the gardens." 
 
    I followed her, leaving Megan by herself. "Are they like our gardens?" 
 
    She smiled at me over her shoulder. "Definitely not."               
 
    Boy, she wasn’t kidding. Our gardens were pretty, with flowers and fountains and bushes that Sierra's grandfather worked painstakingly to trim and shape. These gardens were wild, filled with vegetables and herbs of all kinds. Fruit trees lined the edges, creating a wall. There were no hedges to be seen. Every plant had a purpose. The smell of citrus hit me as soon as I stepped into it. "This is amazing." 
 
    "Smells wonderful, doesn't it?" She inhaled deeply, her hands on her hips. "I used to hide here. When I didn't want to train or serve. It was my escape. Only Trevor knew where to find me. Once he wanted more, this stopped being a hiding place because he always knew I'd be here." Zoe turned to me. "Don't trust anyone here. I love them, they're my family, but I don't think they have our best interests at heart. They really care only about their side of the pond. They're not going to bend over backward to help us get your dad back. We have to do that ourselves."  
 
    I nodded, understanding what she was telling me.  
 
    In bed that night, it was hard to sleep. Andy lay snoring beside me as I thought about what I’d seen that day. The look on Trevor's face was unmistakable. He was still in love with Zoe. If he saw her with Matty, would that upset him? Would he do something about it? On top of that, Zoe's warning stuck with me. Why wouldn't they want to help us? Did they want us to be weakened? But why would they want that? They had sent Zoe to us as an olive branch.  
 
    I heard a door open. The sound interrupted my musings but then I closed my eyes, assuming it was someone getting a late-night snack.  
 
    I practically fell out of bed when, 15 minutes later, I heard another door slam. Then came the sound of pounding footsteps. Someone slammed their fist on one of the other doors and a soft voice begged to be let in. I rolled out of bed and pulled my door open slightly.  
 
    Zoe stood at Matty's door, tears streaming down her cheeks. Matty stepped out of the room and pulled the door closed behind him. I did the same, stepping up to Zoe's side. Her chest heaved as she attempted to breathe and talk and cry all at the same time. Matty led her over to one of the armchairs and pushed her down into it. "Zoe, what's wrong?" 
 
    "My sister. I saw my sister." 
 
    I bent down in front of her, taking her hands. "Is that possible? I thought you said she was dead." 
 
    Zoe shook her head. "That's what we were told. Officially, anyway. But I've always held out hope that maybe one day she'd come back, prove them all wrong. I was in the garden." She looked up at Matty, biting her lip. "I showed it to Kristy today. I just wanted some peace. But Trevor found me there, again. Like he always does."  
 
    On the back of the couch, Matty's hand tightened slightly. I shook my head, catching his eye. Now wasn’t the time. "Did he say anything?" Matty asked. 
 
    She shrugged. "The usual. How we’d be great together and that I should come home. I explained about the bond and how that was no longer possible." She snorted. "He was pretty pissed. Stomped off finally. That's when I saw her." She gulped. "She was walking through the trees, running her hand along them. She had on a white gown, like a nightgown almost, that kept blowing behind her in the breeze. She had to be real. Why would it be blowing in a breeze if she wasn't real?"                
 
    "Did you try to talk to her?" Matty kept his voice low, soothing. 
 
    "I tried. I walked toward her but she disappeared behind a tree and didn't reemerge. When I went over to see where she’d gone, there was nothing. It was like she’d disappeared into thin air." Zoe looked up at him, narrowing her eyes. "She wasn’t a ghost. Ghosts don't look that solid." 
 
    Matty nodded. "I believe you. Maybe she's being held captive and managed to slip away for a bit? Or she sensed you were back and wanted to let you know she was OK?" 
 
    Zoe gulped again. "Do you think so?"  
 
    He nodded encouragingly.  
 
    I slipped into my room and headed to the bathroom. I filled a glass with water, then brought it out to Zoe. She drank, sighing as she handed me the glass. "Thank you. For listening to me. I think you’re the only ones who wouldn't think I was crazy." 
 
    "There's a reason you saw her. You'll figure it out." I patted her shoulder, hugged her, then headed back to bed. Now I was tired. Enough had happened that day. Rest was definitely needed. Who knew what weird things were going to happen tomorrow. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
    We were in the middle of another training session, me flat on my back for the millionth time, when Sierra and Denny came rushing into the room. How they’d found the training room, since they'd never been there before, I didn’t know, but they’d found it anyway. Sierra was clutching a book to her chest. Her hair was pulled up in a messy bun and her eyes were alight with excitement.  
 
    Denny's own enthusiasm matched Sierra's. She jumped up and down to get our attention. They both wore slacks and loose shirts, like someone would if they were going to be lounging around reading all day. Denny had pulled her dark hair back in a braid that hung over her shoulder.  
 
    Matty noticed them first and led Zoe over to them. Since learning about the bond, Trevor had kept his distance—far enough away that Zoe couldn't touch him but close enough that he could keep an eye on her. 
 
    Kyle pulled me up and off the floor, then tugged me toward them. Megan, Andy, and the twins followed, gathering around the two girls.  
 
    "You found something." Matty said it as a statement, not a question. There was no doubt they’d found something. 
 
    Both nodded. "We did. We think we know where we can find a Sea Witch. It may not be the one we’re looking for but it might know how to get to that particular one." Sierra shoved the book into Matty's hands, jabbing her finger at the page. "This says that there have been rumors for years of something in what's called Fingal's Cave. People go there and come out with their heart's desire. If that doesn't sound like deal-making, I don't know what does." She beamed. 
 
    Matty nodded. "That's a good deduction. It's worth checking out." He looked down at Zoe. "Got any vehicles around here we can borrow?" 
 
    She sighed. "We have to ask Grandmother for permission. She’ll have to approve it as an official mission. But considering it's the whole reason we’re here, I don't see why she wouldn't." She reached for the book, which Matty handed over. "I'll go ask. Meet me in the common room in half an hour." 
 
    As she trudged away, Matty looked at me. "Go with her. She may need backup."  
 
    I nodded, understanding. While it was recommended that I not use my gifts on other members of our school, the gift did come in handy when someone needed persuading.  
 
    I ran to catch up with Zoe. "Mind if I tag along?" 
 
    She glanced at me. "As long as you don't speak. The minute you open your mouth, she won't approve anything."  
 
    The shock on my face must have registered as hurt. Zoe stopped walking and turned to me.  
 
    "She doesn't trust anyone with abilities. Especially abilities like yours. She thinks any time you talk, you make people do what you want. And she isn't going to be happy in the first place, since this is the first time we'll be talking since we got here. She's going to want to yell at me about the bond." She started walking again, her shoulders sagging.  
 
    This just didn't feel right. Zoe wasn't like this. She was funny and confident and deadly with a blade. All this self-doubt seemed off for her character. 
 
    At her grandmother's office door, Zoe knocked quickly. Three brisk knocks, almost like a code. A mumbled voice invited us in. Zoe pushed open the door and squinted in the bright light of the room. I followed, keeping my eyes on the middle of Zoe's back. I wasn’t going to provoke her grandmother. This was Zoe's fight, not mine. I was just going to be there for moral support.  
 
    "What can I do for you ladies?"  
 
    I glanced up, surprised at the kindness I heard in her voice. Until then, I hadn't realized that she could be caring. Her violet eyes were focused on Zoe. She watched as her granddaughter stepped forward. 
 
    "We think we have a lead. A slim one, but it's a shot." Before her grandmother could interrupt, Zoe plowed ahead. "There are rumors of people going to Fingal's Cave and coming out with their heart's desire. Sea Witches make deals. Maybe there’s one there and they can tell us where Kristy's dad is. Or at least where the Sea Witch that took him is." Zoe laid the book on the desk and pointed at the same page Sierra had. "It's all in here, eyewitness accounts." She stepped back, leaving the book on the desk as her grandmother scanned it.  
 
    She sat up and pushed the book back toward Zoe. "You're right, it is a slim shot. But a shot, nonetheless. You may pursue it. Take one of the tourist vans. That way, you’ll blend in."  
 
    Zoe nodded. She grabbed the book and headed out the door. Before she could grab the handle, her grandmother's voice rang out again, much colder than it had been a moment ago. "I want to talk to you about the bond, when you have time." She looked at me. "And when you’re alone." 
 
    Zoe spun around, clutching the book to her chest. "Anything you have to say to me can be said in front of Kristy. I'll end up telling her anyway. She's my best friend, a member of my team, and part of my bond." She set her lip stubbornly, something I’d seen her do only to Matty. 
 
    Her grandmother stood and walked over to her wall of pictures, her finger tracing the frame of the one of Zoe as a small child. "You know how I feel about them. You didn't need it. You could still have all the gifts without it."               
 
    "If I married Trevor, you mean."  
 
    I couldn't hold in my gasp.  
 
    Zoe looked at me. "That's how this works. You guys use a blood bond and a book to gain your extended life. We use marriage. It was a deal she struck with the fairies after she left your group, refusing to take the bond like the others." 
 
    Her grandmother spun around to face us. "Would marrying him be so bad? He loves you. That has to be worth something." 
 
    "But I don't love him. And in that scenario, I never got a choice. It was made for me and it wasn't one I wanted. In the bond, I picked. I picked my team. I had teams vying for my attention. I picked the best team there and I'm happy with my choice. No one forced me into it." 
 
    Her grandmother's eyes slid to mine, boring into me. Measuring me like I was a piece of meat. "You believe that, with people like her at that school, you actually had some kind of choice?" 
 
