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      My name is Raven Winters and I’m a mage. Who the hell knew? 

      When I somehow summon fire in an act of self defense, I’m given two choices by the magic cops: attend some stuck-up magic school, or go to magic jail. 

      Well, shit. There go my plans for the next year. Apparently, I have Untamed Magic, whatever the hell that means. And I’ve got a year to get it under control at this magic academy that’s basically a finishing school for the elite. Everyone here is somebody important. And rich. Except for me. 

      Which paints quite the target on my back. Being the token poor kid is bad enough. Throw in that I somehow form a mating bond with four of the school’s most eligible bachelors. Oh yeah, and add in the fact that someone is trying to kill me. FML.
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          Raven

        

      

    

    
      The beads clicked together on the pendulum on the desk. Click. Click. Click. It was an odd choice of desk decoration in a place that supposedly had magic. I looked away from the toy and back at the headmaster sitting behind the desk.

      The monster sitting in front of me should appease my disbelief. Dr. Green, the headmaster of the Academy of the Elites, was a demon. I think. He was huge. A hulking form squeezed into a suit and tie. His skin was a blushing shade of pink and his hands were covered in what could only be described as fur. Don’t even get me started on his eyebrows. Or should I say eyebrow. One massive, bushy brow over both of his yellow eyes.

      He frowned, his upper fangs hanging over his lower lip as he shuffled through a pile of papers on his desk.

      “Like I said, you really can just call me an Uber. I’ll find my way home on my own. None of this is necessary.” I’d been saying it for hours but it was worth trying again.

      He lifted an eyebrow and glanced up at me, then went back to the paperwork.

      I let out a heavy sigh, clearly demonstrating my annoyance. All they’d told me was that I was in trouble and I had to come to this stupid school. I’d asked for a phone call, but to be honest, I didn’t have anyone to call. That’s what happened when you made sure you never stayed in one place for too long and never let anyone get close.

      A grandfather clock chimed. Two times. It was already morning. Very fucking early in the morning. How the hell had the whole night gone by so quickly? I glared at the clock as if it were somehow responsible for my being here.

      It was an odd creation. The clock itself was tall with branches that came off of it, making it look like a creepy Halloween decoration of a tree. It didn’t help that it was painted black. The clock face had a pair of gold eyes on it, resembling an owl. I wasn’t sure if it was the coolest clock in the world or if it was an ominous sign of things to come in this place.

      The rest of the office was relatively unimpressive. Red carpet. Bookshelves lining the back wall. A bar to my right with glass decanters full of brown liquor. At least they didn’t outlaw alcohol in this place.

      “Ms. Winters,” Dr. Green said.

      I turned back to him, trying to make eye contact. You know, show that I wasn’t afraid or some shit. It was nearly impossible to avoid my eyes lifting to the horns on top of his head. He looked like Hellboy. It was very distracting.

      “Your little stunt is going to take days to clean up, you do realize that?” Dr. Green growled.

      “I didn’t do it on purpose,” I said, exasperation evident in my tone. Hadn’t we been through this already? The people who brought me here drilled me on this. He drilled me on this. We’ve already covered this.

      “You roasted two human men alive,” he said.

      My stomach flipped. “In my defense, they did try to kill me.”

      He shook his head. “You’re lucky you’re under age or they’d toss you in a cell and throw away the key. You can’t do magic in front of humans. And you certainly can’t burn them alive in public.”

      I frowned. “I didn’t even know I had magic.” How many times was I going to have to tell him it was an accident? And it really was self defense. They were trying to kill me. Or worse. Who knows what they would have done to me if I hadn’t defended myself. “So they’re allowed to come at me with a gun and I do nothing?”

      “No. You can and should defend yourself but you have to be smart about it. That’s why you’re here.”

      Here. At some magic school I didn’t ask to attend. I sighed. My choices were clear. Attend this school, or go to magical juvie. Cause apparently, at twenty-one, I was still a minor according to magic law or some bullshit.

      “I still don’t understand why I’m here,” I said.

      He lifted an eyebrow. “You have to learn how to control your magic. Untamed magic is a danger to everyone. Magical and Human.”

      He wrote something down on a piece of paper, then slid it into a manila folder on his desk.

      “Is that my file?” I asked. The idea that he was keeping notes on me made me uncomfortable.

      He held up the folder and I saw my name, Raven Winters, written on the tab. My mouth twisted to the side at the sight of it.

      “We keep a file on all of our students. It stays with you through your term here at the Academy of the Elites. When you graduate, you can take it with you. It’s helpful when applying to jobs within the supernatural community.”

      I scrubbed my face with my hand. This was not how I expected today to go. I was supposed to be on my way to a friend’s house for a party. “What about my life?”

      I’d worked so hard to afford my tiny, run down apartment. Sure, my job was shit, but it was mine. And I was good at it.

      “When you graduate, you can go back to getting humans drunk if you choose.”

      I scowled at him. Way to make my job as a bartender sound even less glamorous than it was. “Can’t I just attend classes at night or something? Don’t you have a community college version?”

      One corner of his lips tugged into a smile. “You’re going to be a handful, aren’t you?”

      “A handful? Look, I’m not a kid. I don’t care what your laws say, I’m an adult and I get to make my own choices.”

      “Sure,” he said. “Make your choice. Prison cell or dorm room.”

      Fuck. We were going around in circles. “I can’t pay tuition.”

      “That’s not a problem. We have generous donors and scholarship funds available for unique cases such as yours,” he said.

      “I’m a unique case?” I asked, lifting a skeptical eyebrow. Considering how everyone I knew was raised to believe that magic wasn’t real, I couldn’t be the only one to randomly create fire and throw their whole life into a tailspin.

      “It’s rare for a mage to be unaware of their powers.” He frowned for a moment, then he returned to the impassive expression he’d maintained for most of our conversation. “You will be behind your classmates, but I imagine you’ll catch up quickly. If you put the work into it.”

      “What if I don’t want to?” I asked.

      “Then you’ll fail.”

      “And let me guess,” I said. “If I fail, it’s magic prison?” To be fair, I was starting to think this place was just as much of a prison as the mysterious threat.

      “Or worse.” He stood, then walked toward the door. “I’ll have someone show you to your new room.”

      “What exactly does that mean?” I asked. “Are you threatening me? Are you allowed to do that? Aren’t you an educator?”

      He shook his head and turned to me. “The Academy of the Elites is the most prestigious graduate program for magic users in the country. It is a privilege to be here. You should be kissing the feet of whoever got you in here.”

      “I didn’t ask to be here,” I said.

      “And yet, here you are. You want my advice, young mage?”

      Not really. I bit down on the inside of my cheek to keep from saying what I really wanted to say.

      “Appreciate your time here. Learn something. Don’t fuck it up.” He turned away from me and walked toward the door.

      I slumped back against the chair feeling both called out and pissed. Who was he to decide what I did with my future? And if this place was so fucking great, why the hell was I here?

      “You ready?” A silky male voice called out.

      I turned and my jaw nearly hit the floor. Apparently, my guide was a fucking Greek god. The ideal specimen of man standing in front of the doorway was six feet of lean muscle. His sandy hair was a perfect mess, partially covering one eye. It was the kind of hairstyle you knew he’d spent ten minutes getting just right in the mirror.

      He smiled at me, showing a row of straight white teeth. His square jaw was dusted with soft gold stubble. He tossed his head, sending his hair away from his eyes and I blinked in stunned silence as I caught his icy gaze. He had eyes like nothing I’d ever seen before. They were a stunning blue. Practically glowing. And they made me clench my thighs together right there in the chair. Talk about bedroom eyes. I was ready to get it on with him just from his stare.

      Dr. Green cleared his throat, causing me to break free of those eyes. I looked down at my feet, trying to regain my composure. Then, I stood. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Aw, kitten, it’s not that bad,” the sexy stranger said.

      I glared at him. “My name isn’t kitten.”

      “I like Kitten.” He shrugged. “My name’s Luka. You want to know where your room is or not?”

      “Some welcoming committee,” I grumbled under my breath. I glanced over at Dr. Green, but he’d already left the office. I didn’t even notice him go. Apparently, I was no longer his issue.

      “Fine. Tell me where I’m supposed to go.”

      He lifted up an envelope. “In here you’ll find all you need to get started. Class schedule, room assignment, key card, PIN number, all of that.”

      “Key card?”

      “We might use magic, but we’re not afraid of technology here. Other than cell phones. No matter what you do, there’s just no service. Anyway, your card is everything. How you enter your room, how you get your meals, and how you get your weekly allowance.”

      “Oh, I’m sure that won’t be a concern for me,” I said. “Nobody’s paying me an allowance.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “What do you mean, nobody?”

      “I’m a scholarship kid. They’re forcing me to go here. Feel free to engage in the poor kid bullying now.”

      His brow furrowed. “The Academy doesn’t really do scholarships.”

      I thought back to the conversation with the dean. He distinctly told me I had a scholarship. Maybe they didn’t make it obvious to others. I wasn’t sure what to say.

      “You might want to keep that to yourself,” Luka said. “This is a very exclusive school. Nearly impossible to get accepted into. People spend their whole lives saving money to send their kids here and there is no shortage of applicants.”

      If it was that exclusive, what the fuck was I doing here? Luka’s expression told me I needed to take this warning seriously so I didn’t ask any questions. “Thanks for the advice. Maybe I mis-heard Dr. Green.”

      “I’m sure you did.” He tipped the envelope and pulled out the contents. He handed me the card. “You’ll need this to get into your room.”

      He looked at the paperwork, then back up at me, his brow furrowed. “I thought for sure you were a mage. Your magic feels like mage magic.”

      “I am,” I said. “At least that’s what they said when they arrested me.”

      “When they arrested you?” Luka cocked a skeptical eyebrow. “Never met a felon before.”

      “Felon’s a strong word. It was self defense,” I said.

      “Curious,” he said.

      My brow furrowed. Who the fuck uses that word? “What’s curious?”

      “You’re in the dungeon. It’s not the usual dorm for mages. Most of them are in the tower.”

      “Dungeon? No, thanks.” Though, come to think of it, a tower didn’t sound much better. Both were used as ways to trap damsels in distress, weren’t they? And though I’d never considered myself a damsel before, I was certainly being held against my will. This was going to be a long stay. “Wait, if mages are in the tower, what is in the dungeon?”

      “Shifters,” he said.

      “Shifters,” I repeated. “Like people who can turn into other things?”

      “Yeah, that’s the way shifters work.” He narrowed his eyes at me. “You’re new to all this, aren’t you?”

      “How can you tell?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “You’re going to have to learn fast or you’re going to be eaten alive.”
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      Her eyes traveled down then back up, checking me out while she sucked on her lower lip. It was probably her nerves but damn, she looked sexy when she was nervous. Her fire red hair was a mess, pulled back in a hasty bun. Makeup was smudged under her eyes. She looked like she just woke up after a long night out. Or a long night in someone’s bed. I could picture those luscious lips closing around my cock. 

      “Stop it,” she said. 

      “Stop what?” I asked.

      “Stop looking at me like I’m a snack,” she said. 

      I grinned. If she only knew exactly how much she looked like a snack to me. 

      She shivered and I looked at her torn clothes. No, not torn, burned. I smirked as my eyes traveled to the exposed flesh below her bra. My cock twitched. She was a mess. A fucking beautiful mess. I wondered how long it would be before I could get her to take off all of those clothes. 

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “You don’t happen to have a new shirt in that envelope, do you?”

      “Your uniform will be waiting for you in your room,” I said. 

      “Uniforms? You’re kidding, right. We’re not kids.”

      “Afraid so,” I said, lifting the breast pocket of my blazer, showing her the embroidered school logo. 

      She rolled her eyes. “Fine. Whatever. At least it’ll be clean.”

      I swept my arm toward the door and she walked through. She looked defeated. Shoulders drooping, steps slow. She really had no idea how big of a deal this school was. My parents started writing seven-figure donation checks the moment they found out my mom was pregnant. 

      We walked out of the administrative offices toward the main hallway. “This is the Academy’s main artery. You find this hallway, you’ll be able to get to wherever.”

      She paused and looked both ways as if committing the hallway to memory. “Which way is the exit?”

      I grinned. “Already planning your escape?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “You going to tell on me?”

      “Not my problem,” I said. “You can do what you like.”

      “You’re the teacher’s pet, aren’t you? One of those yes sir and no sir types.”

      “Kitten, you know nothing about me,” he said. 

      “Why else would you be giving tours to the new kid?” 

      “Maybe I’m working off some debt, just like you,” I said. 

      She looked up at me through her dark lashes and my breath hitched. Damn she was beautiful. Those green eyes, those soft lips. My whole body felt hot. I was usually in full control of myself. Women didn’t do this to me. I’m an incubus. I do this to them. Fuck, she was sexy. 

      “I doubt you have the same kind of debt as me,” she said. “Which means you’re trouble.”