    "Yes, she did,” I said. “I’d never, ever use my gift to force someone into something they didn't want to do. That's not how we’re raised. My grandmother would never allow it." I bit my lip, clapping a hand over my mouth. I hadn't meant to say that out loud. 
 
    The smug look on Zoe’s grandmother's face only enraged me further. "So you claim. That has yet to be seen. Go on your little mission. Hopefully, you find what you’re looking for." She turned away from us, a clear dismissal if I’d ever seen one.  
 
    Zoe turned back to the door, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me out. Once the door was closed, she leaned against it, breathing deeply.  
 
    "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to say anything. I just couldn't believe what she was accusing me of doing. Matty would skin me alive if I ever used my gift like that." 
 
    Zoe shook her head. "It's OK. She did that on purpose. She was trying to get you worked up, looking to push your buttons. She wanted to goad you into using your gift right then and there, to prove herself right. That those with gifts are dangerous." She pushed off the door and headed down the hall. I rushed to catch up with her. 
 
    "Why does she think that? Didn't she work with our families to begin with?" 
 
    Zoe bit the inside of her cheek. "She did but she never fully trusted the fairies. They had raised her and lied to her for her whole life. Once the curse was broken, she thought she was free. Then they got pulled to this world, given this job, and left to handle it. She didn't like that. And she didn't like that some had advantages over others. She believed they’d use those advantages to get their own way." 
 
    "But we can't. Our gifts don't work on those in the bond. Or if you’re on the council. There's an extra layer of protection on council members, so we can't charm-talk them into anything. Who would we influence?" 
 
    Zoe shook her head. "I have no idea. But in her mind, it's dangerous and unfair." She grinned at me. "But thank you for sticking up for me. That felt good."  
 
    I reached out, took her hand, and squeezed it. "Of course. That's what friends are for." We headed back to the common room, ready to tell Matty to gear up. We had a Sea Witch to hunt. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The rain turned what should've been an hour drive into more like two hours. The van we’d been provided didn't even have working heat, which caused us to sit huddled together to keep warm. The insides had been gutted, leaving a bench along each side to hold people. A logo of the castle had been painted on the side of the van, indicating which tour it was for. Mr. Jenkins drove, with Ms. Holloway holding a map and giving directions.  
 
    As soon as we’d opened the van doors, a musty smell of tobacco and sunscreen had assaulted our noses. Zoe wrinkled her nose, gagging. "They must've used it for a tour earlier. We don't prevent them from smoking if they want to." 
 
    Now we sat huddled together, our breaths frosting in front of our faces. I clutched Andy's hands for warmth and pressed my body into his. Zoe and Matty were doing the same on my other side. The only one who seemed unaffected was Megan, who sat apart from the rest of us, looking out the windshield over Mr. Jenkins’ shoulder. Kyle and Denny huddled together while the twins sat on either side of Sierra, boxing her in. Her cheeks had turned rosy but I wasn't sure if it was because she was warm from their body heat or embarrassed by their closeness to her.  
 
    When the van finally stopped moving, we jumped out quickly and pulled hoods over our heads to keep off some of the rain. Zoe opened a chest at the back of the van and handed out weapons. When she passed me a dagger, I locked eyes with Kyle. He nodded, then took one for himself. This mission was important. We’d need more than our voices if we wanted to find the information we needed.  
 
    We turned to find a tour boat sitting at a dock, bouncing slightly in the waves. I looked at Zoe. "Is that for us?" 
 
    She nodded. "Several of our group members work or run tours around here. This is one of them. Grandmother has commandeered the boat for us for the day." She walked toward the boat, her shoulders back. A head popped out from inside, sandy blond hair blowing in the slight breeze. Zoe groaned, setting her jaw. She looked back at Matty, then trudged forward, her boots scraping the ground.  
 
    Andy leaned down to my ear. "That's Trevor, isn't it?" 
 
    I nodded. After what I’d seen in her grandmother's office that day, I had my own suspicions about the boy. "He's here on purpose. Her grandmother wants her to marry him. He's probably here to try to talk her into it. Or mess up our mission. Or both." I shrugged, realizing it didn't matter what he was there to do. We really had no choice. I followed Zoe, watching as Matty's shoulders stiffened the closer we got to the boat.  
 
    Trevor greeted us all pleasantly, welcoming us to his humble ship. He definitely wasn't dressed to fight, as he wore beige cargo shorts and a blue polo shirt. Once we were all settled at the front of the small vessel, he started it up and off we went. The hull of the boat was black. It had a red keel and a white cabin. Wind and rain whipped into our faces, but no one seemed to want to sit inside with Trevor, least of all Zoe, who had refused to even look at him as she’d stepped aboard. She sat huddled against Matty—whether for warmth or comfort, I couldn't tell. Matty had put an arm around her and was holding her against him. I turned again to find Sierra surrounded by the twins. I couldn't figure out what was going on with those two, either.  
 
    When we saw Fingal's Cave for the first time, it literally took our breaths away. It sparkled in the weak sunlight that was trying to break through the clouds. The walls of the cave were perfect columns, like someone had placed building blocks next to each other and glued them in place.  
 
    I looked over at Zoe. "Is this natural?" 
 
    She nodded. "As far as anyone knows. Pretty freaky if you ask me." 
 
    The water battered against the rocks, the sound soothing us as we pulled closer. A small dock had been set up so that tourists could get out and see the interior of the cave. Andy furrowed his brow as he looked at the entrance—a hole that disappeared into darkness. "If there’s a Sea Witch in there, how is it that tourists go in there all the time?" 
 
    "Kind of like how we have a home in the middle of a tourist-filled castle." Trevor had come up behind us without a sound, surprising the rest of us. Only Megan seemed unimpressed, glaring at his back. She wore black like the rest of us but her top had a much lower cut and she wore a tightly cinched vest over it.  
 
    Matty was the first to jump out. After he did, he turned to help Zoe. He stood there, extending his hand to each person. Even the twins accepted his help. For whatever reason, those two had decided to trust us. It was really throwing me off. Matty noticed my look and raised an eyebrow, like he, too, couldn't figure them out.  
 
    Trevor ignored Matty's hand, jumping out himself. He turned to Zoe, hands on his hips. "So, boss, what do we do first?" 
 
    She glared at him, making his smile disappear. "You do nothing. Stay with the boat. You stick out like a sore thumb in that get-up." She turned to Matty. "How are we gonna approach this?" 
 
    Before Matty could even open his mouth, Megan charged forward, right for the cave entrance. Matty tried to call her back but she ignored him, stalking into the darkness. Matty looked at the rest of us, then dashed after her. Andy groaned and took off, forcing everyone else to follow. I looked back over my shoulder as I ran, making sure Trevor was staying put. He waved at me slowly, a wide smile on his face. Like he knew something we didn't.  
 
    Inside the cave, we were forced to stop when we ran into Matty’s and Andy's backs. The cave was dark but not as dark as we’d first assumed. A sickly green light filled the cavern, bathing us in its glow. Megan had crossed over to the other side and was standing next to a bench, by a table covered in bottles and papers. She held up an ink-splattered parchment and waved it at us. "Someone's already been here." 
 
    Matty crossed, hopping over a stream that ran through the middle of the cavern floor. "What do you mean?" 
 
    She waved her hands at the room. "Does this look normal to you? Papers left everywhere, ink bottles turned over, the light? Something happened here. Our Sea Witch is gone." 
 
    I ground my teeth, trying to contain my anger. How could the Sea Witch be gone? We’d just figured out where she’d be. I stomped my way across the cavern, crossing to where she stood. I yanked the parchment out of Megan’s hands, ignoring her cry of protest. The ink had smeared all the way across the parchment so that I couldn't even read the contents. I threw it on the ground in frustration, stomping on it with my foot for good measure.  
 
    "This room must usually be enchanted against prying eyes."  
 
    I spun to look at Zoe, understanding that she meant we normally wouldn't have found this so quickly. 
 
    Matty looked back at our group, narrowing his eyes. "Where's Andy?"  
 
    I spun around again, realizing—as Matty had—that my fun-loving, sneaky husband was missing. I rubbed my temple, trying to stave off the headache I felt building. 
 
    "He can't have gone far. There's not a lot of places to go in here." 
 
    I heard a scratch and looked over Megan's shoulder. My eyes widened. We definitely weren't alone in the cave.  
 
    Megan noticed my look and spun, her breath catching in her throat. The Sea Witch clung to the cave wall, green blood oozing from various cuts along her arms and face. "Come to finish me off?" 
 
    Before anyone could respond, Andy swung from a precipice to her right, slamming into her and knocking her to the ground. He rolled her over so that she was pinned down, tail and hands. He looked up at Matty, a triumphant smile on his face. Matty's face showed only anger, as, once again, my husband had managed to not follow protocol and could've gotten hurt. However, Matty knew better than to say anything until he’d had a chance to talk to Andy alone. For now, he just nodded and took a step closer. "Who did this to you?" 
 
    She hissed, her tongue forking out. "You did. Your people. They came to my home and destroyed my things. I do nothing wrong, I harm no humans. I make deals." 
 
    He crouched down to her eye level, squinting in the dim green light. "I believe you. Why would they attack you?" 
 
    "To stop me from telling on her." Her voice had a hiss to it as well, the "S" coming out longer than the other letters.               
 
    He nodded. "I thought as much. What do you know?" 
 
    "I know where she is. Where she’s keeping him." 
 
    I stumbled to Matty's side, bending down with him. "Where is he?" 
 
    She turned her face to mine, smiling. "She’s keeping him in her cave. She’s waiting for you to get there." 
 
    Matty leaned closer. "Where is there?" 
 
    "King's Cave." She hissed this, lying back against the cave floor.  
 
    Someone grabbed me by my collar, hauling me away from her. I tried to pull free, only to stop struggling as an ice spear protruded from her chest, stopping right where I’d been standing a moment earlier. Andy jumped off her, the spear tearing into the arm of the black jacket he wore as he did so. Any light that had been in the Sea Witch's eyes died as her breath left her body.  
 
    Andy spun to look at Megan. "You could've killed me!"  
 
    She shrugged and looked down at her hands. "I knew exactly where I was aiming. I wouldn't have hit you."  
 
    He pointed at his jacket.  
 
    "Well, not much of you. You didn't even get a scratch. She was going to stab Kristy." Megan pointed at the Sea Witch's tail, which had wrapped around a thin metal pole while we’d been talking. The pole now lay beside the scaly blue tail, rolling slightly back and forth. 
 
    Andy looked at me. "I had her tail pinned. There was no way she could move it, even if she did have that rod in it."  
 
    I believed him but there was really nothing I could say. Megan was claiming to have done it in defense of me and stating otherwise would only cause an argument—an argument we didn't need to be having right then. We now had a location for where to find my father and we needed to get there as soon as possible. 
 
    We left the cave, not bothering to take anything with us. Anything that we could've found useful was splattered in ink and pretty illegible. Sierra skimmed the papers but didn't seem to find anything, as she left it all where it was. Matty shut the Sea Witch's eyes, sadness creeping over his face. Matty didn’t like to kill and did so only when it was absolutely necessary. He would've let the Sea Witch live if it had been his choice.  
 
    Trevor stood next to the boat, his arms crossed. He looked up as we approached, a sunny smile on his face. "Find what you were looking for?" He looked at Zoe, his eyes boring into her. 
 
    She barely glanced at him. "Yes, I think we did."  
 
    His eyebrows shot up at this but he quickly smoothed his face back into a mask of calm. Not a very good poker player, in my opinion. "How?" 
 
    Zoe spun on him, stabbing her finger into his chest. "The Sea Witch was still alive. Whatever team Grandmother sent to do the job didn't finish it. She gave us the information we needed, then died." She climbed aboard the boat, not bothering to look back at him. She sat at the front, crossing her arms over her chest.  
 
    I followed her, sitting next to her and sliding an arm around her. "You think she did that?" 
 
    Zoe looked at me, sadness welling in her eyes. "I know she did. That's how she operates. Kindness with one hand, backstabbing with the other. She probably assumed that her team could do better than ours, get the information before we did. The ink on that parchment was dry, meaning they probably came here right after we first arrived. She knew where this Sea Witch was and didn't tell us." 
 
    My anger must've shown on my face because she sighed.  
 
    "I'm sorry, Kristy. She's going to make it hard for us to complete our mission." Zoe looked at our team as they walked toward us. "But we'll complete it. We’ll get your father back. No matter what she says." 
 
    Andy slid in next to me, watching as Zoe pulled away and huddled against the boat. She wouldn't even look at Matty and he seemed unsure of what he should do. So, he just sat next to her, his hands fidgeting in his lap.  
 
    Andy took my hand. "At least we got the information we needed." 
 
    I turned to him, my anger finding a target. "What were you thinking?"  
 
    Matty's head shot up at my tone, his eyes narrowing. I didn’t usually yell at Andy but right then I had to yell at something. "You could've gotten yourself killed. If you’d fallen, you wouldn't be walking right now." 
 
    Andy's hand slid out of mine, his shock turning to anger to match mine. "If I hadn't climbed up there, she would've attacked Megan or Matty. I saved them." 
 
    "You think they couldn't handle one Sea Witch? And an injured one at that." Hurt crossed his face but I couldn't stop. I was so frustrated. "You put yourself in danger for no reason. You disobeyed orders. Why?" I crossed my arms, willing him to answer with my eyes. 
 
    He rubbed a hand over his face, understanding dawning. My husband could never hold his anger for long, especially at me. "Kris, you aren't mad at me." He took my hands and held them against my chest. "I know he wasn't in there. But we got the answer we were looking for. We'll regroup and go after him. I'm sorry I scared you." He leaned in, his voice dropping to a whisper. "That's what this is about, isn't it? I scared you. You didn't know where I was and then, when you saw me, I was in a dangerous position. A position I put myself in. Am I right?" 
 
    I ground my teeth, frustrated that my anger was abating. He’d hit the nail on the head, so to speak. "Yes." Tears sprang up but I blinked them away. "There was no need for you to do that." 
 
    He shrugged, his easy smile returning. "But if I hadn't, we may not have gotten the answers we needed. I saw her before you guys did. I saw an opening and I took it." Now he was looking up at Matty, who’d been watching us closely.  
 
    Matty leaned forward, trying to look stern. "I realize that what you did took guts and some quick thinking but, man, you can't just do that. When I give orders, I do it for a reason. I realize that sometimes they're wrong, I'm willing to admit that. But if I don't know where you are or what you're planning, how can I know that I can call on you when I need you the most?" 
 
    Andy nodded, understanding again crossing his face. However, determination was there, too. While my husband understood what Matty was saying, he didn't feel he’d done anything wrong and he was going to continue doing this because he thought he knew best. "I get it, I really do. But sometimes you have to improvise, think outside the box, act in the moment. I did that and it got results." 
 
    Matty sank back against the side of the boat, his shoulders sagging. "If you think that, fine. But I don't believe for a second that you're right." 
 
    Andy put his hands up in a “what-can-you-do” gesture and then turned away, watching the water go by. This was the first time I’d seen him and Matty not agree on something. They always agreed.  
 
    Sierra looked from one to the other, confusion making her brow crinkle. Denny sat next to her, chewing her lip. She opened her mouth but snapped it shut at the shake of my head. They needed some space to cool off before we continued this conversation. 
 
    Back at the van, Mr. Jenkins and Ms. Holloway stood waiting, munching on jerky. Andy swiped a piece as he climbed into the van, grinning. Mr. Jenkins rolled his eyes. "There's a whole bag back there for you."  
 
    Andy's laugh echoed back at us as he went farther into the van. The rest of us followed, silence in our wake.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins pulled Matty aside, nodding at me to follow. "What happened?" 
 
    Matty scratched his chin. "We found her. Her place had been ransacked. Someone got to her before us and attacked. They left her alive, although I don't believe that was their intention. She gave us the answers we needed but Megan killed her, claiming the witch was going to stab Kristy with a metal rod." He squinted, trying to think. "I don't know if it was true or not. There was a metal rod but Andy had the witch pinned pretty good. I'm not sure she would've been able to get her tail up enough to hit anyone." 
 
    Mr. Jenkins looked at Ms. Holloway. "So, Megan just goes around killing people?" 
 
    She shook her head. "No, never. She's never used her abilities like that before." Ms. Holloway looked toward the van, where Megan stood waiting, glaring in our direction. "I'll go get her debriefed." She stepped away, her head up as she walked to Megan.  
 
    Matty turned back to Mr. Jenkins. "Andy did it again. He disobeyed orders, climbed some ledge, and jumped her. He could've fallen and gotten seriously hurt. He doesn't see a problem with what he did." 
 
    I bit my lip. "Sorry I yelled at him. I was just so mad at the whole situation and I took it out on him. I know I overstepped." 
 
    Matty snorted. "Overstepped? You're his wife. You wanna yell at him for being a moron, be my guest. It means I don't have to be the bad guy." 
 
    "So you talked to him?" 
 
    Matty nodded. "We tried. Not sure it did much good but we gave it a shot. He just doesn't see what he did as something wrong. I can't figure out why he's suddenly not following orders. He was raised to follow orders." 
 
    I looked up at the sky, noting the storm clouds overhead. The air was thick with the scent of rain. "I think he feels useless sometimes. Like, you always choose me or Zoe to go with you, which I understand. Zoe is a terrific fighter and I have my voice. Andy feels like he's not contributing enough and this is his way of changing that." 
 
    Matty's shoulders sagged. "I don't know what to do about that. Wanna break into a place and not be seen? Andy’s your guy. But he's not the one I'm going to pick to go head-on with someone. That's not how he fights." 
 
    I placed a hand on his shoulder. "I know that, you know that, and he knows that. But Andy’s trying to reassure himself that he fits. I think adding Zoe to the group threw off his groove, even if he won't admit it." 
 
    "But we needed five. And she was the perfect choice." The hurt in Matty's voice matched my own feelings. Zoe was the perfect fit for our group. 
 
    I smiled at him, hearing the care in his voice. "I agree. He's just going to need time. It’ll work out." I sighed. "He's not wrong about improvising. But he needs to give you a heads-up before he does stuff like that." 
 
    Matty nodded but I could see the doubt in his eyes. And the worry, eating away at him. I squeezed his shoulder, then headed to the van, passing Megan and Ms. Holloway as I went. Anger flittered across Megan's face as Ms. Holloway berated her for her actions. I couldn't keep the smug smile off mine as I passed them. Served her right. 
 
      
 
     
 
   
  
 









 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    We got back to the castle just as the sun set. Zoe didn't even head to the dining hall. "Dinner’s already over," she called over her shoulder, her braid swinging down her back. She led us instead to the kitchen, a stuffy room to the right of the dining hall, overcrowded with children—boys and girls—in sack dresses, running to and fro with pots and pans full of food. Two adult women stood to one side, slicing bread. A man in a chef hat stood in front of the stove, mixing something in the pan in front of him. He lifted a spoon to his wide lips, his black mustache twitching as it got closer. He smacked his lips and turned to the closest woman. "Dora, does this taste right?" 
 