      “I have a feeling you’re a lot more trouble than me.” For once, I wasn’t being playful. With any other woman, this would be flirting. With her, I meant it. There was something about her, a force that I couldn’t lock down. I had to get away from her before I fucked her in the middle of the hallway. 

      “Come on.” I started walking down the hall before she could say anything else. 

      We walked past the commons. Even at this late hour, it was full of students. We had an unusual schedule here. Classes during the day and at night. Options for the variety of creatures that dwelled within our walls. Mostly, the room was full of those of us who thrived in the dark. Like me. 

      A table of vampires bared their teeth as we walked by, showing their fangs to the new girl. Stupid, cocky assholes. 

      Raven squeaked. 

      “Ignore them. The bagged blood makes them all a little nuts.” The vamps around here think they’re hot stuff ever since that whole Twilight phase. Just because they were trendy, didn’t mean it made them interesting. Sure, they were strong, difficult to kill, and basically had eternal life, but they lived off of blood. I got my energy from sex. Between them and me, I was the cooler one by far. 

      “Bagged blood?” she asked. 

      “We can’t exactly have them drinking from other students. Though some still do. Apparently, there are those who get off on that,” I said. 

      Raven stopped walking, her gaze fixed on a long table in the back of the commons. Two dark haired mages sat on the top of the table, throwing a ball of fire back and forth between them. Show offs. 

      “Are they mages too?” she asked. 

      “Yeah, the twins. Fire elementals.” My brow furrowed. “Is that what you are?”

      “Maybe,” she said. “I did roast a couple of dudes alive.”

      “Huh. Remind me not to piss you off.” 

      “You think they could teach me that?” she asked. 

      “Probably,” I said, then I glanced down at the envelope I was still holding and pulled out her schedule. “You’ve got beginning magical theory in a few hours. You’ll get there.”

      She turned and snatched the schedule out of my hand. Her fingers brushed against mine and a wave of want rolled through me. Why the hell was I craving her so much? It hadn’t been that long since I fed. I’d squeezed in a quickie after gym earlier today. It must not have been enough. 

      “Magical Theory, Spellcasting, Training Your Familiar, Diplomacy, and Gym.” She looked up at me, her eyebrows high. “Gym? I’m twenty-fucking-one years old.”

      “Everyone takes gym,” I said. 

      “I thought that was the perk of being an adult. No more gym class,” she said.

      “How else will they keep us humble?” I asked. “You get used to it.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed that the mage twins were looking over here. They were no longer juggling their fireball. If we waited any longer, they might walk over here. “Come on.” I guided Raven back to the hallway. “You’ve got class in a few hours.”

      “Nine a.m.? Like tomorrow?” she asked, holding up the schedule in her hands. 

      “Yes,” I said. “And the instructors don’t like it when you’re late.”

      We turned down a hall lined with doors. “Most of your classes will be in this hallway. They keep the beginner classes together.”

      “So how long have you been stuck here?” she asked. 

      “I’m a semester in. Probably going to give myself the full four semesters before I get stuck in the real world, you know? Prolong it a bit,” he said. 

      “There are options?” she asked. “Like I could get out of here sooner?”

      I shrugged. “Sure. You have to pass the trial and they consider you done. Usually students wait till at least their third semester before they take it.”

      “What if I just took it now? Can you pass on luck?” she asked. 

      “I don’t recommend that,” I said. “People die in the trial. It’s not Star Trek. You don’t just keep taking it until you pass.”

      She wrinkled her nose and I wasn’t sure if it was because she got my obscure Star Trek reference or because I mentioned  Star Trek at all. Either way, her judgy look was adorable. Once again, I felt the call of my cock. I wanted to be inside her so bad it was making me light headed. I needed to get her to her room and find a quick hook up. There was always someone up for some late night action. Maybe one of the sirens. They were usually a good fuck. 

      I picked up the pace through the classroom corridor. “Come on.”

      I could sense her behind me. Her body heat thrummed through me like a ball of energy waiting for release. She was sexual distraction personified. I glanced over my shoulder. “You sure you’re a mage. You’re not something else? Siren or succubus or something else from the deep?”

      “Not that it matters, but all I know is what Dr. Hellboy told me. He says I’m a mage. So I guess I’m a mage.”

      “Huh.” I wondered if the headmaster was off on his prediction. She was going to be fun to watch in the coming weeks as she started to figure out her magic.
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      “What are you? Can I ask that. I mean, are you a mage?”

      He tossed his head back to look at me, his hair flipping with the movement. His smoldering gaze caught me like a cold wind, nearly knocking the breath from my lungs. Nobody had any business being this hot. And I had even less business being so fucking attracted to him. It was like suddenly, I was thinking with my hormones. I was twenty-one. I was supposed to be past this part of my life. Instead, I was getting physically warmer from looking at the beautiful man leading me down the hallway.

      “I’m not sure you’re ready for that answer yet, kitten,” he said, winking.

      I frowned, doing my best to pretend that I wasn’t turning into a puddle of goo from his smile. I needed to get to my room. And fast. Maybe it was all the excitement. Or the magic. It had to be. I’d never used magic before. Of course there would be repercussions. What if using magic turned you into a horny teenager? I would have to be careful in this place. Sex made things complicated. While it was very enjoyable, it was not usually worth the strings that came attached. Even when guys told you they wanted a causal thing, they usually lied. What they really wanted was a girl to pine over them so they could shoot her down and lift their ego up. They hated it when you didn’t pine.

      We reached the end of the classroom hallway. I wished I could see inside the doors but unlike the high school I’d attended, none of the classrooms had windows facing the hallway. I guess they didn’t like it when kids stopped in the hall to make faces at the people in the room. Though I supposed that might not be a problem here. People didn’t still act that way in college, did they?

      “This is the most direct route to the dungeons.” Luka stopped in front of what looked like an emergency exit door. He pushed it open and took a few steps down a darkened stairwell.

      There only light was the light pouring in from the hallway into the darkness below. It was like a crime scene waiting to happen. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll hold your hand if you want.”

      Annoyed, I pushed past him, and took the steps as fast as I could. If this was the way to my dorm room, which hopefully had a working lock, I needed to suck it up.

      As I brushed past Luka, I was hit with the overwhelming scent of leather and smoke with a hint of something else that I couldn’t identify. Whatever it was, it was masculine as hell. Pure fuel for my sex drive. My belly clenched and I tried to ignore the growing dampness between my legs. What the hell was wrong with me?

      Taking deep breaths in through my mouth, I tried to focus on the scent of the stairs. Damp, dusty, cold air filled my lungs. The cement under my feet felt slick, like someone poured water on the steps. I dragged my fingers along the wall and they were gritty and a little slimy. Like something was growing on them. Disgusted, I pulled my hand away and wiped it on my ruined pants. I wondered if I would have to sleep in the provided uniform or if there was even a shower available.

      I opened my mouth to ask Luka about shower arrangements just as another wave of his scent rolled over me. I breathed it in as if it were fresh cinnamon rolls baking in the oven. My mind instantly flooded with an image of the two of us in the shower naked. Water beading up on our skin as his mouth and tongue explored my nipples. Shit. Shit. Shit. What the hell was wrong with me?

      Thinking about a shower around Luka was a bad idea. In fact, thinking about Luka was a bad idea. Starting something with a stranger on my first night in my new prison school was a bad idea.

      Finally, we reached the bottom of the stairs, emerging into a hallway of closed doors. The doors looked at home in a dorm titled the dungeon. They looked like they were made of metal and they were windowless, just like the classroom doors. Voices drifted from somewhere ahead. I craned my neck to see if I could find the source.

      “Common room,” Luka said as if he could read my mind.

      He pushed past me and I held my breath, not making the mistake of breathing in the smell of pure sex his pheromones created. “Come on.”

      I followed him down the hall. Flickering torches - honest to fucking god torches - lined the walls. One between each of the metal doors. Two, four, six, eight, ten. Ten rooms before we reached the common area.

      Several red velvet couches were arranged in a square around a low table. A group of six students in matching uniforms were laughing and talking, cards in their hands. I recognized the set up on the table. Good to know they played Texas Holdem in magic school. That was one of my few skills. Granted, I was better with a drink or two in my system but I could beat the pants off of most people I’d played against. Literally. We’re talking strip poker champion.

      The laughter died down and six pairs of gold eyes turned to face me. I froze, my moment of confidence stripped away in a single second.

      One student stood and set his cards down on the table in almost slow motion. His body moved with a rippling power I’d never seen before. Making every movement intentional as his large form prowled gracefully toward me.

      In the flickering torchlight, it was hard to make out details other than his sheer size. The man was a beast. A dark-haired, dark bearded beast. His tan skin took on a gold tone in the light. If there was an opposite for Luka’s lean, fair beauty, this man was it.

      He moved toward me, his gold eyes flickering along with the firelight. He smiled, his teeth catching the light, drawing me to his full lips, his hard jaw, his fangs. Shit. Dude had fangs.

      My throat bobbed and my jaw tightened. They warned me about the other kinds of creatures in this world but seeing one up close was different than hearing they existed. I looked back up at his eyes and took in the rest of him as he came to a stop in front of me. His long dark hair hung loose around his face, settling in just below his shoulders.

      Even through the uniform, I could tell he was cut. He wasn’t large because he chugged too much beer. He was this size because he probably spent most of his down time lifting weights.

      “Who’d you bring me, Luka?” His voice came out in a growl that made my toes curl.

      Fuck.

      I’d never heard such a sexy tone in my life. This man was bad news. I didn’t even know his name yet, and I already knew that. Between Luka’s scent making me want to rip his clothes off and this man’s baritone, I was a useless, damp puddle. My whole not fucking a guy when I just met him thing was getting very tested tonight. Was every dude in this place like this? Honestly, with the way these guys made me feel, I was surprised I hadn’t walked into an orgy down here.

      “New student. Room Twelve,” Luka said.

      Sexy man leaned in to me until we were nearly touching. Tingles shot through my body just from his proximity. I held my breath.

      And then he sniffed me.

      He pushed his nose up against my neck and sniffed.

      I should have been startled, I should have slapped him, I should have done anything except go weak in the knees. But that was what I did. Right there as he pressed his nose against me, I nearly fell over.

      He caught me, a massive hand on my lower back while the other rested on my stomach. I had to force myself to keep from panting at the sensation of his touch. It was electric, sending a rush of pleasure through me that wasn’t normal. I mean, normally a guy had to hit just the right place to make me feel that good. I bit down on the inside of my cheek to help contain myself. How would it look if I moaned in front of all these strangers?

      Then again, he had growled at me. Maybe that was how we were supposed to communicate here.

      “You don’t smell like a shifter,” he said the words softer, almost in a whisper.

      “That’s because I’m not.” Finally, feeling like I’d regained control, I pushed his hands off of me. “They say I’m a mage.”

      He cocked an eyebrow. “Mages live in the tower. Shifters live in the dungeon.”

      “So I’ve been told,” I said.

      “Makayla,” the brute said. “Show her to her room.”

      “I’m supposed to take her,” Luka said.

      The shifter in front of me let out a low growl, baring his teeth. His gold eyes flashed. “This isn’t your domain, fallen one.”

      “Hey, no need for that,” I said. “Luka has been helping me.”

      “I’m sure he has. That’s what they do. They help you, then they get in your pants and steal your soul.”

      “That sounds a little dramatic, don’t you think?” I said.

      “He’s an incubus. It’s what he does,” the shifter said.

      I turned and glanced at my guide. “Is that true? You’re an incubus? Isn’t that like a sex demon?”

      Luka’s casual exterior seemed to harden in front of my eyes. His whole body tensed, and his blue eyes stormed over.

      I took a step back, suddenly terrified by the man I’d been ready to pounce on a few minutes ago.

      “You don’t know anything about me, Ben.” Luka shoved the papers he was holding into the shifter’s chest. “She’s your problem now.”

      Ben grabbed the papers while glaring at Luka. The incubus turned and headed down the dark hall.

      “Luka, wait.” I felt terrible for how I’d reacted to discovering what he was. Weren’t we all monsters when it came to the tales humans were told? How was I any different than him? He’d been nothing but nice to me.

      The incubus faded into the dark and I was left alone with the shifters.
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      “Come on, love. I’ll show you to your room,” Makayla said.

      “No,” I put my hand out, stopping my most trusted pack member. Makayla was a powerful wolf shifter, my right hand in this pack we’d created, but something wouldn’t let me pass off this newcomer. “I’ll take her.”

      I glanced back to the table where the others were sitting, tense and ready to attack if I asked them to. We’d formed a pack quickly, the six of us being the only wolf shifters on campus. I’d taken the alpha role seamlessly, something I hadn’t expected but welcomed. “I’m out. Play without me.”

      Makayla hesitated, and I nodded to her, assuring her that everything was fine. She turned back to the table. “Who’s ready to give me all their money?”