    The woman took the spoon, testing whatever was on it. She scrunched up her tiny nose as tendrils of grey hair fell around her chubby face. "Eck, not enough salt. Add some pepper too."  
 
    The man took back the spoon, nodding at her advice. He reached for the salt shaker with one large hand, turning his back to us. Zoe waited behind him, her hands behind her back. A moment later, the man spun around, surprise lighting up his dark eyes. 
 
    "Ms. Zoe!" He lifted her off her feet in a hug, swinging her around. The ladies giggled, covering their mouths with their hands.  
 
    "Good to see you too, Ben." Zoe patted his back, her voice muffled against his shirt. He set her down, brushing imaginary flour off her clothes.  
 
    "Sorry about that. How have you been?" He looked up at us, realizing she wasn't alone. "And you brought friends!" 
 
    Dora leaned forward and looked at Zoe. "I told you that bread didn't steal itself. Ms. Zoe here took it. Didn't you?" 
 
    Zoe nodded. "I did. My friends were doing some research and needed to eat. They missed dinner and you know how Grandmother is. I figured if I took it, you guys could truly say you didn't know what had happened." She pushed herself onto the counter next to the stove, then swung her legs.  
 
    I looked around the tight space. Steel counters were everywhere. The walls were covered in shelves that held every spice you could imagine. Pots hung from hangers attached to the ceiling. There were windows but they were so far up that a person couldn't even feel any breeze from them.  
 
    "And now we've just come back from a mission and we’re starving. We’d love some food, if that's possible?" Zoe said. 
 
    I looked at the others who were with me and realized that Megan and the twins were missing. Only Denny and Kyle had followed us, hungry looks on their faces. "Where did the others get to?" 
 
    Denny smiled, a blush creeping up her cheeks. "Megan said she was going to the dining hall. The boys decided to follow her so that she wouldn't get mad that we didn't." 
 
    Kyle shrugged. "Guess they aren't going to get food." 
 
    Sierra clapped her hands. "We could bring them some. It's not their fault they had to go with her." Something about the way she said it made me pause. Did she care for the two boys? They’d been keeping rather close to her lately—something that I'm sure the others hadn't failed to notice either.  
 
    Zoe nodded. "We can get them some bread, at least. Right, Dora?" 
 
    Dora turned, knife in hand. "You can eat some soup and bread here. I can give you a loaf of bread and some apples to take to the others. Can't give you any soup, though."  
 
    Zoe shrugged. "That's fine. They won't complain." She looked at Sierra, who nodded in agreement.  
 
    OK, so I definitely wasn't the only one who had noticed. 
 
    We slurped down the soup faster than I thought possible. Dora told us it was vegetable soup and I didn't doubt her, with all the carrots and celery floating on the top. I mopped up the last of it with my bread, savoring the slightly spicy taste on my tongue. Everyone else finished just as quickly, then everyone sat back with a sigh. Andy let out a burp, after which he covered his mouth and apologized. 
 
    Dora beamed and looked over at Ben. "I think they liked it."  
 
    Ben nodded, a smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. 
 
    Zoe led us from the kitchen, a loaf of bread in her hand. Andy carried a small basket with apples, whistling as he walked. The bounce had returned to his step. I was glad to see that my yelling hadn't diminished his spirits. 
 
    We found Megan and the boys in the common room, lounging in the chairs or on the floor. All three fell on the food we’d brought, barely mumbling a thank you. Sierra went into her room, saying something about getting a glass of water. Two minutes later, she was poking out her head, motioning for us to come inside. We headed into her room slowly, one by one, so as not to attract attention. Denny watched us go, winking at me as I stepped past her.  
 
    Once we were all in the room, I closed the door softly behind me. “What's going on?" 
 
    Sierra sat on one of the two twin beds, wringing her hands. "It's gone."               
 
    Matty bent down in front of her and pulled her hands apart. "What's gone?" 
 
    "The pictures. Of all of us. The ones the Djinn had. I had them here in my bag, where I always keep them. I've been using the library to look up languages, too, since theirs is so much more extensive than ours. I'm pretty sure I was getting close but now they're gone. And I didn't make copies because I didn't think anyone knew they were here." Tears spilled down her cheeks and sobs racked her slim frame. 
 
    Zoe bent down next to Matty, taking one of Sierra's hands from him. "Hey, it's OK. You've been working so hard. Maybe you left them in the library?" 
 
    Sierra shook her head, her hair whipping from side to side. "No. I left them right here on the bed in this bag. When I came in, the bag was lying open and they were gone." She looked at Zoe, her eyes narrowing. "Who would take them?" 
 
    "Well, Megan and the boys were here alone." Andy took a bite of one of the apples he’d apparently swiped.  
 
    Sierra's head snapped up. "Of course it was her. What would she want with them? They aren't about her." 
 
    "Maybe she got them for someone else. Whoever doesn't want us to figure out who was snapping photos of us in the first place." Andy took another bite. "Just a thought." 
 
    Matty nodded. "There's no way to know for sure. It's not like we can confront her." He stood and pulled up Sierra with him. "We can't let anyone know this has happened. Or that you didn't have copies. We have to act like we still have them. At least, for now." He rubbed his hand down his face, his exhaustion evident. Matty usually made being a leader seem so easy. This wasn’t one of those days. "We should all get some rest. We have more work to do tomorrow." He strode out of the room, his shoulders slightly slumped.  
 
    Zoe watched him, her eyes never leaving his back. She turned back to us, frowning. "He seems overwhelmed. Hopefully, tomorrow will be a better day."  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen 
 
    We decided that sleep was what we all needed if we were going to go after my dad the next day. King's Cave ended up being a good three hours from the castle. After the day we’d had, Matty thought it best that we rest, then start fresh the next day. Zoe was going to have to ask her grandmother for another van. Hopefully, this time we would get there before her goons did. I volunteered to go with Zoe again, knowing she could use the moral support. The gratitude on her face was enough thanks for me. 
 
    The walk to breakfast was tense. Everyone's shoulders were hunched. Matty and Andy could barely talk to each other, as both were still upset over the previous day’s events. The sight of the two of them not laughing together broke my heart. Andy was driving a wedge where one didn't need to be. Sierra walked near the twins but refused to speak to them, her eyes never leaving Megan's back. The anger pouring out of them was enough to burn if Megan ever bothered to look behind her. Zoe huddled in on herself, almost separating herself from us. She chewed her lip, worry clouding her eyes. I was pretty sure she expected her grandmother to say no to her request. 
 
    In the hall, the conversations were louder than they’d been the day before. Before we’d gotten back to the castle, Mr. Jenkins had told us that he and Ms. Holloway would debrief Zoe's grandmother so that we wouldn't have to. Having one less conversation with her had been a relief.  
 
    Looking up at her dais, I realized that she wasn't alone. A man sat next to her, his brown hair glistening in the light. Dark blue eyes gazed out calmly at us and there was a small smile on his lips. He seemed solidly built with strong shoulders and a square jaw. I tapped Zoe on the shoulder. "Who is the guy next to your grandmother?" 
 
    Zoe's head snapped up and a smile sprang to her face. The man noticed her at the same time that she looked up and his smile grew wider. He jumped down from the dais, vaulting over the table with ease. Zoe's grandmother watched with displeasure as he jogged up to Zoe, his arms spread wide. She fell into them, laughing in happiness. "Grandpa!"  
 
    Sierra leaned into me. "Well, that explains that."  
 
    Zoe pulled him closer to our group, her worry gone. "Grandpa, I'd like you to meet my friends." One by one, she pointed at each of us, introducing us. She even introduced Megan. His eyes seemed to linger on Megan's face the longest but he looked away when he noticed I was watching him.  
 
    "It's so good to meet you all. I'm so glad Zoe has you." His deep baritone rang out, vibrating in my chest. His voice didn't have magic but, by the looks of him, I didn't think he needed it. According to the stories, he’d killed a dragon. That made him one powerful dude. 
 
    He threw an arm around Zoe's shoulders as she said, "We found a Sea Witch yesterday and got the information we needed out of her. We need another van today to follow that lead. Do you think Grandmother will approve it?" 
 
    He grinned. "For you, I'll make sure she does. Come to her office after breakfast and I'll be there. We can convince her together." He squeezed Zoe, then walked back up to the dais, a bounce in his step. 
 
    As we sat, Sierra looked at Zoe. "He seemed happy to see you. I thought maybe he wouldn't have been, from the way you didn't talk about him." 
 
    Zoe turned to her, the smile on her face falling. "I'm as surprised as you are. The last time I saw him, he’d barely look at me. He was so disappointed, I thought he never wanted to see me again. He was the one who’d suggested to my grandmother that I could go to your school. He felt I might do better with a change of scenery." She looked up at the dais, at his smiling face. "He seems better now. My sister's death really hit everyone pretty hard. But it seems like healing has finally happened here." 
 
    We ate quickly, barely tasting the bland porridge in front of us. Zoe and I hurried off to her grandmother's office as soon as we could. We had to get out to those caves soon if we wanted a chance at saving my father. Zoe tapped lightly on the office door, then opened it at the invitation of a deep, baritone voice. 
 
    Zoe's grandfather stood next to the desk, leaning against it with his hip. His brown pants almost matched the color of the wood, while his white shirt stood out against the dimness of the office. Zoe's grandmother watched as we stepped in, one eyebrow raising at the sight of me again. "And what can I do for you ladies today?" Her tone was different, similar to the nice tone she’d used before but with a note of sincerity to it. Maybe he had a good effect on her. 
 
    Zoe cleared her throat. "Grandmother, we’re here to request another van. The Sea Witch gave us vital evidence yesterday and we want to pursue it." She waited, her hands behind her back.  
 
    Her grandmother's head started shaking slowly, the bun atop it barely moving. "I'm afraid I can't grant that. I have the debrief from your chaperones. I’ll send a team to handle this." 
 
    Zoe clenched her fists. "You can't do that. This is our mission. We need to complete this to complete our second trial. And this is Kristy's father we’re talking about. She and her brother came all the way here to rescue him."  
 
    Her grandmother opened her mouth to reply but stopped when Zoe's grandpa placed a hand on her shoulder. "Rose, you know they need to do this." He looked up at Zoe, winking. Her shoulders instantly relaxed, like she’d been waiting for that wink. 
 
    Her grandmother looked up at him. "Need to do this? Really, Patrick? That's how we're going to play this? I don't know anything about their teams, how good they are. I know mine." 
 
    "Your team left that Sea Witch alive. Destroyed any information on those parchments so they were useless. Your team was pretty sloppy, Grandmother." Zoe stepped forward, encouraged by their silence. "My team is here to complete a mission. We’re taking a van, whether you like it or not." She spun on her heel and headed to the door. Then she stopped, took a key from the placard on the wall, and walked out. I took one last look at them, receiving a nod from her grandfather before I followed her out. Thankfully, Zoe’s grandmother said nothing to me as I left. 
 
    In the hall, Zoe leaned against the door, breathing deeply. Her flushed face was all I needed to see. I pulled her into a hug, letting her rest her head on my shoulder.  
 
    "I've never stood up to her like that before. I thought my heart was going to come right up my throat." Her mumbled voice quavered against my shoulder. 
 
    "You were amazing." I pushed her back and held her shoulders. "You said exactly what you needed to say. Now, let's go get that van and get my dad."  
 
    She nodded, turning and striding down the hall, her steps ringing as she walked. There was a purpose to those steps, one that hadn't been there before.  
 
    Zoe barely paused at the common room. She popped her head in to signal to the others before heading back out again.  
 
    Matty jogged up to my side, his eyes on her back. "Did it go well?" 
 
    I shrugged. "As well as you could expect. We got the van, whether her grandmother wanted to give it to us or not. And we have a destination. For now, that's all we need." He looked at me, seemed satisfied with what he saw, and continued walking, moving to catch up with her.  
 
    Andy took his place at my side, his hand brushing mine. "You OK?" 
 
    "I’ll be fine once we get my dad back." I bit my lip at my sharp tone. It wasn't Andy's fault that any of this was happening. I shouldn't be taking it out on him. I looked up to apologize but when my eyes met his, he just smiled. He knew how I was feeling and I could see that no apology was needed.               We turned another corner and ended up in a garage containing five vans with tourist logos on their sides. Zoe walked up to the third one in line, which was all black with the castle on the side. One click of the button on the key she’d taken and the car lights flashed. She popped open the back doors and waved us in.  
 
    As we piled into the van, Mr. Jenkins came jogging up, his glasses askew on his face. He looked at Matty, strapping a dagger to his side as he came to halt. "Thought you were going to leave without me?" 
 
    Matty looked back at the open van. "I mean, you don't have to come. We got this." 
 
    Mr. Jenkins held up a hand. "At least one chaperone must tag along. Whether you think you've 'got this' or not."  
 
    Matty just nodded, looking at Zoe. She tossed Mr. Jenkins the key and then clambered up after the rest of us. Then she turned back, looking behind him.  
 
    "No Ms. Holloway?" 
 
    "She's, um, smoothing over relations. With your grandmother."  
 
    Zoe turned, not even acknowledging the criticism in his voice.  
 
    Matty sighed, climbing up into the van. Mr. Jenkins looked at us, his eyes resting on each of our faces. "Let's go complete our mission." He slammed the doors, jogging to the front of the van.  
 
    The almost-three-hour drive was spent mostly in silence. I did have one question for Zoe and couldn't help but ask it. "Zoe, your grandfather called your grandmother 'Rose.' I thought her name was something else. What was that about?" 
 
    "Grandmother has two names. Rose was the name she was raised with. She also has a 'Princess' name, one she was given at birth. Princess Amora. She doesn't go by it, won't acknowledge it, but it's her rightful name." 
 
    I leaned back, rubbing my thumb over the back of Andy's hand. "Any reason why?" 
 
    Zoe closed her eyes, the circles under them striking a stark contrast to her pale skin. "She blames her parents for her predicament in the first place. They ticked off the fairy, who then laid the curse. They sent her away, leaving her in the dark about what her fate was to be. She's also mad at the fairies that raised her, but at least they put in the time and effort to care for her and love her. Her parents never did that. Then she was forced to sleep for a hundred years and … well … that really puts a damper on a girl." She smirked. "She's mostly over it by now, I guess. But you can tell the sting is still there." 
 
    I didn't say anything else, instead letting the silence envelop us. As we drew closer to our destination, we needed to focus.  
 
    Kyle and Denny were practicing scales, warming up their voices in case they were needed. The twins had pulled out matching short swords and sharpened the blades as we bounced over the road. Everyone was wearing outfits similar to what they’d worn the day before: all black with black vests to hold any extra weapons we may need. The only difference was in Megan's vest, which was dark blue instead of black. Of course she had to stand out.  
 
    Matty leaned over the front seat, discussing strategy with Mr. Jenkins. Andy seemed to be leaning toward them, listening as they spoke. I wanted to elbow him and tell him it was rude to eavesdrop but maybe it would be good for him to hear how Matty wanted to play this. That way he wouldn't do anything stupid.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins pulled the van over to the side of the road and threw it into park. He turned back to us, his arm resting on the back of the seat. "You're gonna have to walk from here. Stick together. Matty's team has point, as this is their task to complete. Bring everyone home safely." He looked at me as he said this, his eyes steady. His message was clear: We were to get my dad out alive, no matter what.  
 
    I nodded my thanks, then turned as the twins threw open the van doors and we piled out. Matty took the lead, following a path that led from the road down a short cliff to a rocky strip of beach. Well, not much of a beach—maybe a foot or two of sand covered in rocks. The water lapped at the sand, creating a beat that kept time with our steps. The smell of salt and seaweed hit our noses as we strode forward. Everyone’s hands were resting on blades of some sort, and all our heads were swiveling. We couldn't afford to be taken by surprise. 
 
    Much to our surprise, we reached the cave entrance without incident. If this Sea Witch was expecting us, she didn't seem to want to stop us from finding her. It was almost like she was waiting for us. Working our way through the rocks, hopping over the larger ones, we approached the cave opening with caution. Thankfully, there seemed to be no tours at the moment, so we didn't have to worry about anyone watching us slip into the cave.  
 
    Matty pulled a small light from his belt and shone it into the darkness ahead of us. He nodded at us, indicating that we should do the same. Before going farther, he held up a hand. "We’re going to do this together, go in as one. No heroics. We get Kristy's dad out in one piece." He looked at Andy as he said this, the message clear. Andy grunted but I could tell he didn't agree with the plan at all. 
 
    Water dripped from somewhere farther up as we walked, our steps echoing in the cavern. A light seemed to be shining from up ahead, around a corner. Matty crept toward it, keeping his back to the wall in case of a surprise attack. We followed as a group, listening for any signs that anyone else was there but us. Besides the light, we weren't seeing anything to indicate that. 
 
    Around the corner, we found torches lit all around the cavern. A workbench sat against one cavern wall, papers atop it. A bedroll lay in another corner, a rumpled blanket on it. A mumbling sound pulled my attention up to a metal cage hanging from the ceiling. In the cage stood my father, his mouth gagged, his hands bound, dirt crusted on his hands and face. His hair stood up at odd angles, with dirt streaked throughout. His eyes widened when they met mine. He was trying to tell me something but I couldn't decipher what it was.  
 
    I looked for a way to get him down. I noticed that the cage was held by a rope that ran through a loop in the ceiling and was tied to another loop on the wall over the workbench. Intent on the rope, I moved toward the bench. Matty's hand shot out and pulled me back. He shook his head and pointed at the rope again. He held up a finger and pulled a small dagger with his other hand. Matty threw the dagger at the rope, watching as it bounced off a thin net before ever touching the rope.  
 
    "Silly children. Did you really think it would be that easy?" 
 
    The slithering sound reached my ears. Then she was before us, her white hair falling down her back in waves.  
 
    "Release him and we won't kill you." Matty spread his hands in a gesture of peace. 
 
    She snorted, quite the sound coming from a creature such as her. "Kill me? What makes you think you can kill me?" She looked at me as she asked this, as if Matty wasn't even standing there. When he opened his mouth to respond, she held up a hand. "I'm not speaking to you, boy. I want the girl to answer."  
 
    Matty looked back at me, one eyebrow raised.  
 
    I nodded, stepping forward. "We think we can kill you because there are more of us than there are of you." 
 
    "Strength in numbers. I like it." Her 'S' wasn't as pronounced as the other Sea Witch's had been, almost like she’d practiced perfecting that part of her speech. "But it’ll take more than numbers to defeat me and get what you want. I have booby traps all over this cavern. You’ll have to avoid them to get to your father." 
 
    Her tattered dress blew in the soft breeze, leaving not much of her body to the imagination. She moved closer to my father's cage and placed herself almost directly under it. She crossed her arms, waiting.  
 
    I looked at Matty, watching as he furrowed his brow, thinking. Booby traps weren't impossible to get through once you knew what you were looking for. And who better to get through than the resident thief? Matty turned back to the group, searching for Andy. Except this time, Andy wasn't where Matty expected him to be. "Kristy, where is he?" 
 
    I spun, surprise on my face. How could Andy have snuck off again? And without saying anything to anyone. I looked at Denny. She raised her hands in a gesture of “who knows.” 
 