      The sound of the others getting back to the game calmed me. It made me feel like I had a small amount of privacy with the newcomer. I wasn’t sure why I wanted her to myself or why I wanted us to be away from the rest of the pack, but I couldn’t shake it.

      “Can I have my stuff?” She pointed to the envelope I was still clutching to my chest. I looked down at it and read her name. Raven. It was an unusual name, though there were weirder names here.

      “Come on, Raven, I’ll show you where your room is.”

      “I’m sure I can find it myself,” she said.

      “I told you I’d show you.” I wasn’t used to having people ignore my commands.

      She reached for the envelope and I tugged it away. As she moved closer to me, I could smell the scent of her arousal. It made my cock twitch. She was either really into the incubus or she was feeling something for me. The thought of her with that pretty boy made me bare my teeth on reflex.

      She took a step back. “No need for the tough guy act. I just need my schedule and shit.”

      I handed the envelope to her. “Fine. Come on.”

      This time, she followed me without argument. I sort of wished she’d push back. It had been a long time since anyone stood up to me and to be honest, it was hot.

      We cut through the common room, heads turning to watch us as we walked by. I ignored the others and led her to the hallway on the other side. Six rooms lined this hall and the only vacant room was number twelve. Right next door to mine.

      I leaned against the wall by the metal door labeled with a twelve. “Here it is, home sweet home.”

      “Maybe for you,” she grumbled.

      My brow furrowed. It wasn’t the usual reaction to gaining your dorm room here. Most new students, even the most stoic, had at least a smile. “Homesick?”

      “More than you could ever know,” she said as she held up her key. “Do I just slide this in here?”

      Our hands brushed as I pointed to the slot for the keycard. Chills ran up my arm and my breath caught. She was like a walking wet dream. There was no way I should be feeling like this about a woman I just met. There had to be some explanation. “What are you? You can’t be a normal mage.”

      “They told me I’m a mage, so I suppose that’s what I am,” she said.

      “What do you mean they told you?” There was something so unusual about her. She was different in so many ways.

      She pressed her lips together and stood in silence for a moment as if trying to decide if she should say anything. I waited patiently, feeling an irresistible urge to know all I could about her.

      “Why do you care?” She asked.

      “I’m curious, what can I say. Besides, I’m in charge down here so it’s good for me to know what to expect,” I said.

      She slid her key card into the door and the light flashed green. She turned the handle and pushed open the door. “Not tonight.”

      Then, she slipped inside and closed the door behind her. Heat welled up in the pit of my stomach. It was rare for someone to ignore my orders. It was even more rare for a woman to close the door on my face. In fact, I couldn’t think of a single time that had ever happened. My reputation as a player was well deserved and none of the ladies I’d been with had ever complained. Now, there was some mage ignoring me and shutting the door on me?

      If not for the throbbing of my cock, I might not have worried about it. But I wanted her. And not just me. My wolf wanted her. He wanted to taste her, to claim her. He wanted to mate her.

      I held my breath, feeling hot sweat roll down my forehead. Where had those thoughts come from? My wolf had never had an interest in specific women. He just wanted to fuck as many as he could. Now, suddenly, there was this woman who he had to fuck.

      I ran my hand through my hair, still staring at the closed door in front of me. It took every ounce of my willpower not to break the door down and take her right there in her room.

      But I’d never begged for sex. And I’d never force myself on a woman.

      Letting out a slow breath, I turned from the door and forced the feral part of me to comply. With a whimper, my wolf obeyed.

      When I arrived back in the common room, I looked at the other women playing cards. Any of them would happily join me in my room. Normally, that was enough to satisfy both me and my inner wolf. Tonight, none of them would do. I only wanted Raven.
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      I leaned against the door, my wobbly legs almost giving out from under me. If I’d hesitated even a second longer, Ben would be in my room right now with his clothes on the floor and my thighs wrapped around him.

      Why I was suddenly thinking about sex around the clock, I had no idea. It had to stop by the time I went to class tomorrow or it was going to be a very difficult day.

      Peeling myself off the door, I felt for a light switch and flicked it on. A florescent light hummed to life above me and I squinted against the brightness of it. I made a note to invest in a lamp if that so-called allowance was actually worth anything.

      Finally, adjusted to the light, I looked around my new living quarters. It was much nicer than I expected. A large four-poster bed with a fluffy white comforter and a dozen pillows took up one corner of the room. Along the back wall was a good-sized desk already lined with office supplies and a sleek black laptop. Nice. I wondered what kind of homework I’d end up doing on that little machine. Did magic schools make you write papers?

      On the floor next to the desk was a navy blue backpack with the school’s crest and my name embroidered under it. How the hell did they have time to get that ready for me? I wondered if there was a way to magically apply stitching to bags. That would come in handy for repairing ruined clothing.

      Glancing to the other side, I saw a closed door. My brow furrowed as I walked toward it. I half expected it to be a door connecting to the adjoining room. Hoping it was locked, I turned the handle and stepped inside a massive bathroom. I switched on the lights and gasped. It was magazine gorgeous.

      We’re talking spa like.

      Who puts a bathroom like this in a dorm room? Not that I was complaining, but it seemed excessive. A giant jetted tub, oversized shower, vanity with a stool and a separate sink filled the spacious room. To the right of the sink was another door.

      Quickly, I walked toward it and opened it to find a walk-in closet that was nearly as large as my entire apartment. In fact, I was sure the bathroom and closet combo was larger than my apartment.

      I turned on the light and discovered that the racks were already lined with clothes. Most of them were school uniforms. Variations of white-collared shirts: short-sleeved, long-sleeved, and sleeveless. Black skirts, shorts, and pants. Several black blazers and sweaters hung next to the pants. Some of them had the school crest embroidered on them and others were plain.

      The other side of the closet had jeans, a variety of tee shirts, and a few black dresses. Next to those were several coats. A lightweight jacket, one made of leather that would cost more than I made in a year, a black peacoat, and a puffy black coat I was guessing would survive a winter in Alaska. It was literally more clothing in this one place than I had owned in the last decade. This had to cost a fortune.

      I turned again and found several red ties hanging on hooks next to a shelf full of shoes.

      Eighteen pairs of shoes.

      Who the hell needed so many shoes?

      I knew lots of girls liked shoes, but I’d never thought of myself as one of those kinds of girls. But seeing the boots, heels, trainers, and flats lined up like this made me squeal.

      Black matte, black shiny, soft black leather, fuzzy black something. All the shoes looked like they were designed to go with the largely black wardrobe I’d acquired.

      There was no way I could afford any of this.

      I set down the knee-high patent leather boot in my hand and took a step back from the gorgeous clothing. Was this really for me? Or was this some kind of trick to get me to screw up? Would they send me a bill if I touched any of it?

      Feeling nervous, I wiped my damp palms on my tattered pants. This morning I’d been towed away in chains for accidentally incinerating two assholes who tried to kill me - or maybe do other things with me and then kill me. Either way, they deserved what they got, but that didn’t make me feel okay about what I did. Maybe I should be in that magical prison Dr. Green warned me about. Because I certainly didn’t feel like I belonged in here. This was so far above my station it wasn’t even funny.

      I felt uncomfortable. And like they were going to realize what a mistake they’d made and drag me out of this place any minute.

      I ran a hand through my hair and spun in a slow circle, taking in the massive closet. Funny, how something as simple as clothing could make me feel so insignificant.

      I’d worn the same pair of jeans to work every day until they tore in the crotch, forcing me to get a new pair.

      I slept naked because who had time or money to waste on washing clothes just for sleeping?

      Brow furrowed, I approached the last part of the closet I hadn’t investigated. Four drawers next to the rows of shoes.

      Holding my breath, I pulled open the first drawer. I let out a relieved sigh. It was full of underwear and bras. That wasn’t so bad. And it was kind of a necessity.

      I picked up one of the black bras. Of course it was black. It was my exact size. How the hell did they guess on my bra size?

      A chill ran down my spine. How did they know anything about me? It was so weird. But it made me think I was probably supposed to be here. This wasn’t a mistake. They wanted me here.

      It still didn’t make sense, but I supposed it was better than the alternatives. Magic prison sounded scary as hell and to be fair, my shitty apartment and barely scraping by every month wasn’t much better.

      I opened the second drawer and found workout shorts and tee shirts folded in neat piles. Grumbling, I closed the drawer quickly, remembering that I had gym on my schedule.

      The next drawer was full of pajamas. Matching shorts and tee shirts dotted with moons and stars. They were all unbelievably soft. I grabbed a set out and tossed them on the floor behind me.

      The final drawer was full of neatly folded socks. For some reason, that made me smile. Clean, matched socks with zero holes. When was the last time I’d seen that?

      Going back to the first drawer, I grabbed a pair of the black underwear. It was time to test out the shower before collapsing into my princess-like bed. Tomorrow, if I was lucky, I could spend my whole evening in the bathtub.

      My mind flashed to Ben and Luka. That bathtub was large enough for company and I was pretty sure either of them would accept an invitation.

      I shook my head, trying to send the thought away. The last thing I needed while I was here was the complication of a relationship.

      Letting the hot water wash away the blood and soot, I took a few calming breaths. Maybe this could be a fresh start. Maybe things would go well for me here. I could learn how to control whatever this power was and meet other people who were like me. Maybe I could find a job that wasn’t as awful as the one I had where drunk men pawed at me while I delivered their drinks.

      Feeling hopeful for the first time in years, I drifted into a peaceful sleep.
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      Suddenly, I was in a dark space I didn’t recognize, and my chest tightened as panic took hold. This wasn’t right. The floor was damp stone and I could barely see the walls in the dim light.

      Glancing around I looked for the source of the light. I couldn’t see any torches or lamps. It was just there. My brow furrowed, trying to make sense of this place.

      Carefully, I walked forward, my bare feet stinging against the sharp stone floor. The walls on either side of me were made of the same stone as the floor but ahead I saw bars.

      My heart raced and my breathing quickened. I was in a cell. Locked up somewhere. Had the school lied to me? Had they sent me to the magic prison after all or had the school been a dream? It had seemed too good to be true.

      “Calm down, kitten,” a smooth sexy voice sounded from behind me.

      I turned to see Luka, standing in the middle of the cell. “Where did you come from? How did you get in here?”

      He smirked. “This is my domain. I can come and go as I please.”

      “Am I in hell?” I asked, remembering that Luka was a demon.

      His smile faded. “Is that what you think of me?”

      “No,” I said. “I just don’t understand what’s going on here.”

      He moved closer to me, his lithe body moving with the grace of a cat.

      That was when I realized he was naked.

      Completely, totally, blissfully - oh my god he was gorgeous - naked.

      Goosebumps fluttered over my skin and my breath caught. I wasn’t scared anymore. Just wet. So wet. WTF? This had to be a dream.

      “Okay, dream Luka, I don’t know why my subconscious has sent you to me naked, but I’d like it to stop now.”

      “Do you, though?” He asked as he seemed to undress me with his eyes.

      I gasped. I was naked now too. He’d literally undressed me with his eyes. Or had I just willed it as if I was in a dream? Embarrassed, I covered my chest and my lower bits as best I could. “Time to wake up. Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.”

      “Why wake up when you can enjoy yourself?” He moved closer. “After all, it’s just a dream.”

      “But it’s not. It feels so real,” I said.

      “Hey, I just visited your dream to check on you, make sure you were alright after leaving you with that brute. You’re the one who made us both naked. That wasn’t me.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I didn’t have that in me. Sure, I enjoyed sex as much as anyone, but I usually waited till I knew the guy for a few days at least. Even when I had a one-night stand, it wasn’t a total stranger. I’d at least seen the guy around the bar a few times. I always wished I was brave enough to go for it with a guy I just met, but I wasn’t.

      Then, the rest of his words sank in. “Wait, you came here, into my dream on purpose?”

      He shrugged. “Incubus. I can travel through and control dreams. But I promise you, I’m not calling the shots here. I just showed up. You created this room,” he gestured around, “this prison cell.”

      I looked around the room again. The bars with the black void beyond, the cold, damp floors and walls. This wasn’t a dream. This was a fucking nightmare.

      “What if I fix this a little?”

      Suddenly, the room blurred, as if I was driving past it at a hundred miles an hour. Dizzy, I closed my eyes for a second, then opened them up to see a new room.

      We were in a massive temple. Tall white marble columns climbed skyward all around me. Above, the temple was open to a night sky of inky black full of diamond specks of stars. A full moon provided an otherworldly glow inside the minimal space.

      The ground was white marble stones. Tiny plants grew in the cracks, green leaves and miniature purple flowers peeking through.

      Nearby, was a pile of cushions and blankets set up as perfect space to lounge. It was pretty clear what that was for.

      Though I was sure dream Luka was trying to get into dream me’s pants, I felt the tension in my shoulders melt away. There was so much peace and simple beauty here. It was more beautiful than any dream I could conjure.