    "He was just here. Right behind me." I looked at Kyle. "Kyle, could you get through?" 
 
    Kyle's lips thinned as he looked at the rope, the net now glistening in the torchlight. Once you knew it was there, it was easier to see. "I mean, I could try. But I'm not as agile or slim as Andy is." He stepped forward and reached a hand out to touch the net. He pulled his finger back with a gasp, blood dripping from a cut. "It's razor-sharp. Cut you into pieces if you tried to walk through it. There might be a way over it." He moved toward the wall of the cavern and reached out every once and while to make sure he was still next to the net. At the wall, he moved his hands up the side, feeling for gaps. As his hands spread overhead, he groaned. "It's higher than we are tall. No way to get over it from here. Any other ideas?" 
 
    Matty turned and looked at Megan. "Maybe freezing it would work? We could shatter it once it's frozen."  
 
    She stepped forward, pushing her braid over her shoulder. She spread her hands, the blue gloves she wore glowing softly with her power. Megan attempted to freeze the wire but it held the enchantment for only a moment before the ice melted away.  
 
    A cackle from the Sea Witch brought our attention back to her. "Silly children. Why would I put up a razor-sharp net and not make it enchantment-proof?" 
 
    Megan stepped back, clenching her fists at her side. She looked at Matty. "She's right. I can't freeze it. That plan won't work." 
 
    Crumbling rock brought our attention to the other end of the cavern, where the wire net met the wall. There Andy stood on a ledge, using one of the torch holders to maintain his precarious balance.  
 
    "Andy, what are you doing?" The worry and anger in Matty's voice chilled me to the core. If Andy fell, he'd fall right on the wire and be sliced in half.  
 
    "I think I can get over the wire. It doesn't appear to go up this high. If I can climb over it, I can get to the other side and free him."  
 
    "Great plan, bud, but … um … the Sea Witch? Are you gonna fight her alone?"  
 
    Andy grinned. "No, that's what you guys are for." He raised one leg over the wire net, grasping that torch holder for dear life. Surprisingly, there was another ledge just waiting on the other side of the net with a matching torch above it. Once his foot was firmly planted on it, Andy adjusted his weight, then raised the other foot. I held my breath, my heart pounding in my ears. If he fell, this would be it. I'd be a widow before the ink was dry on our marriage license.  
 
    His foot came down smoothly on the other side, his grasp on the torch holder loosening. My breath whooshed out and relief seeped into my bones. Andy pulled out a dagger, slipped it between the net and the cavern wall, and jiggled it back and forth.  
 
    The Sea Witch turned to him, her eyes flashing. "What do you think you're doing?" 
 
    "Exactly what you told us to do. Finding a way through." Andy jiggled harder, more rocks crumbling under his blade. His foot slipped and my heart stopped as he grabbed the torch holder again to steady himself. I looked at Sierra, her face mirroring the worry on my own. The top of the net bent over, coming loose from the wall. Andy nodded at Kyle. "You should be able to loosen the rest." Pressing his back against the cavern wall, he turned toward the Sea Witch. Then he pulled another dagger from his vest and held both at chest height. "Release him." 
 
    A slow grin spread across her ugly features. "Never. This isn't a game you can win." Her tail lashed out, hitting the rock wall below him.  
 
    The ledge shook and a chunk of it crashed to the ground. Now Andy had even less to stand on. Kyle stood at the wall, working on the net as fast as he could, but it was still a lot slower than we needed it to be. The twins joined him, pulling the net back inch by precious inch. They were working too slow and Andy had nowhere to go. The tips of his shoes hung over what was left of the ledge as he faced the Sea Witch.  
 
    "You will die here, youngling." Her tail lashed out again, the wall shaking with the force of the blow. The ledge crumbled away. Andy's hands sprang up to grasp the torch holder above him. Both daggers dropped to the floor. He hung in the air, his legs banging against the wall. The Sea Witch let out a cry of frustration, hitting the wall again. Andy's body trembled but his hold didn't loosen. "Why won't you just die?" 
 
    He grinned at her, sweat running down his face. "That's kind of not my thing. You see, I just got married and my wife would be pretty ticked off if I went and died on her. We got plans." He looked at me over her shoulder, winking.  
 
    I rolled my eyes, unable to keep the smile off my face. Even in dire circumstances, he was making jokes.  
 
    The twins tugged the wire net, pulling the last of it away from the wall. Kyle sheathed his dagger and stepped through the gap to the other side. The rest of us followed, thanking the twins. Their hands were covered with cuts and blood dripped down from where they’d come into contact with the wire net.  
 
    The Sea Witch turned as we approached, her pointed teeth gleaming in the torchlight. "Nice of you all to finally join us. Now you'll watch him die." She hit the wall again. Andy's hands finally slipped free of the torch holder. His arms and legs pumped as he fell, twisting in the air. I watched, knowing there was nothing I could do to save him.  
 
    A cold blast brushed past me. Ice hit Andy and sent him away from the danger of the rocks below. He landed with a crunch, not moving.  
 
    I turned to Megan, whose arms were out in front of here. A smile of gratitude crossed my face. She didn't even acknowledge it, just turned back to the Sea Witch.  
 
    The Sea Witch tossed her head and rolled her eyes. "Ice magic, huh? Still not enough."  
 
    Kyle stepped up and opened his mouth. The song that came out tugged at my heart. He projected it at her, the visible lines of magic attempting to weave around her, into her ears, to bend her to his will. Instead of doing that, they fell from her, not touching her body at all.  
 
    "Silly boy. As I told your sister, we gave your family that power. It can't hurt me." 
 
    From behind her, another voice rang out, this one sweet and clear as a flute. Instead of magic wrapping around the Sea Witch, the small river next to her changed course, the water rolling up and over her tail. Adders slithered from holes in the cavern wall, wrapping their bodies around the Sea Witch. Their hissing added to the sound of the Sea Witch's words.  
 
    "What's this? Another charm speaker?" She turned to Denny, who stood behind her, straddling the small river. "Ahh, one of the animal girls. How nice to meet you." With a swipe of her hand, she pushed off enough of the adders that she was able to swing her arm around. With a flash of green light, Denny was blown back, her head hitting the cavern wall.  
 
    The twins barreled into the Sea Witch, knocking her over. They pinned her to the ground, one holding her top and the other her bottom. She thrashed and struggled as they held her. 
 
    Andy groaned and rolled over, pulling himself into a standing position. He looked at Denny, who was crumpled on the floor, then to the Sea Witch/twin pile. He stepped toward the rope and reached out his hand.  
 
    "Stop!" The Sea Witch's voice rang out clear above the scuffles and adder hisses.  
 
    Andy looked down at her, his jaw set in a determined scowl. "Why?" 
 
    "I said it was booby-trapped. You think the net is the only one?" 
 
    I stepped forward and placed a hand on my chest. "What is it you actually want? What will you accept in exchange for him?" 
 
    Matty turned to me. "Kristy, don't make any deals. You know it won't end the way you want it to." 
 
    The Sea Witch laughed. "What do I want? Well, your voice would be a good start."  
 
    I reached up to touch my throat. "My voice? Why?" 
 
    "Do you know how powerful you truly are, child? You saw what your brother could do. Do you know what you’re fully capable of? Or have you been hiding your power away, using it only when you truly needed it?"  
 
    Kyle and I exchanged a glance, his confusion mirroring mine.  
 
    "Power? I can convince people to do things. Having this ability allows me to see the lines of magic that other people have. What else is there?" 
 
    She pushed up, shoving one of the twins off of her. The other bore down tighter on her tail and held her in place. "Oh, there’s so much more. The bond restricts your abilities. If you were free, you could rule over all." 
 
    "The bond doesn't restrict us. It keeps us on an even playing field with our teammates. We have no more influence than anyone else in the group. It keeps things fair." 
 
    "But it wasn't meant to be fair. We gave the gift so that your family could get what they wanted. Not so you could sit there and squander it. Now I want it back. Give me your voice and I’ll release him."  
 
    I looked up at my father, whose hands were bound in front of him. He was shaking his head back and forth, his hair falling into his eyes. I knew he wouldn't want me to do this but what choice did I have? I had to free him and if this was the cost, how could I not pay it?  
 
    "Fine, I’ll do it. Where do I sign?"  
 
    Her grin lit up her face and for a moment I could almost see the beauty she’d been. Shoving the other twin off her tail, she moved over to her bench and pulled out a piece of parchment. She started scribbling, mumbling to herself. Her back was toward Andy, who moved closer to the rope, slowly reaching out his hand. I shook my head, trying to get his attention, but he ignored me, his hand wrapping around the rope.  
 
    The Sea Witch turned at that moment, shoving the parchment and quill in my face. "Sign it."  
 
    I pulled the parchment down so I could read it, which I did as quickly as possible. Most of it was easy stuff—that the contract was binding, no refunds, that sort of thing. However, at the bottom, there was a clause, something that caught my eye. In the event of the Sea Witch's death, my voice reverted back to me, even if said death was at my own hand. I smirked, signing my name with a flourish. There was a way out of this yet and the Sea Witch had given it to me.  
 
    Just as I handed her back the contract, Andy pulled on the rope, loosening it from the loop attached to the wall. Instead of coming free as it should have, the rope stuck. Andy hung from it with his full weight.  
 
    A laugh from the Sea Witch brought his attention back to her. "Foolish boy. I told you not to touch that rope. Now you’ll suffer the consequences." I could only watch in horror as Andy's hand dissolved before our eyes, one finger at a time. Each finger turned to ash, then fell into a pile at his feet. Once the fingers were gone, the effect moved to his hand, which slowly dissolved. He fell to his knees, clutching his arm to his chest, tears spilling down his cheeks at the excruciating pain he had to be feeling. He opened his mouth but no sound came out. He just looked at me, the pain taking his breath away. 
 
    I turned to the Sea Witch, anger burning in my chest. "Stop it. Make it stop. You’re getting my voice." 
 
    She sighed and pointed at the river Denny had been straddling. "Fine. Dunk his hand in the water. It’ll stop the curse but it won’t restore the hand. Nothing can do that."  
 
    Denny, having recovered from her smash against the wall, grabbed Andy by the neck of his shirt and dragged him over to the small river. She plunged his hand into the water. His cries echoed around the chamber.  
 
    The Sea Witch turned back to me, her hands on her scaly hips. "Now, your voice." 
 
    "So what, do I just sing?" 
 
    Another laugh escaped her lips. "Oh, child, no. This is going to be much more painful than that." The green light I’d seen before gathered around her fingers, then shot from them toward me. They enveloped me in a warmth unlike any I’d felt before, coursing through my body, pushing their way into my nose and mouth and down my throat. The power seemed to settle right at my voice box, heating up until I couldn't bear it anymore and cried out from the pain. Then I was retching, throwing the green light back up and out of my body. I watched as it floated back across the room to her—my voice, my power, a shining pink light enveloped in her green, floating along with it. I opened my mouth to speak but nothing came out, not even a whisper.  
 
    Matty pulled me to my feet and shook my arm. I hadn't even seen him step toward me before the green light had enveloped me. I’d never seen him so mad in my life. But that didn't matter now. He had to know. I could get my voice back and we could win this. She just had to hand over my dad first. I tugged my arm away and strode toward her. I pointed at my dad, then at the ground, and crossed my arms.  
 
    She sighed, nodding. "I guess, since you upheld your end of the bargain. Here is your father." She snapped her fingers. The bottom of the cage disappeared, leaving him to fall to the cavern floor. "Did I forget to mention that you might not get him back unharmed?" I watched, helpless, as he fell toward the sharp rocks beneath him. At the last moment, a burst of ice sent him sliding to the ground next to the river where Denny was still huddled with Andy. Denny untied my dad’s hands and pulled the gag off his mouth.  
 
    He turned to me, pain in his eyes. "Kristy, how could you?"  
 
    I couldn't answer because I didn't have the voice to do so. But that didn't matter now because I had a mission to complete. It wasn't done until she was defeated.  
 
    I pulled the dagger—the one Zoe had given me at my wedding—from the sheath at my waist. Stepping up beside her before she had a chance to defend herself, I raised the dagger, ready to plunge it into her heart. However, her tail came up at the last second, bashing into me and flinging me across the cavern and into a wall. I sat up, my head pounding, determined not to stop. I charged her again, my hair coming loose from its braid, flying behind me.  
 
    She whipped her tail again but I was ready this time. I ducked under the tail, slipped into her defenses, and slashed at her with the dagger. Green blood splattered into my face as I cut her arm. The twins, catching on to what I was trying to do, joined in, jabbing at her tail with their swords. Matty pulled his sword, then stepped up to her other side and sliced at her from there. In the confusion, Sierra had slipped past her. She stopped next to my father and pulled first aid supplies out of her pack.  
 
    The Sea Witch reared back, screaming at us with her voice, my voice adding more power to her own. It was weird to hear someone use my voice. She turned to Matty, whispering, "You don't want to hurt me, Matty. It's me, Kristy."  
 
    The sound of my voice made him halt for only a second before he charged her, striking a blow to her side. Seeing that this hadn't worked, she turned to the twins, who were hacking chunks out of her tail.  
 
    "Boys, why are you fighting me? I'm your friend. You don't want to hurt me."  
 
    They stopped as one, looking at her in confusion. It seemed that my power would definitely work on people from other groups. The twins stepped back, swords at their sides.  
 
    The Sea Witch looked at Kyle, who had snuck up behind the twins and knocked their heads together. They fell to the ground, unconscious.  
 
    "Can't have them attacking us under her orders."  
 
    "But Kyle, I'm your sister. Why would you hurt me?" 
 
    He smirked at the Sea Witch, raising his sword. "But you aren't my sister. And your voice doesn't work on me. It's a sibling thing." He winked at me, then brought his sword down on her tail, severing it from her body. She hissed and threw back her head. She blew green light at him, throwing him back against the wall. Green blood flowed from her tail, spraying everything in sight.  
 
    I bent down and picked up the short sword from one of the twins. I plunged it into what was left of her tail and held her in place. A blast of ice from Megan encased one of her hands, preventing it from impaling me. As the Sea Witch turned to attack me, I sliced with the dagger, cutting right through her neck and severing her head from her body. The body swayed for a moment before it fell to the ground with a resounding thud. I dropped the dagger, its handle sticky with green blood. Then I watched silently as her body pulsed with a pink light, which left her mouth and pushed toward me, a faint tinkling coming from it. I opened my mouth and pulled my power—and my voice—back into my body. Getting it back didn't hurt as much as losing it had.  
 
    A cry made me turn to the river. Andy was clutching what was left of his hand to his body. Denny and Sierra hovered over him, trying to patch him up as best they could. My father watched, his eyes tinged with sadness.  
 
    I stumbled to Andy, all my strength leaving my body, the adrenaline from the fight gone. "Andy, let me see. Are you OK?" I pulled his arm to me and unwrapped the bandage that Sierra had applied. Blood soaked through it, dripping down his arm. Where his hand had been, there was now only a stump, burned at the edges like it had been on fire. The bone and muscle were torn away.  
 
    "It's bad, isn't it?" The pain in his voice hurt my ears.  
 
    "It's not too bad. You still have most of your arm." I rewrapped it and tugged him close to me. "It's OK. You're alive. That's what matters. We won." 
 
    He pressed his forehead to mine. "You won. But how did you know?" 
 
    I smiled, tears spilling down my cheeks. "She put the clause in herself. Upon her death, I’d regain my voice, whether that death was by me or not." I shrugged. "I decided to get my voice back." 
 
    "My only question is why. Why would she kidnap him?" Matty strode up, then bent down to place a hand on Andy's shoulder. He looked at my dad, the question on his face. 
 
    "Someone, I don't know who, hired her. They came here, to the cave, while I was trapped up in that cage. I couldn't see or hear them enough to hear what they were saying but I heard mumbled voices, so I knew she wasn't alone." Dad rubbed his wrists, the bruises from the bindings standing out against his pale skin.  
 
    "We need to get everyone out of here. We can debrief later." Sierra put as much force in her voice as she could.  
 
    Across the cavern, Kyle was helping the twins up, apologizing for the head wounds. Neither seemed too upset about it, as they slapped my brother on the shoulder. Megan stood over by the workbench, examining documents. As Sierra moved to step beside her, Megan turned at the sound. She knocked a lamp over, setting the whole table on fire. Sierra cried out, grabbed a bucket from beside the workbench, and tossed water on it. The fire sizzled and smoked, then went out.  
 
    Sierra picked up the burned, water-logged papers. "We can't use these now." The frustration in her voice was reflected in the tears in her eyes. She turned to Megan, waving the papers in her face. "Do you know what you've done? There could've been vital information here. Whoever hired her could've been written on these pages." 
 
    Megan shook her head, backing away. "That's not what I saw. Just a bunch of lists, like ingredients, that really didn't make a whole lot of sense." She turned and headed toward the cave entrance, not looking back.  
 
    Sierra sighed, letting the papers fall from her hand. "I guess now we'll never know." She walked to the twins and checked both their heads before pointing toward the entrance. The three walked out together, Sierra's shoulders sagging.  
 
    Kyle joined our group and pulled Dad into a brief hug. Then, wrapping one of Dad's arms around his shoulders, he walked him out as well.  
 
    Denny and Matty helped me get Andy to his feet and then we walked out together, stepping over the Sea Witch's lifeless body as we did. I couldn't even look at her, as the realization of what I’d done had finally hit me. Even though I knew I had to kill her, the thought that I’d planned on it made me want to puke. Instead, I kept walking, with Andy leaning heavily against me.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins and Ms. Holloway were waiting at the van, down the beach. The sun had set while we were in the cave and near-darkness met us when we left. A breeze had picked up, whipping our hair into our faces and tugging at our clothes.  
 
    Mr. Jenkins took Andy's hand and looked over the bandages. "This is serious. You know we can't grow this back, right?"  
 
    Andy pulled his hand back to his body and grumbled as he crawled into the van. Mr. Jenkins tossed the keys to Ms. Holloway, who went to start the van. Then Mr. Jenkins turned to Matty and me. Denny stepped around us and into the van to give us privacy. "What happened in there?" 
 
    Matty sighed, leaning against the van door. "Andy once again went off on his own, didn't listen to what he was told, and got injured. This is bad, Mr. Jenkins. His hand is gone. How is he going to be able to continue without it?" Matty turned to me, anger flashing in his eyes again. "And Kristy made a deal. Without talking to me about it first. We needed a plan and you just barreled ahead." 
 
    I bit my lip, trying to decide how to approach this. I figured that getting angry right back at him wasn't going to solve anything. "Look, Matty, I'm sorry. I didn't see any other way. We couldn't touch the rope, as Andy had proved. How else were we going to get my dad out? It's not like the Sea Witch was going to sit there and let us talk about how to get past her. I read the contract, I saw a way out, and I took it. Isn't that what you trained us to do?" 
 
    The anger faded, replaced by pride and a sheepish grin. "I guess you're right. I did train you to think on your feet. I just don't like not knowing the full picture. Does that make sense?" He scratched the back of his neck, trying to hide his embarrassment. 
 