      I took a few steps toward the center of the temple and felt fabric rustle against my legs. Looking down, I was surprised to see that I was clothed in a Roman style dress. Long white fabric draped down my body, cinched in with a gold belt. It was airy and comfortable and surprisingly elegant. A slight breeze rustled the fabric, bringing with it the scent of the sea. There was no way this was a dream. It felt so real. “How did you do this?”

      “I told you, dreams are my domain.” Luka walked over to me, wearing a shorter version of the dress I wore, an honest to god toga. I smirked. Even in a toga he looked sexy as hell. Though, part of me was disappointed that he wasn’t naked anymore.

      I clenched my thighs together at the thought. Why did he drive me so crazy?

      “Better?” He asked. “I mean, it’s no damp prison cell.”

      “It’s gorgeous,” I said, meaning it. “What is it? Is this a real place?”

      “No, but it’s based on some of the ancient architecture I studied as a kid. I grew up in Rome and it reminds me of home. Though, a much more romanticized and not at all historically accurate version.”

      “It’s very peaceful,” I said.

      “I’ve never brought anyone here,” he said.

      “Really?” I asked. “Cause this is like the stuff of every girl’s fantasy.”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Most of the girls I’ve met would rather have a penthouse and Ferrari.”

      “Well, I like things simple,” I said. “A penthouse sounds like too much work, too much responsibility.”

      He moved closer to me. “Who are you, really?”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “I told, you. Raven, reluctant mage.”

      He shook his head, stopping an inch from me. “The Academy doesn’t let in just anybody. You’re someone, you’re just not telling me.”

      “If I’m someone, it would be news to me.” I could feel his body heat and my own temperature seemed to rise just from being this close to him.

      He brushed his fingers over my upper arm, sending shivers down my spine.

      I leaned closer to him, my breathing shallow in response to his touch. “This doesn’t feel like a dream.”

      “I assure you, it is.” He leaned down, his lips pausing above mine as if giving me a chance to stop him.

      I didn’t want to stop him. My body called out to his, screaming internally for release. I lifted my chin and our lips met.

      He wrapped his arms around me, pulling me to him. Our bodies pressed together as his mouth and mine moved in rhythm. Hungrily, I devoured him, unable to get enough of his kiss.

      He slid his tongue past my lips, and I met it, massaging it with my own. Tightening his grip on me, his kiss grew more urgent. I moaned into his mouth, feeling the want of that kiss.

      My hips pressed against him and I felt his erection against my stomach. He wanted me just as badly as I wanted him.

      A warm hand cupped my cheek, then moved to my neck before resting on my shoulder. His fingers worked their way under the thin fabric that held up my toga.

      I kissed him harder, my lips swollen, my heart racing. I didn’t want him to stop.

      Emboldened by my tempo, Luka slid the fabric of my tunic down my shoulder. Then, he moved to the other side, repeating the motion.

      The fabric slid down my chest, practically melting away from skin until it pooled at my waist, held up by the gold belt.

      He broke away from the kiss and took a step back from me, staring at me with his gorgeous eyes. I was naked in front of him. Well, half naked and all he did was look at me. His gaze didn’t break from my face and despite the fact that my tits were on full display, he didn’t look down.

      There was something in that stare that reached down to my very core. It wasn’t just lust, there was something else there. Some connection that I couldn’t explain.

      But then again, this was a dream. Maybe I was searching for a reason to justify how wet I was or how badly I wanted to feel this stranger’s cock inside me.

      Heat rushed through me in a rolling sensation that was familiar but difficult to pinpoint. Where had I felt that before? Then, I realized I felt something similar when I’d used my magic. Terrified I was about to burst into flame, I pushed the sensation away, and with it, the moment of connection.

      This wasn’t love. This wasn’t personal. This was lust. Pure and simple. It was a dream and I deserved to do what I wanted, right?

      A few hours ago, everything in my life had been ripped away from me and I was confused and scared and really fucking stressed out. I needed to get my mind off of everything. I needed release.

      I needed to fuck this handsome man in front of me until I couldn’t remember my own name. Because at least I still had myself and I might as well enjoy the ride.
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      All I could think about was getting Raven out of her dress and on top of me. Her scent alone was enough to make me hard and her kiss was like a force of nature, ready to consume me. Sex was a currency for me, a way of life. It was how I gained power and how I sustained myself. I lived for sex and I was good at it. The only thing all my partners had in common was that they were mine to claim; they bent to my will and gave me what I needed. I prided myself on being fair. My partners got off too. But it wasn’t about them. It was about me.

      With Raven, all I could think of was pleasing her. I wanted to yield to her, to let her win. To let her have all of me. This wasn’t just sex. This was something else.

      And it fucking terrified me.

      I slid my fingers under the straps of her dress, ready for anything to distract me from the way I was feeling. I needed to get caught up in the moment itself, focus on the sex. My hands slid down her throat to her shoulders, the soft skin sending a rush of goosebumps down my arms. Trying to ignore the pounding of my heart, I pushed her strap down, then the other.

      The only way to turn the tables on her was to take control the only way I knew how. I had to fuck her. It wasn’t personal that way. It was my nature.

      Breaking away from the kiss, I meant to grab her and carry her to the pile of pillows or bend her over. Either would suit me. But her eyes…

      I locked in on her gaze, her green eyes staring at me with something different from the usual desire I saw in a woman’s eyes. She wasn’t hazy or unfocused. She wasn’t thinking with her libido. She was seeing me. Really seeing me.

      Women didn’t see me like this. They saw a way to get off as I did with them. But this was Raven. I hardly knew her but when I stared at her, it was as if we’d simply been apart a while.

      Suddenly, it was like I knew exactly what she needed from me. Raven didn’t need me to coddle her. She didn’t need me to sweep her off her feet in a romantic gesture. She was hurting, and she needed distraction.

      I wasn’t sure how I knew that or why, but I could sense it. And I was ready to deliver.

      Raven broke eye contact first, and I made my move. With a wicked grin, I swept in, lifting her over my shoulder. She squealed, then laughed. Her bare tits pressed against my back and I growled at the sensation of her soft flesh against me.

      I threw her down on the pile of pillows and she landed on her back, her red hair framing her face like a halo. She told me she was a mage but right now, she was sending a pulse my way that vibrated through me like a beacon. It wasn’t normal for a mage. It was the way it felt when I connected with another creature of the underworld. When two demons fucked, it was euphoric, but also dangerous. The pleasure could be too much and it could ignite magic in unexpected ways.

      For a moment, I considered stopping. But the pull to her was too strong. Quickly, I imagined the clothing gone from both of us, altering the dream to my will.

      Raven gasped as the air made contact with her bare flesh. Then she smirked. A delicious, inviting, mischievous smirk that had my balls aching for release.

      I kneeled down and spread her legs apart roughly, making room for myself. I could smell her arousal and her pussy glinted with wetness. The pulse between us intensified, linking us. Whatever she was, she wasn’t a normal mage. It didn’t matter, though. Risk or not, she would be worth it.

      Settling between her thighs, I heard her hold her breath, and I plowed in without giving her time to adjust.

      She cried out, a sound that was pain mixed with pleasure. It was a sound I knew well, and I lived for it.

      “Oh my god,” she breathed.

      Leaning down, I silenced her with a kiss. Raven wrapped her arms around me, her nails digging into my back as I thrusted inside her. Her hips lifted and fell in rhythm, matching my movements, our bodies coming together as both of us began to pant.

      Her tits pressed against my chest, sending shivers down my spine. I kissed her again, then bit down on her lower lip almost hard enough to draw blood. She moaned, then arched her back, lifting her hips just right. My cock tightened, nearly ready for release.

      Startled at how quickly she’d brought me to this point, I pulled out. For the first time in my life, I wondered what it would be like to be with Raven alone. I moved away from her, taking deep breaths. People like me didn’t settle down with one woman. People like me lived in the shadows. We didn’t get happily ever afters.

      “Don’t stop,” she begged.

      Her words were breathy, and her gaze hooded. She was nearly panting. This time, there was no pulse. No soul piercing stare. Just lust.

      Growling, I grabbed her and threw her over so she was on her stomach. Pulling her hips to me, I entered her from behind. My fingers dug into her ass, keeping her in place as I thrust hard. Each thrust was like a test. How long could I go until I lost control?

      She moaned, her skin hot under my touch. I leaned in until my lips touched her neck, kissing her while she squirmed under me. Her moans grew to cries and just when I thought I couldn’t hold out anymore, she let out a scream of pleasure.

      I gave in as her body pulsed under me, taking me deeper inside her as I released.

      Raven rested her head on my arm as we collapsed in the pile of pillows. The salty scent of the sea hung in the air, a taste of memories long gone. I brushed the sweat-slicked hair away from her forehead and kissed her gently. She was perfect. Everything about her made me never want to leave this moment. I wanted to hold her and breathe her in. I wanted to protect her. I wanted to be with only her.

      The thought was alarming, but it was worse to think of a life without her in it. Nothing made sense. But then again, this was all a dream.
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      Thud.Thud.Thud.

      I groaned as I rolled over in the bed. “Go away! I’ll pay you tomorrow.”

      “Raven, get up or you’ll be late to class,” a woman’s voice called.

      I opened my eyes and sat up so fast it made my head spin. Everything rushed in at once. I was at the Academy of the Elites. I was trying to avoid magic prison. Though right now, I was wondering if they got to sleep more in magic prison.

      I had a very sexy dream last night.

      My skin tingled at the memory of Luka’s hands on my skin. I touched my lips, recalling the pressure of his kiss. They felt swollen. Had it been a dream? It all seemed so real.

      “Get your ass up, princess. The alpha will have my skin if you’re late to class.”

      Brow furrowed, I tossed aside the blankets and shuffled to the door. When I opened it, I was face to face with the woman who tried to help me last night. She was built like a gymnast. Small but fierce. Her dark hair was cut in a pixie cut and bright gold eyes stared back at me. She was deceivingly adorable. I knew girls like her and you only underestimated them once. “Makenzie? What are you doing here?”

      “It’s Makayla,” she said. “And I told you, Ben is going to be pissed if you’re late.”

      “Why is it your job? And why does Ben care if I’m late?” I asked as I walked back into the room.

      “Hell if I know. He just said I had to make sure you were on time.” She glanced at her watch. “And there’s only thirty minutes left of breakfast so you better change fast.”

      I noticed that Makayla was already in a school uniform. She wore a short-sleeved white button-up shirt with a red tie loosely tied around her neck. Black shorts and black combat boots completed her chosen outfit.

      Makayla put her hands on her hips. “Do you need help getting dressed or what?”

      I glared at her. “What time is it, anyway?”

      “Seven thirty.”

      “I don’t even have class till nine, why are you here?” I glanced back to my bed longingly. It was so soft and warm, and the mountain of pillows had been like sleeping in a cloud.

      “I already told you, breakfast ends at eight. Let’s go, princess.”

      “Quit calling me that,” I said. “You know, if you let me skip breakfast, I’d be able to sleep for another hour.”

      “No way, you gotta eat. You need your strength,” she said.

      My eyebrows lifted. “Your words or Ben’s?”

      “Just hurry, okay.”

      Last night I had decided to make the best of this, but mornings were not my thing. Realizing it would be easier to just go with her, I let out a heavy sigh as I padded toward the bathroom.

      After a quick use of the facilities, face wash, and teeth brushing, I headed to the giant closet. Part of me expected it to be gone as if I’d dreamed the whole thing. But it was still there, packed to the brim with clothes I could never afford.

      Quickly, I tugged on a pair of black shorts and a sleeveless, white button-down shirt. I grabbed a tie and threw it over my neck untied. Finally, I grabbed a sweater and headed back to where Makayla was waiting for me.

      She cocked an eyebrow. “That’s how you’re going to the first day of class?”

      I looked down at my outfit, then back up at her. “What’s wrong with it?”

      She sighed then took a few steps closer to me, shaking her head. “Now I see why Ben sent me. You’re useless.”

      “Hey,” I said. “I’ve been dressing myself for nearly two decades, okay?”

      She grabbed the tie around my neck, and I stepped back. She tugged on it, pulling me closer. “Hold still so I can tie this for you.”

      I had no idea how to tie a tie. It wasn’t exactly a skill a chronically single girl working in a bar needed to learn. I’d untied my fair share from men’s necks, but I’d never bothered to pay attention to the knots.

      Makayla tightened it. “There.” She took a step back. “You going to do anything about that hair?”

      I frowned. I hadn’t bothered with my hair - it definitely had that just-woke-up look. “Why do you care what I look like?”

      “Because it’s important to make a good impression. You must look like you belong here or the other students are going to single you out as the weakest link.”

      “So what?” I wasn’t any stranger to bullying. I was the weird kid who lived with her alcoholic aunt growing up. When I said I’d been dressing myself for nearly two decades, I wasn’t exaggerating. I’d also been cooking my own meals, doing my own laundry, and cleaning up after my aunt when she went on a bender. It wasn’t a pretty way to live, and it had made me grow up fast.