    "You know I don't do things without thinking them through first. I'm not my husband." I closed my eyes, realizing that Andy's hand was truly gone. "Speaking of him, why did he touch that rope? Was he not listening to her or did he not believe her?" 
 
    Matty shook his head, some of the anger back. "I don't know. I told him something like this was going to happen. He keeps going off and doing his own thing. I just don't get it. Tonight didn’t go at all like I’d thought it would." 
 
    Mr. Jenkins raised a hand. "Sometimes the best-laid plans don't ever get followed. You have to be flexible, willing to change according to what you’re given. Sounds to me like Kristy met that challenge head-on and passed. As for Andy … well, he has some decisions to make in the near future." Mr. Jenkins signaled the end of the discussion and moved to the van. Matty yanked open the van door and held it open for me. I scooted in next to Andy and took his good hand in mine.  
 
    "How mad is he at me?" Andy's voice came out hoarse from all the pain he’d been in. Mr. Jenkins had given him a powerful painkiller and its effects were starting to take hold. 
 
    "Very. As am I. What were you thinking? She told you it was booby-trapped." 
 
    His head dropped. "I know. But I thought she was bluffing. I didn't think she’d actually put a curse on the rope itself. I mean, who does that?" 
 
    "Very bad people who want to kill you. This isn't a game and this isn't training. These are real monsters and we really are in danger when we fight them." 
 
    His eyes met mine, shining with pride. "You definitely didn't seem to be in any danger. You kicked her butt." 
 
    I looked over at Kyle, who was sitting between the twins with his eyes closed. "I had a good teacher." I rested my head on Andy’s shoulder and closed my eyes. At least we’d accomplished our mission and gotten my dad back. That was what truly mattered. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen 
 
    There was a whirlwind of activity when we got back to the castle. My dad took charge, being the leader he was born to be. From Zoe's grandmother's office, he got on the phone to the council, letting them know that he was OK and that he’d be returning as soon as possible. Matty's mother stepped down from her council seat as soon as she heard that he was safe.  
 
    Once we arrived, Andy was taken to the infirmary. Apparently, they had healers who could work miracles but they couldn't regrow a hand. They wrapped it up as best they could, gave him a good dose of pain meds, and told him that in time he’d become accustomed to not having it.  
 
    The night after the battle, Andy sat down with us in the common room, his head bowed. "I’ll give up my position in the group."                
 
    Sierra gasped, Matty almost fell out of his chair, and Zoe spat tea in his face. My face burned as I shoved his shoulder. "You’ll do no such thing." 
 
    He held up his bandaged stump. "What good is a thief without a hand?" 
 
    Matty shrugged. "Still a thief. Just a smarter one." He leaned in closer and placed a hand on Andy's arm. "You’re more than just a thief, you know. You're wicked good with a blade, you're quick on your feet, and you improvise better than anyone I know. If you really sat down and concentrated, you'd be a great strategist." A smile came to Matty's lips. "In fact, I think that's what you should focus on. You've spent so much time worrying about what good you are to the group that we never realized you should be our strategist. You can make split-second plan changes without even blinking. It's a perfect fit." 
 
    Andy looked up, hope spreading across his face. "You think so?" 
 
    Matty nodded. "I know so. It's going to be an adjustment but I fully believe you can do it." No one mentioned that he was going to have to learn to write with his other hand. Or the struggles he’d encounter with only one hand. We’d cross that bridge when we got to it. For now, we had to keep his spirits up.  
 
    Two days after getting my father back, we flew to the States. Zoe visibly relaxed the minute the plane left the ground. In her parting with her grandparents, her grandmother had mentioned that her parents would be coming back from a mission soon and that she should stick around to see them. Zoe had refused, stating that with our third trial coming up, she had to be with us to focus on that. While her grandmother had scoffed, her grandfather had smiled a knowing smile, pride shining in his eyes. Whatever had happened between them seemed to be in the past for him. Now all he saw in front of him was a girl he could be proud of. He had hugged her for a long time, promising to tell her parents how she was doing and demanding that she write and call as much as she could. Zoe had nodded, wiping away a single tear as she backed away from him.  
 
    When Trevor had stepped up to say something to her, she’d turned her back, refusing to speak to him. He’d glared at Matty, like it was his fault that Zoe was mad at him, refusing to admit that it was his own fault. 
 
    Debriefing Sierra's grandmother was another story. She had so many questions about what had gone on that we spent over four hours in her office answering them. Not only was she appalled by the way Amora ran her training but for her to act as if she were royalty shocked the headmistress to no end. She did find it intriguing to learn that it had been a blade—and not my voice—that I’d used to stop the Sea Witch.  
 
    "And what made you think you could take her on?" As we neared the four-hour mark, even the headmistress' shoulders had begun to droop. 
 
    "I wasn't sure I could but I had to try. I figured that if I started attacking her, the others would use the distraction to join in. My attack would give them time to get close enough to make their own attacks. And it worked." 
 
    She nodded, rubbing her graying temples. "Yes, it did. But it was dangerous. And reckless. You could've been hurt." She looked at Andy as she said this, her meaning clear.  
 
    "I could have, yes. But at that point, we didn't much of an option. She had already attempted to kill my father after striking a deal with me. She was untrustworthy. And I couldn't guarantee that she wouldn't try to use my voice against us in the future. I had to get it back and she had to be stopped." 
 
    The headmistress nodded. "Agreed. In the end, the mission was accomplished and you passed your second trial. Congratulations. You might want to get some rest, as your third trial could be just around the corner."  
 
    We all knew a dismissal when we heard one. We shuffled out of the room, huddled together. Mr. Jenkins stayed behind to give her his evaluation of how we’d done. Matty had already assured us that it was glowing, while his evaluation of Megan's actions was not.  
 
    As for Megan and her group … well, tensions were rising. The closeness between Sierra and the twins became even more apparent when we got back to school. Instead of eating meals with their own group, they started eating meals with us, huddling on either side of her. Neither one seemed too concerned about whether she liked one or the other better. They were just happy that she was happy. She never once looked in Henry's direction, though he’d attempted several times since our return to get her attention. When Zoe had asked her which boy she wanted to choose, she’d laughed, saying that right now she just wanted to get to know both of them.  
 
    Megan spent her meals glaring at us, them, or all of the above, her anger radiating off her in waves. Denny and Kyle continued to eat with her, hoping to abate some of that anger by distracting her. It didn't work as well as they’d hoped but it was all they could do. In Megan's eyes, we were tearing apart her group. 
 
    About a week after we’d gotten back, Mr. Jenkins pulled us aside, into his classroom. The room smelled of chalk and dusty books. Mr. Jenkins’ hands were covered in chalk dust. He wiped them on his khaki pants and pointed at the desks in the front row. "Take a seat. I have a surprise." 
 
    We sat as one, looking up at him expectantly. Andy kept his arm in a sling, pressed against his body. "Food?" 
 
    Mr. Jenkins shook his head, a smile spreading across his face. "It's good to see the humor is still there but, no, it's not food." He picked up an oblong box from the floor, then set it on his desk. After opening it, he turned it around to face us. Lying in the blue velvet lining was a hand—an intricately carved hand, made of silver. "Andy, this is for you." Mr. Jenkins picked it up and turned it over for us to see. On the wrist, runes were etched, standing out against the shininess of the hand. "It's enchanted. It should move and react like any regular hand would. It’ll take some getting used to, but it’ll allow you to feel somewhat normal. It won't be as fast as your real hand but it's better than nothing." 
 
    Andy reached out, taking it from Mr. Jenkins. "It's a fine piece of craftsmanship." He set it on the desk in front of him. "I can't wear it yet. I have to let the stump fully heal first. But thank you."  
 
    I looked closely at my husband. While his thanks sounded sincere, there was something in his eyes that worried me. Matty had made good on his plan to incorporate Andy as our strategist, but he kept doubting his abilities, second-guessing himself like he’d never done before. And he was closing himself off to me. Night after night, I tried to get him to talk to me but he refused, rolling over and going to sleep without so much as a good night. I knew he needed time but I wasn't sure how much to give him. When I’d broached the subject with Matty, he’d shook his head. Andy wasn't talking to him, either. 
 
    Mr. Jenkins nodded in understanding and reached over to take the hand back. As he set it in the case, he said, "It's here whenever you’re ready." Once the case was back under his desk, he crossed his arms and looked at each of us. "It's time to discuss the next trial." 
 
    Matty sat forward, his hands clenched together on top of the desk. "What is it?" 
 
    "Shifters." Mr. Jenkins released a tightened grin.  
 
    Sierra scratched her chin, her eyes far away. "Do werewolves count? Hypothetically, if we ended up going after werewolves in particular, do they count as shifters?" 
 
    Mr. Jenkins looked at her in surprise. "You've been doing some reading." 
 
    She shrugged. "I've had extra time. I read that werewolves are like an off-shoot of shifters, being that they can transform only into wolves and nothing else. Like the black sheep of the family almost." 
 
    He nodded. "This is true. But there have been rumors recently of wolves that can shift into things we didn't think possible before. Shifting into other people. So, yes, hunting werewolves would count but the council has asked that, because this is your next trial anyway, you follow these rumors to see where they lead." 
 
    Matty looked at the rest of us, his eyes lighting up. "Well, you heard him, guys. We've got our next trial. Ready to do this?"  
 
    Zoe let out a cheer, with Sierra and I joining in.  
 
    I watched Andy as he sat huddled in his seat, not cheering, not even looking at the rest of us. Yes, we had our next trial but would I get my husband back? Only time would tell. 
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