      “Look, I get that you’re an unusual case. That’s obvious. You were stuck down here with the riffraff instead of housed with the favored mages. That’s already a strike against you. But if you want to survive, you’ll have to fake it.”

      “It’s school,” I said. “I can handle it.”

      “It’s not school like you’re used to. Students graduate or they die here. There’s no in between,” she said, her expression deadly serious.

      I stared at her for a moment, waiting for her to crack. Was this some kind of hazing?

      “Just trust me. You’re in no position to be turning down a friend.”

      “Oh, we’re friends now?” I asked.

      “Until Ben gives me the order to let you figure this shit out on your own, yeah, you’re stuck with me. So you might as well make the best of it. And hurry. I’m starting to get hangry.”

      “Starting to?” I grumbled as I walked back to the bathroom. There were a million unanswered questions. Did students really die here? Why the hell did they care what I wore to class? I’d gotten away with wearing pajamas half the time my last year of high school cause I’d stopped giving any fucks. Now, I was in a preppy shirt with a fucking tie and that wasn’t good enough?

      I pulled open the drawers until I found a hairbrush and quickly ran it through my red hair. I looked tired. Dark circles were painted below my green eyes and my skin looked more pale than usual. I wasn’t even sure if make up would have made me look rested. Brushed hair and a clean uniform would have to do. Maybe I could actually get some sleep tonight. I held my breath as my memory drifted back to my dream. Maybe sleeping wasn’t the best way to get some rest around here.

      “Hurry up,” Makayla called.

      I set down the hairbrush and left the bathroom. “Let’s go.”

      She led me down the hall, past the empty common room, and back up the damp stairs. It was so creepy down here. Her comment about the shifters getting treated less than the mages came back to me.

      “How come shifters are down here in the dark?” I asked.

      She glanced over her shoulder but kept walking up the stairs. “Used to be for vampires.”

      “What happened to the vampires?” I asked.

      “They formed their own academy and most of them left. The few who attend here are legacies and they have the nicer basement dorms.”

      “So now shifters are stuck in the dungeon while mages are in a tower?” I asked.

      “Yep,” she said. “And demons and fallen angels have the old dorms next door to the main building.”

      “Demons and fallen….” I said the words quietly, more to myself than to her. It was still hard to wrap my head around all of this.

      “Fallen angels.” She stopped to open the door to the main floor of the school. “There’s other academies with other creatures, but they limit it here.”

      “Why did you say shifters were not treated as well?” I asked.

      “Because they aren’t,” she said. “There’s a hierarchy in the supernatural world. Old alliances and ancient grudges. Shifters used to be the protectors, the workers. Some of the community isn’t happy that we want to be more than that.”

      I had a lot to learn. “It doesn’t sound much different from the human world. Assholes who think they’re better than other people for superficial reasons.”

      Makayla stopped outside the door as I walked through. She closed it behind me then turned to look at me. “You know, I was pissed when Ben charged me with watching after a mage. But I think you and I might get along just fine.”
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      The cafeteria was a hum of conversation and seemed to vibrate with an energy unlike anything I’d ever felt in a human school. Though, sadly, the round tables with attached plastic chairs were just like the tables we had in my high school.

      I hoped that didn’t mean I was in for the same bullying and jabs at my self-esteem that high school brought me.

      “Welcome to the jungle,” Makayla said with a grin. “Otherwise known as the cafeteria.”

      I glanced from table to table, taking in the other students in uniforms. There was a good variety of clothing choices. Some students in shorts, some in pants, a few in skirts. They all had white shirts and a red tie. Some wore blazers or jackets or sweaters. But they were all a well matched group in red, white, and black. It was like walking into a cheesy nineties teen movie.

      I hoped nobody broke out into a synchronized dance.

      We walked a little farther into the room and as we passed the tables, the conversations died down. My cheeks heated as I felt the gaze of dozens of eyes on me. Fuck. Maybe this would be exactly like high school.

      A table on my right had four girls seated at it and all of them were staring at me. I stopped in my tracks and stared back at them, entranced. They were the most beautiful beings I had ever seen.

      Two had straight, dark hair down to their waist, while the other two had short natural curls that framed their faces like halos. All four of them had sea-green eyes. They were so soothing to stare into.

      “Hey,” Makayla grabbed my upper arm and tugged me away, “leave the new girl alone.”

      “We didn’t do anything,” one of the girls said.

      “She was raised in a mage community. Give her a week to warm up to being out in the wild,” Makayla said.

      The girls broke their gaze on me and I stumbled forward, Makayla’s hold keeping me upright.

      “She’s got a week, then she’s fair game, puppy,” the girl said.

      Makayla growled, then guided me away from the table.

      “What just happened?” I asked. “And why did you say I was raised in a mage community?”

      “Shhhh,” Makayla hissed. “You’re here five minutes and you’re already being charmed by the sirens.”

      “Sirens?” I asked. “I thought you said there were only four kinds of creatures here.”

      “Sirens are considered demons,” she said. “And much like the incubus, they can get in your head quickly.”

      It was a good thing she didn’t know just how much Luka had gotten inside my head.

      “You’re going to get eaten alive in here,” Makayla whispered. “You’re lucky Ben decided to make you honorary pack.”

      “What does that mean?” I asked.

      “Exactly as it sounds,” Makayla said. “Please tell me I don’t have to explain everything.”

      “No, I get it, but I guess I want to know why.”

      “I suppose he felt sorry for you. A mage thrown in with the shifters is bound to have a harder time fitting in. Plus, none of us want to have to carry you back to your room after you get your ass kicked,” she said.

      I ignored the rest of the students as we walked toward the line for food. I could still feel their stares on me but I didn’t want to risk another siren situation.

      Delicious smells greeted me as we approached the food line.

      Cheerful women with pink cheeks passed trays of food to each waiting student. My stomach rumbled in anticipation. It had been nearly a day since I last ate and even cafeteria food sounded good right now.

      Makayla went first, grabbing a tray and silverware. I followed her and moved along behind her in the line. They set a heaping plate of eggs and bacon on my tray. Then a bowl of fruit joined the other plate. My mouth watered at the sight of the food. It looked delicious.

      After stopping to grab what I hoped was a decent cup of coffee and a glass of orange juice, I joined Makayla at an empty table.

      Before I even got my first bite, someone sat down next to me. Startled, I dropped my fork.

      “Hey, new girl.” The newcomer was a tall guy with a buzz cut and a dark five o’clock shadow. He wasn’t bad looking, but the sleazy grin on his face made me shudder at his closeness. Something about him didn’t quite sit well with me.

      I scooted over to the next seat, dragging my tray with me. “Personal space.”

      He scooted over to the seat I just left. “We’re all family here, aren’t we? I heard you joined the shifters. That makes you pack.”

      “Not your pack, Remi. She’s under wolf protection.” Makayla bared her teeth.

      “I don’t see how you get to judge that,” he said. “Let the little mortal decide for herself.”

      “I’m a mage.” As much as I’d been internally fighting the idea of magic and joining this world, I’d picked up on the fact that I had to act the part.

      “You smell human, baby,” he said.

      “I’m not your baby,” I said.

      He leaned in closer to me, sniffing me. I leaned back and pushed myself away from him, knocking my tray to the ground in the process. Eggs and fruit landed all over my lap.

      Remi laughed, clutching his gut.

      I jumped up from my seat and brushed the food off of me while glaring at the obnoxious man who caused me to lose my breakfast.

      He stood, and in a movement so fast I didn’t see it coming, he grabbed hold of both of my wrists and pulled me against him so we were flush. I could feel his hard on through his pants. Gross.

      I tugged my arms away from him, trying to break his grasp but he held me there, against him.

      “Let me go, asshole,” I said.

      He grinned but didn’t release his grip.

      Gritting my teeth, I lifted my knee, making fast contact with his crotch. Remi let go of my wrists as he cried out in a shocked gasp. “You bitch!”

      I scrambled away but Remi followed me. He shoved me to the ground, and I landed with a thud.

      “The mages didn’t want you but you’re no shifter. We will make your life hell,” he growled, still protecting his injured manhood with one hand.

      “You don’t scare me, asshole,” I shouted.

      “Just you wait until gym class, bitch,” he said.

      Suddenly, a massive form lunged into Remi, knocking him down. It took a moment for me to realize it was Ben, the shifter I’d met last night.

      “Get out of the way,” Makayla screamed at me.

      I jumped to my feet and moved away from the fight. Remi and Ben rolled around on the ground for a moment before Ben pinned him. He pulled back his fist, then punched Remi in the jaw, the contact making a sickening crack.

      Blood ran down Remi’s mouth but he wasn’t giving in. He kicked up his feet, pushing Ben off of him. The two of them were both on their feet now, circling like animals.

      Remi charged Ben, landing a punch in Ben’s stomach. Ben grunted but quickly regained control. He grabbed hold of Remi and threw him to the ground again. This time, Ben remained standing. He set his foot on Remi’s throat.

      “Stay away from her,” Ben said.

      “She doesn’t belong to you,” Remi said, straining against the foot on his vocal chords.

      “Stay away from her or I’ll fucking kill you,” Ben said.

      “Ben, stop!” I called out. “Stop it. You won, okay?”

      To my surprise, he took his foot off of Remi. “He threatened you, Raven.”

      “Yeah, cause he’s an immature asshole,” I said. “That doesn’t mean you should kick the shit out of him.”

      Remi sat up, coughing. He spit blood on the ground and I wrinkled my nose in disgust. He was a sleaze ball for sure but that didn’t mean he deserved this. Ben had no reason to fight him. Was he trying to defend my honor or some shit? What was with this guy? He sent his friend to look after me, which was sweet and all, but this was too much.

      I’d taken care of myself most of my life. I could handle a school bully and threats of gym class. What was he going to do, dodge ball me to death?

      “He needs to learn his place,” Ben said.

      “His place?” I asked.

      “He can’t mess with something of mine,” Ben said.

      “I’m not yours,” I said. This was getting scary. First day of school and I already had a bully, a group of mean girls, and a stalker. It was turning out far too similar to my high school experience. The only way I’d survived high school was by keeping to myself and avoiding everyone. It looked like I needed to reinstate that plan here.

      “You stay away from me.” I pointed to Ben, Makayla, and Remi. “All of you.”

      I ran from the cafeteria. I would figure this out on my own. It couldn’t be that difficult, right?
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      My whole body shook with anger as Raven walked away from me. How could she not feel the connection between us? I had tried to stay away but I couldn’t resist her pull. She seemed to call to me and I knew it was my job to keep her safe. I wanted to deny it, but the mage called to me in the way only a mate can call to a shifter. She was mine and I would protect her at all costs.

      “Looks like your claim is going unrequited,” Remi said.

      I glared at him. “You want a formal challenge? Cause we both know how that will turn out.”

      Remi’s upper lip curled. “Careful, dog. Just because you have a pack doesn’t mean you’re better than me.”

      “You want to try me?” My muscles tensed. If he wanted to keep fighting, I’d fight him. Human form or animal. Day or night. He threatened my mate, and he deserved whatever pain I could cause him.

      “Why don’t we let the girl decide for herself? First one to claim her wins,” he said.

      “You’re both disgusting,” Makayla said. “She’s not a chew toy.”

      “She’s my mate, I can feel it,” I said.

      Remi cocked an eyebrow. “If that’s true, then why did she run off from you?”

      “Because she doesn’t know it yet,” I said.

      “Are you serious, Ben?” Makayla asked. “I’ve never heard of a shifter with a mage for a mate.”

      “I’m telling you, it’s true,” I said.

      “What’s all the commotion over here?” Dr. Green looked from me to Remi. “Looks like someone has earned some time in confinement.”

      “No,” Remi and I both said at the same time.

      “Just a misunderstanding,” Remi said, wiping the blood from his mouth.

      “Getting warmed up,” I said.

      Dr. Green lifted a skeptical eyebrow. “Don’t let me find you warming up in the cafeteria again or it’s confinement for both of you.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said.

      “Yes, Dr. Green,” Remi said.

      The headmaster walked away, and I returned to glaring at Remi.

      “Don’t look at me like that,” Remi said. “Until she’s marked, you know she’s fair game.”

      “She has zero interest in you,” Makayla said.

      “For now,” he said. “I’ll admit I came on a little strong.”

      “If you value your life, you’ll stay away from her,” I growled.

      “Neither of you are getting this,” Makayla said. “You’re acting like cave men and you both scared her away. She doesn’t want anything to do with either of you and it’s not your choice anyway. It’s hers.”

      She turned and walked out of the cafeteria. I almost called her back, but I knew she was right. That wasn’t going to change anything, though. I felt the mating call when Raven was near and until she was marked as mine, I would have little control over how I responded. She called to me and she called to my wolf. When Raven was around, my wolf had more control than the human side. With her around, I wasn’t stable - I was dangerous.

      The bell rang and the remaining stragglers in the cafeteria headed toward the door. Class started in five minutes and it wasn’t a good idea to be late. This school might be for the most talented supernaturals, those with the most money and power, but that meant the stakes were higher.

      Any toe out of line resulted in confinement. And the horror stories about what happened in those hidden chambers were the stuff of nightmares. It wasn’t that the time spent there resulted in your death, it was the fact that the students who ended up serving even one night in confinement had a history of gruesome accidents before they graduated. As if the punishment acted as a magnet for trouble.

      I pushed the image of the mage who fell to his death last week out of my head. There was so much blood. So much screaming. It wasn’t really a surprise, though. He’d spent a night in confinement the week before.

      Some speculated that it drained your magic, making it harder for you to complete the tasks at the academy. Others said you emerged cursed. Either way, I didn’t want to find out.

      Without a word to Remi, I headed to my first period class. I’d have to deal with Raven later. Somehow, I had to get her alone. I had to get her out of that uniform and under me. I needed to feel my cock inside of her. I had to claim her. It was the only way to satisfy my wolf and the only way to keep myself from making another mistake.

      My family pulled strings to get me in here and I owed them. I couldn’t afford to end up in confinement.

      Someone rolled a table out of the way and I glanced behind me to see the cleaning crew already clearing away the remains of breakfast. I bolted out of the cafeteria and hooked a right to dive into the nearest classroom, which just happened to be my first period class and took my seat with a minute to spare.

      As soon as I settled in, I caught the unmistakable scent of Raven. She smelled like honeydew and rain. It was intoxicating. I didn’t even need to turn around to know she was sitting behind me but I risked a glance anyway.

      There she was, in the back row, three chairs behind me. Her gaze was fixed on the front of the room. She looked nervous. And sexy. Oh, so sexy. I gripped the edge of my desk. It was going to take a lot more willpower than I anticipated to stay away from her.

      Professor Hurd, an aging mage with long silver hair walked into the room. He was carrying a stack of books in his arms, huffing with effort. One of the mages seated at the front jumped up and relieved him of his burden. I watched with narrowed eyes. This particular professor had never been kind to shifters and had made it clear he didn’t think we belonged in this class. I should be pissed about it, but I had to agree.

      Studying the theory of magic wasn’t something that helped us as our magic came from the animal inside each of us. It wasn’t like I was going to cast a spell or something. Shifter magic was internal and unintentional. The only thing we could do was learn to control our inner animal so we could control when we shifted.

      And when we fucked.

      Because right now, my inner wolf was battling with me and if he had his way, Raven would be dragged out of this room into the woods behind campus and claimed.

      The human part of me wasn’t going to allow that but that didn’t mean it was easy. The mating bond was a magic of its own. Something else we couldn’t control. Maybe they should cover that in class.

      “Thank you, Deanna,” Professor Hurd said. He removed his glasses and cleaned them on his shirt.

      Without them, his eyes were tiny, nearly hidden in the wrinkles on his face. He slid them back on which magnified them to the same size as the lenses. It was unnerving but so were the tiny eyes. There was no winning with this guy. Either way, he made you feel uncomfortable.

      “Will you pass the books out to the class, Deanna?” Professor Hurd asked.

      The mage, Deanna, nodded brightly and began to pass books. She paused in front of me and dropped one on my desk. I turned to see how she’d react to Raven. It wasn’t often a new student was added to the Academy after the term was in session.

      Deanna paused in front of Raven’s desk. “You’re new.”

      “Yes, I am. My name’s Raven.”

      Deanna eyed her up and down. “You smell like a wet dog. Are you a shifter?”

      I let out a low growl deep in my throat.

      “You smell like a thirteen-year-old who just discovered Bath and Body Works. Do your parents know you’re here?” Raven asked.

      Deanna scoffed, then dropped the book on Raven’s desk before turning on her heels and heading to the next seat.

      I leaned back in my chair, a grin on my face. Maybe Raven can take care of herself. That’s my girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          Raven

        

      

    

    
      My hand ached from all the notes I’d taken in Magical Theory. I felt like I had to write down everything since it was all new to me. While I didn’t ask to be here, I knew I should get as much out of it as I could. After all, I had magic inside me, and I needed to learn how to control it at the very least.

      The bell rang and the students got up, leaving their books on the table. I didn’t want to leave my book. We’d started on chapter seven and I was way behind.

      I gave the others a moment to shuffle toward the door, then I walked toward Professor Herd, my book in hand. “Excuse me, professor?”

      “Yes, Raven, is it?”

      I nodded. “Yes. Um, can I borrow the book to read what I’ve missed?”

      “You’ve missed in every class. Are you going to catch up on all of it tonight?”

      “No, that’s impossible,” I said.

      He chuckled. “Technically, with magic, it’s not impossible. But I suppose you aren’t there yet, are you?”

      I winced. How much was I supposed to tell him? Luka had warned me about sharing that I was so different. But surely he didn’t mean teachers? “I just found out I had magic yesterday so yeah, I’m not there yet.”

      He cocked a brow. “Really? That’s very unusual. We occasionally get late starts but there’s always an excuse. Travel, illness, something in the family.”

      “Nobody else has had this happen?” I asked.

      “Most mages come into their power during puberty. It’s very unusual to see repressed magic. Or magic that doesn’t flare until later in life.” He tapped his index finger on his chin. “Did you have an encounter or something that triggered the magic?”

      “A couple of guys tried to kill me if that’s what you’re asking about.”

      “That would do it,” he said. “You need to be careful while you figure out what you’re capable of. Most mages who exhibit power later in life end up incarcerated.”

      My heart thumped against my ribs. I’d already had that threat leveled against me. “Why?”

      “It’s odd. You’d think the late bloomers would be less powerful, but that’s not usually the case. More often than not, they’re the dangerously powerful bunch.”

      The room seemed to spin. That couldn’t be me. I’d used magic once, on accident. “I’m sure that’s not me.”

      “Be careful, Raven. Mind your temper and pay attention to your studies. If you lose control here… Let’s just say, you won’t get a warning and you won’t be going to magic prison.”
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        * * *

      

      Professor Hurd’s words swam through my mind as I stumbled toward the door. I was only two steps out when a large figure stood in front of me.

      My chest tightened in panic, then I let out a breath of relief that I didn’t want to feel. I should be annoyed by Ben hulking outside the classroom waiting for me. Instead, I was flattered. Which pissed me the fuck off. I felt like my emotions betrayed me at every turn here. From the involuntary responses to Ben and Luka, to the hottest wet dream ever, to my heart pulsing like a schoolgirl with a crush as Ben looked at me, concern in his expression.

      “You all right?” He asked.

      “I’m fine. And like I told you earlier, I don’t need your help.” Liar. After everything I’d just heard, I needed help more than ever. But I wasn’t about to let Mr. Possessive know that. He went from zero to sixty when he saw someone being rude to me. How would he respond if he knew what Professor Hurd said? Wait. “Were you spying on me?”

      His cheeks flushed. “No, of course not. I - I thought you might need help finding your next class.”

      “Going to help me yourself this time instead of sending your minions?” I felt bad referring to Makayla as a minion, but I was pissed.

      “You’re right. I should have helped you myself this morning. Then that asshole panda wouldn’t have bothered you.”

      “Panda?” I asked.

      “Bear shifter insult,” he said with a shrug.

      The bell chimed.

      “Shit, we’re late. Come on, I’ll show you to your class.” He started walking, and I followed him, tugging my schedule out as we walked. I glanced down at it. My next class was Spellcasting. Room 122.

      We stopped in front of a class. Room 122. I frowned. “You memorized my schedule?”

      “I have a good memory. You better go. Maybe they’ll go easy on you, first day and all,” he said.

      I gave Ben one last glance and my heart flipped and tingles ran up my thighs to my core. For some reason, after everything, I was still drawn to him. Terrified by my body’s response to him, I ducked into the classroom without saying goodbye.

      Spellcasting was nothing like Magical Theory.

      The room was a huge circle with benches that wrapped around a platform in the middle, like an amphitheater. And like an amphitheater, I was in the center on full display of everyone looking down on the professor in the middle of the room.

      The professor was a woman in a tight black dress that hugged her curves. Long dark curls tumbled down her back, past her waist. Completing the look were black stilettos that made me wonder how she was standing. I rarely saw women at parties dressed this well, let alone a teacher. All my high school teachers had worn jeans and tee shirts. This woman was something else.

      Her hands were stretched up above her and a dozen glowing lightbulbs floated in the air.

      The door closed and a dozen faces turned to me, including the professor. She dropped her hands and the light bulbs fell to the ground. The room echoed with the sound of shattering glass and the scent of burning electricity hung in the air.

      “You must be Ms. Winters,” the professor said. Her face was narrow, and she had huge, gorgeous eyes. Her nose and chin were as sharp as her cheekbones. She looked like she’d been airbrushed but this wasn’t a magazine cover. It was real life. Nobody should look like this in real life.

      She ran a hand through her hair and I caught sight of her ears. They were pointed. Fucking pointed. Like a Christmas elf. Was she some kind of demon or a shifter I hadn’t met yet? I wished I knew more about this world.

      “Have a seat.” She gestured to an empty space on the first row. “If you’re late again, you’ll be sent to confinement.”

      “Thank you, sorry,” I said as I walked across the entire stage area toward the empty seat. I could feel the eyes of my classmates boring into me but I didn’t dare look up. Hell of a way to be introduced to the class. At least she didn’t make me stand up and share my favorite television show or something equally cheesy. I hated when teachers did that shit.

      Thankfully, the gorgeous professor went right back into teaching. It was like whiplash. Desperately, I looked around for a notebook or something I could write on. They’d been passed out in my last class but there was nothing on my desk. Internally, I cursed myself for not grabbing the backpack sitting in my room.

      Trying to make the best of it, I looked back at the Professor and tried to memorize all of her words.

      “Remember, all spell casting goes back to our primary four tenants. You keep those with you and you’ll successfully cast your spell and limit the amount of,” she chuckled and gave a knowing nod, “personal damage.”

      The rest of the class laughed, clearly in on the joke. I smiled awkwardly, wishing I could curl up in my bed and hide from the world. This was going to be a very long day.

      “Psst.”

      I glanced over to see one of the twins I’d seen earlier signaling to me. There were a few empty spaces worth of seats on the bench in between us and he stretched his arm toward me. In his hand was a notebook and pen.

      Gratefully, I reached out and took the offered supplies. “Thank you,” I whispered.

      He winked and flutters filled my chest.

      Quickly, I grabbed the notebook and turned back to the teacher. My face felt hot and I squirmed as my body fought to move closer to the attractive mage. Gritting my teeth, I opened the notebook and tried to think about the lecture and not my sex drive.

      “Each of us has the possibility of finding untamed magic within us,” she said.

      That caught my attention. I straightened and listened, my pen hovering above the paper.

      “Untamed magic is the most unstable but most powerful kind of magic. While you’re learning to use your magic, you might find a skill you previously didn’t know you had and it can flare out of control. Learning to recognize shifts and changes in your magic will prevent that from happening. You have to maintain control, explore any new magic as it arrives in calm, controlled steps. That’s where spell casting comes in. You must learn control.”

      I was so entrained by her words about harnessing internal magic that I nearly jumped out of my seat when the bell rang. Quickly, I jumped up and walked over to where the twins were to return the notebook, but they were off the bench and out the door so fast, I didn’t even get to ask about how to return it.

      “Ms. Winters,” the professor called.

      I turned to her. “Yes?”

      “You’ll need to make some friends with other mages. You have a lot to learn.”

      “Thanks, I’ll work on that,” I said.

      She nodded, then walked away. Deciding that meant I was dismissed, I headed to the door. So far, I’d been befriended by a possessive shifter, dream fucked by an incubus, threatened by a bear shifter, and hypnotized by some sirens. Making friends was not my strong point.

      “Hey, princess, you still mad at me?” Makayla’s voice called from outside the door.

      I smiled. She wasn’t a mage, but Makayla was a welcome presence right now. “Only if you’re here because someone sent you.”

      “Nope, this time I’m here cause we girls need to stick together, you know?”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “Ready for lunch?” She asked.

      My stomach growled. I had dumped my breakfast all over me this morning and I was going on day two of no food. “Please tell me we can eat somewhere other than the cafeteria.”

      “No such luck,” she said. “But you’ll be more prepared this time.”

      “Right.” I said. “At this point, I’m hungry enough that I’ll probably slug anyone who gets between me and my lunch.”

      “Hey, you’re getting the hang of how to handle this place.”
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      The cafeteria was already buzzing with students when we arrived, and I realized for the first time exactly how many people attended this school. While breakfast had been scattered with open tables and tables with lots of open seats, lunch was a different story.

      My palms were sweaty as I gripped a plastic tray and followed Makayla through the line to get food. The kind looking women working behind the counter set a plate with a burger and fries on my tray. It wasn’t my favorite meal, but my stomach still grumbled in appreciation at the prospect of food.

      I grabbed a few paper cups full of fruit and followed Makayla out of the line. She led us through the maze of tables toward the back of the room.

      “New girl, come sit with us,” one of the sirens hissed.

      I ignored her and kept walking.

      Someone whistled at me and my cheeks burned. What was with this place? Did they all miss high school this much that they had to pretend they were back there?

      A leg shot out in front of me and I stopped just in time to keep myself from landing face first on the ground. I bared my teeth and turned to find Remi, stretched out in his seat causally.

      “Do you mind, asshole?” I nodded to his outstretched leg.

      “Not at all,” he said, pulling his leg back in.

      I rolled my eyes and took a step forward.

      “Hey, Raven,” he called out.

      I turned to look at him despite the fact that I knew I should ignore him.

      “You and I got off on the wrong foot this morning. How about you let me make it up to you? I can pick you up tonight at seven and I’ll show you a good time.”

      “She doesn’t need to catch your fleas,” Makayla growled.

      “How about you play fair here, wolf,” he said.

      “Remi, I accept your apology, but I’m not dating anyone right now,” I said. It wasn’t what I wanted to say. I wanted to tell him that I wouldn’t let him touch me if he was the last man alive but I knew I didn’t need the extra enemies or the distractions of a bully. If I was really going to get through this school, I had a lot to catch up on. And I knew that despite the fact that my only friend was a wolf shifter, I had to find some mages to help me.

      “Fair enough,” he said, holding his hands up in mock surrender. “You know where to find me when you’re ready.”

      “Come on,” Makayla said.

      I turned away from Remi and followed Makayla to a table at the back of the cafeteria where Ben and three other students were sitting. She set down her tray and took one of the empty seats. I sat down next to her, trying to avoid eye contact with Ben. I wasn’t ready for the flips I knew my stomach would make when I looked at him.

      “You must be our resident mage,” a girl with blonde curls said.

      “That’s me,” I said, then I took a huge bite of my hamburger to prevent having to say anything else.

      “Let the girl eat,” Makayla said. “Remi knocked her breakfast all over the floor this morning.”

      “And he’s still alive?” The blonde girl asked. “Wow, Ben, how did you hold back?” She had a strong southern drawl and came across as someone who was often the center of the gossip. I wasn’t sure why I thought that, but I had a feeling if I wanted info about anyone, she was the girl to ask.

      I lifted an eyebrow and risked a glance at the pack’s alpha. For a moment, our eyes met and just as I expected, a rush of tingles shot through me like electricity sizzling down through my chest, low into my stomach. We both turned away.

      “Never mind that,” Makayla said. “What I want to know is why Cormac is in confinement. Who was in gym this morning? Did anyone see it?”

      The table burst into conversation as one of the other shifters, a man with dreadlocks and a full beard explained how someone named Cormac had threatened the gym teacher this morning. “It was like he snapped.”

      I was grateful for the distraction away from me and used the time to eat all of my food quickly while I still had the chance.

      Finally, feeling a little more like myself after the surprisingly good meal, I decided to join the conversation. These people seemed nice and I didn’t really care what their magical power was. “Officially introducing myself now, thanks for letting me eat. I’m Raven, reluctant mage.”

      The blonde girl with the curls stretched her hand across the table, knocking over a bottle of iced tea that was thankfully empty. “Oops.” She quickly righted it and extended her hand again. “Jenny, Missouri pack.”

      I accepted her hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      The man with the dreadlocks waved. “Jamal, from the 303.”

      “I have no idea what that is,” I said.

      He laughed. “Denver.”

      “Got it,” I said.

      “Sam,” a woman with black hair cut in a bob said brightly. “I’m kind of a nomad. No pack affiliation.”

      “I don’t think she cares,” Makayla said.

      “I care,” I said. “It’s interesting. So you all belong to a group of other shifters?”

      Jamal laughed again. “Packs. We come from packs of wolf shifters.”

      “Right,” I said.

      “Aren’t mages in covens?” Sam asked.

      “Isn’t that witches?” I asked.

      “There’s no such thing as witches. Well, none with actual magic,” Jenny said. “You’re a nomad too, then?”

      “I guess so,” I said.

      “Imagine that, Ben. Your - ow, hey!” Jenny rubbed her side after Ben jabbed her with his elbow.

      “What am I missing?” I asked.

      “Nothing,” Ben said. He looked around at everyone at the table. “Am I right?”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Jenny said. “We got it, boss.”

      Ben stood up and picked up his tray, leaving without another word.

      I turned and watched him walk away. He’d been so nice to me when he’d walked me to class. “Did I do something to piss him off?”

      “Don’t worry, he’s a moody asshole,” Makayla said. “But he’s right, we should get going. What’s your next class?”

      “Gym,” I said.

      “Ugh, so sorry,” she said. “You’ll need to change out before you go. Don’t go in your uniform. Coach sends more kids to confinement than any other teacher. Just go along with whatever till you get the hang of it.”

      “What if I don’t go?” I asked, dread sinking into my gut like a weight. Gym hadn’t been my strong suit in high school either. I nearly failed because I couldn’t climb that damn rope. I had to run so many laps to make up for it that by the end of the semester, people were asking me to join the track team. As if I’d run for fun. What the fuck was wrong with those people?

      “You have to go. Trust me, you learn ways to get through it quickly. Just don’t do anything to stand out,” Sam said.

      “Well, it was nice meeting you all,” I said as I left the table. I was still worried about the fact that I didn’t know how to control my magic but I was starting to think that being sent to this school wasn’t the worst possible thing that could happen to me.
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      Gym was just as awful as I remembered it. Coach Miller was like something out of a horror movie. His upper body was that of a man who worked out way too much. Bulgy and veiny in a too roided out to be attractive kind of way. His lower body was a massive, coiling snake tail. He even made a slithering sound when he moved.

      The mere sight of him made my skin crawl.

      “Six more laps, ladies,” he called.

      I picked up the pace, grateful for the excuse to round the curve on the track and be farther away from him.

      The sexist prick had the girls working out on the track, running laps, while the guys were over on the other side of the gym pushing giant tires and whipping ropes around. Apparently, gym at a magical school was exactly the same as the gyms the rich people paid hundreds of dollars a month for. Except for the whole coached by a dude who might swallow you whole.

      Panting, I waited till the coach had slithered away before I slowed down to a walk. All the other girls sped past me, not easing up on the running. Who knew magic academy students were in such good shape?

      “You shouldn’t stop to walk,” a pale, fair-haired girl said as she slowed to join me. She glanced to her right then looked back at me. “If he catches you walking, he’ll make an example of you.”

      “Why are we running so much? Isn’t the point of having magic so you don’t have to run? I mean, can’t we just shoot fire at the bad guys?” I asked.

      She laughed. “Well, maybe you can, but us vampires can’t actually turn into bats and fly away.”

      “Oh.” I wasn’t sure what else to say. I’d never met a vampire before. Shit, I’d never met anyone or anything magical before today so that wasn’t a surprise.

      “I take it you’re a mage,” she said.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Guess it shows?”

      “The whole throwing fire at them gave it away,” she said.

      “Right.”

      “Look, coach is an asshole, but he’s right that we need to be stronger. Magic takes a lot out of you so the stronger your physical body is, the easier it is to recover when you use it. Even for the undead.” She laughed. “We’re not really dead. That was a joke.”

      I forced a laugh. What the hell were vampires if they weren’t dead? Everything I’d learned from horror movies and books was wrong. So very, very wrong.

      “I know I’m not seeing walking on the track,” Coach Miller called.

      Quickly, I started jogging, the vampire matching my pace. “Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome, new girl,” she said.

      “I’m Raven,” I said.

      “Violet,” she said.

      The two of us jogged next to each other until the coach blew the whistle. I followed her off the track toward the locker room. As we walked, a familiar creature caught my eye, and I held my breath.

      Luka stood in front of the entrance to the men’s locker room, a grin on his handsome face.

      I stopped short of the door to the women’s locker room and stared at him.

      “I’ll leave you two alone,” Violet said, then she disappeared through the door.

      “You survived your first day at gym,” he said.

      “Barely,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll be paying for it tonight. I’m going to need to test out that giant tub.”

      “Want me to join you? I’ve been told I give the best back rubs.” He winked.

      Every part of my body seemed to be firing explosive tingles through me, urging me to grab hold of him and pull him against me here and now. I didn’t even want to wait for tonight. I wanted him.

      But there was one small part of me that resisted. Reminding me that I was serious when I said I wasn’t dating anyone right now.

      “I really need to focus on figuring all this shit out before I get involved with anyone,” I said. Internally, my body was screaming. Before it could betray me, I pushed through the doors and headed for the first cold shower I could find.

      “Wait,” Luka called.

      I turned to see the door closing behind him.

      “The fuck, Luka!” Someone yelled.

      “Hey, get out, incubus!” Someone else called.

      “Luka, what the hell are you doing?” I asked.

      “I’m not sure. Breaking all my own rules.” He smirked.

      Flutters filled my chest and my mind swirled back to the dream that didn’t feel like a dream. Wasn’t this every girl’s fantasy? A sexy Greek-god of a man chasing her down and confessing… actually, I wasn’t sure what he was doing, but it felt like it should be romantic.

      Even my own body was betraying me as tingles started between my thighs. It was as if I reacted to him on instinct, with no free will of my own.

      And that was fucking terrifying.

      “You have to leave,” I said. “I told you, I can’t do this right now.”

      “Are you going to fuck her or what?” someone called.

      I glanced behind me to see Violet standing with her hands on her hips.

      “Because if you’re not going to get it on, you’re wasting all of our time. Hers, yours, and your audience.” Violet said.

      She was right, there was a group of girls gathered around her and all of their eyes were fixed on me. Most of them wore knowing glances.

      “I mean, I don’t blame you for sampling a demon but make sure you get him to wrap that thing. We all know where its been,” a mousy girl with huge ears and light brown hair said.

      The rest of the girls laughed and my cheeks burned. I knew I had to be as red as my hair. Had all of these women slept with Luka? Had they done it in dreams or in real life? Either way, the implication made me furious. I didn’t want to share him.

      I shook my head, sending the insane thoughts away. We didn’t even know each other. Our interaction last night wasn’t real. I lowered my voice, trying to gain at least a little privacy. “Listen, the dream was nice, but it wasn’t real.”

      “That’s what I kept trying to tell myself,” he said. “How’s that lie working out for you?”

      My jaw tightened, and I tried to think of something to say. “You need to go. We don’t even know each other.”

      “Dude, she turned you down,” Violet said.

      He laughed. “Good thing I wasn’t asking.” He reached into his pocket and pulled something out, then held it up in the air. “I just came to drop this off.”

      I stared open-mouthed at a pair of black panties.

      Behind me, the room burst into giggles.

      “Those are not mine,” I said.

      “Are you sure? Because they smell like you.”

      I glared at him. After the dream and after the way he’d burst into the locker room, I had thought for a minute that he was different. But just like every other man I’d ever been with, it didn’t last. He was just as cocky as the moment I met him. “You’re an asshole.”

      “A busted asshole.”

      The room went silent, and I watched as Luka’s expression of triumph melted away into a mask of seriousness.

      Slowly, I turned to see the owner of the voice. My magical theory professor was standing in the middle of the lockers, silent students on either side of her.

      “I was just leaving,” Luka said.

      “Wrong direction,” she said. “This is the third time you’ve been busted in here. You know the rules.”

      I turned back to Luka, incredulous. Jealous heat flared in my chest that quickly turned to anger. “Three times?”

      He shrugged.

      “You really are an asshole,” I said.

      “Come on, lover boy, it’s confinement time for you,” she said.

      I swallowed against the lump in my throat. Despite his brazen attitude, I couldn’t help but feel bad for him.

      And there was still that part of me that wanted him.

      “Luka,” I started but couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      He shoved the underwear into my chest and I automatically grabbed them, too dumbfounded by the situation to argue with him. Was he really going to confinement over this?

      Luka paused next to me and leaned down to whisper in my ear. “They really are your panties.”

      I squeezed my hand around the fabric so tightly that my fingernails dug into my palms before I realized I was holding on to someone’s underwear. Snapping out of it, I marched toward a trash can and tossed them in.

      When I looked back to where Luka had been, he was gone. And so were most of the other students.

      Violet stood alone in the center of the room. “You know, you might just bring the excitement I was craving to this school. Things have been too dull lately. Too normal, you know? I have a feeling you’re going to shake all of that up.”

      “Ms. Winters,” A male voice boomed into the locker room. “It’s Dr. Green. When you’re decent, you need to be in my office.”

      My insides twisted and the ground seemed a little unstable. This was it. He was going to send me to magic jail. I was so, so fucked.

      “You better go,” Violet said. “The longer you keep him waiting, the more pissed he gets.”

      “Hey, thanks for not trying to hypnotize me or threaten me or anything,” I said.

      “We just met,” she said. “No promises I won’t try something in the future.”

      I laughed, then headed toward my fate.
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      I knocked on Dr. Green’s closed door and tried to swallow down my fear. Now that I’d had a taste of this place, I really didn’t want to leave.

      “Come in, Ms. Winters,” he called.

      I opened the door and stepped inside, pausing just beyond the threshold.

      “Sit.”

      Swallowing against the lump in my throat, I complied. The room wasn’t quite as creepy during the day. Sunlight streamed in through the open slats of the wood blinds, making a pattern on the dark red carpet.

      The ominous clock even looked more subdued in the sunshine. The owl’s eyes weren’t glowing now, and the tree appeared more brown than black. I could have sworn it was as black as night last night.

      The chair creaked as I settled into it and I kept my eyes on Dr. Green’s massive hands.

      “Raven,” he said.

      I looked up, startled by the causal use of my name. “I swear I didn’t ask him to come in the bathroom.” Suddenly, I felt like I was sixteen all over again, denying that I’d spray painted the boarded up temporary buildings in the back of the school. Of course, then I was lying. This time, I wasn’t.

      “I know,” he said. “But you’re on thin ice here. Do you know how many strings were pulled to get you into this school? How many phone calls were made on your behalf?”

      Fire simmered in the pit of my stomach. “Of course, I don’t know. I didn’t even know this place existed until I was dragged here.”

      “Calm down,” he said, his tone level.

      I didn’t want to calm down. “Why am I here? There’s no such thing as a scholarship fund, and it’s clear I don’t fit in. I’m not wealthy and I’m not important. I don’t belong here.”

      “Do you want to leave the school?” He asked.

      “No,” I said, startled at how quickly I answered. I knew I wanted to stay, but I usually wasn’t so open with others until I knew their personal agendas better.

      “You’re here because you belong here. Even though you don’t know it, you were meant to be here, so it was arranged for you to attend when you were found.”

      “Why?” I asked, desperation sinking into my tone.

      “I’m not the right one to explain all this to you, but you’ll have answers soon. I’m going to need you to trust me.”

      “I don’t even know you,” I said.

      “I’m trying to protect you. Your options are limited. You stay here, you prove you’re not dangerous and you can move on with your life after you pass the trials,” he said.

      “If I pass the trials,” I said. “I keep hearing how dangerous this place really is. I’m not sure it’s much better odds than prison.”

      “You’re right, the trials have their own risks as all things with magic do. But I can assure you, it’s a better place than magic prison. You have food and shelter and clothing and you still have use of your magic here,” he said.

      My brow furrowed. What exactly was he saying? Would they take away my magic if I was sent away?

      As much as I wanted to stay here, I’d clearly upset something or someone. I didn’t want such a fuss made over me when I didn’t even know why I was here in the first place. My skin crawled thinking of the fact that I owed a favor to strangers without even asking for the favor in the first place. “Look, if it’s such a big deal, just send me back. I was making it just fine on my own.”

      He shook his head. “You can’t go back. When you used your magic, you sent a signal into the world. A signal that many were tracking. You won’t be safe until you can learn to control your magic. And even then, you’re always going to be at risk.”

      “You’re going to have to start giving me some answers,” I said.

      He sighed and picked up a folded piece of paper that was sitting on his desk and handed it to me. “You received a letter about an hour ago.”

      I lifted my eyebrow. “You read my mail?”

      “You told me nobody knew you were here,” he said. “So, who would know to send you a letter?”

      “Touché,” I said, taking the paper from him. I unfolded it and read quickly. The paper shook in my trembling hand. This had to be a joke. Some sort of hazing.

      “This isn’t real, right? It was probably sent by the sirens or one of the other students,” I said.

      He took the letter from me and set it flat on the desk so I could see the words. “I wish that were the case. But it was tested by Ms. Halifax.”

      My brow wrinkled as I tried to place the name.

      “Our Spellcasting teacher,” he added, “I believe you’ve met her. She’s the best spell caster we have.”

      “Oh,” I said, as it dawned on me that I never learned her name. “Right. She seems good.”

      “But why threaten me?” I looked at the note, reading it again. “They can’t be serious, right?” I read the letter out loud. “Your time is coming to an end, just like your brethren. Enjoy each breath as soon you’ll breathe your last.” It sounded sort of silly now. I mean, who writes threats like that?

      “So this was sent by someone outside of the school?” I asked. “Nobody even knows I’m here aside from the cops that brought me in.”

      “Like I said, when you used your powers, you left your unique magical signature. It’s possible you were being hunted, and it’s possible, whoever is after you even suspected you before you released your magic.”

      I shook my head. “None of this makes sense. I’m nobody special and I’m not a threat to anyone.”

      “The two dead men in the alleyway would disagree.”

      “That’s not fair,” I said.

      “Raven, you have magic that is different from most mages and just as in the human world, some supernaturals have a difficult time accepting those who are different.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” I couldn’t believe we were having this conversation. “We’re talking about a world where creatures suck blood, and get magic from sex, and can compel you to do things you don’t want to do. What could I possibly have that would mark me as a threat to random strangers?”

      “The basic term is Untamed Magic, as I mentioned before. It’s not just about magic that’s not controlled, but it’s about magic that we don’t understand. I’m not sure what yours is yet, but I have suspicions.”

      “Dr. Green, you gotta give me some answers here,” I said.

      He interlaced his large pink hands on the desk in front of him and leaned closer to me. “You are a mage. By any count, a powerful mage. It seems like you have an affinity for fire and I think you need to learn how to control that. As for whatever else you are, you’re going to need to give me some time.”

      I felt trapped and even more confused than I was when I arrived last night. Some first day. “Fine.”

      “I expect you’ll be focused and on your best behavior,” he said. “You have no choice but to learn how to control your magic.”

      “What about the threat?” I asked. “Do you think I should worry? I mean, is someone going to sneak into my room while I’m sleeping?”

      He shook his head. “Our grounds are warded. Only students and teachers can enter or exit. Anyone else must have permission from me. And I’m not about to let any threats to my students into this building.”

      I wasn’t sure why, but for some reason I believed him.

      “Now, go to class.” Dr. Green looked back at the documents on his desk, as if I wasn’t even in the room.

      Just as abruptly as the meeting started, it was over. A heavy weight settled into my stomach as I left his office. Not only was there the Untamed Magic to deal with, which I still didn’t even understand, there was someone hunting me. It had to be a mistake, right? Why would anyone care about some random mage without a penny to her name?
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      “Raven?” I whispered her name, afraid to startle her.

      She looked up, her face tear streaked. We were in the dungeon cell again and she was wearing a filthy dress made of rags. She sniffed, then wiped the tears from her face.

      Quietly, I walked toward her and sat down next to her. I’d planned on storming in, showing her how much I wanted her, making her toes curl.

      But I couldn’t bring myself to do it once I walked into her dream. “Is this recurring for you?”

      She nodded. “I didn’t want to tell you before. It’s kind of my go to. But now that you’re here, at least I know it’s a dream.”

      I set my hand on hers. “It’s just a dream. Want me to change it for you?”

      She shook her head. “We can’t keep doing this. I meant what I said. Dr. Green reminded me that this school is my only option.”

      I loved how vulnerable she was in her dreams. There was no way she’d open up like this to me in the real world. She was too tough on the exterior. Here, it was like she let her guard down. Or maybe she was willing to let her guard down with me.

      My insides twisted with guilt. I’d barged in on her when she wasn’t ready for me. I’d caused her pain, which was the last thing I ever wanted to do. Unless of course it was in the bedroom and she was into that. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have pushed you.”

      “I can’t be around you, you know,” she said. “Not in real life.”

      I squeezed her hand as my whole body tensed. There was no way I could handle being tossed out of her life. I needed her. She needed me.

      “I can’t trust myself around you and I’m not ready to go that route,” she said.  “I’m going to need you to help me on this.”

      I slid my hand up to her arm. “I can do my best, but Raven, I have to admit, I’ve never felt a pull to another like what I feel to you.”

      She tugged her arm away and stood abruptly. “Something is wrong with me.” She started to pace the room, her hands on top of her head, fingers woven into her hair.

      I jumped to my feet. “What are you talking about? You’re amazing. There’s nothing wrong with you.”

      She stopped walking and dropped her hands to her side. “Luka, I’m dangerous. There’s something inside me that shouldn’t be.”

      “That’s how we all feel. Look at me. If I don’t get enough sex, I could take it from someone. I’m a fucking monster.”

      She shook her head. “No, don’t say that. You have a gift. You give pleasure and happiness and make people feel good. So far, all I can do is destroy.”

      “You don’t know that. You accidentally used your magic once, right?” I asked.

      She nodded. “But Dr. Green says I’m dangerous. That if I don’t get it under control, I could be locked up.”

      I took her hands in mine and tugged her closer to me. Staring down into those green eyes, I knew we were meant to be together. “Raven, you and I are going to figure this out together. If that means I wait for you in real life, I wait for you. But we have a bond. I need you and you need me. Can’t you feel that?”

      She let out a shaky breath. “I feel something for you, but it’s not just you.”

      My brow furrowed.

      She tugged her arms away from me and took a couple of steps away from me. “It’s like my hormones are on overdrive since I arrived. It’s like I’m craving sex all the time.”

      “Maybe because you’re not getting what you need.” I had every intention of respecting her boundaries, but I approached her anyway. My cock twitched at the sight of her round ass through the sheer fabric of her nightmare. It was transparent, showing me all of her curves.

      She turned so she was facing me and I could see the mounds of her soft, round tits. Her pink nipples hard against the thin fabric. I groaned at the sight of her. The want in me making me feel nearly drunk. “Do you even know how sexy you are?”

      She frowned. “I was trying to open up to you.”

      “I know,” I said. “And I’ll leave if you want me to. But have you considered that maybe you need the release? Maybe your body is craving this for a reason?”

      Her eyes dropped, and I knew she was looking at the tent in my jeans. There wasn’t any way to hide my arousal from her. Even with my ability to control dreams, I couldn’t control my feelings for her.

      “Dreams only,” she said. “Never during the day.”

      I was willing to take what I could get, for now. As long as I could have her. “Agree.”

      Reaching for her, I cupped the side of her face, rubbing my thumb on her soft cheek, then down her lips.

      She held her breath, then she batted my hand away. “Wait a minute, you’re in confinement. You went there for me.”

      I shrugged. “It was my fault. I shouldn’t have followed you.”

      Her eyebrows knitted together in a look of concern. “Are you okay? They say it’s terrible.”

      “It’s not so bad. Especially if you’re someone like me, who can escape in a matter of speaking.” I didn’t want to go into the rumors about reduced magic and lower powers after a trip to confinement. It was too depressing and would definitely ruin the mood. Besides, I was able to get to Raven’s dream. That was all I needed.

      Taking a chance, I leaned in, hesitating only a second before I claimed her mouth with mine.

      She wrapped her arms around me and I pulled her closer to me. Our lips moved together in ravenous, hungry fashion. Her fingers spread through my hair, tugging the strands as she pulled my head closer to hers.

      My hands moved below her ass and I lifted her. She instantly wrapped her legs around my waist.

      Tongue in her mouth, tangling with hers, I carried her toward the wall until her back was pressed against it. Using the wall as leverage, I let go with one hand so I could pull down my pants.

      She lifted her dress so it was hiked up around her waist.

      I didn’t even bother to remove her panties. I just shifted them to the side before thrusting into her. Her head rolled back, breaking the kiss as she cried out at the force of my entry.

      Moaning in pleasure, I pounded her as her fingernails dug into my back. It was fast and dirty and exactly what both of us needed.

      As my cock thickened, I buried my face in her neck, nipping at the sensitive flesh. She let out a scream as wetness covered me from her orgasm. I released into her, my whole body feeling like an explosion went off inside me.

      Panting, I rested my head on her shoulder.

      She kissed the top of my head.

      I didn’t deserve her.
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      The next two weeks passed by in a blur as I focused on classes, not dying in gym, avoiding the awful girls in the cafeteria, and trying not to let my hormones get the better of me. I took Dr. Green’s warning to heart and was a better student than I’d ever been in my whole life. I took notes, I studied, I practiced, and I avoided distractions. He still hadn’t called me to his office to explain anything. But thankfully, nothing had come of the letter and I didn’t receive any other threats.

      Well, at least not from outside sources. This school had its share of bullies and assholes, but I avoided them and continued to hang out with the shifters who lived in the dungeon.

      While I was finally starting to figure out how this place worked, I still hadn’t managed to make any friends with any of the other mages.

      Not that I was trying too hard.

      I spent lunch with the wolf shifters and most of my free time with Makayla. The two of us had even spent a day off school at the nearest mall. It was ridiculously normal.

      And it turns out I do have an allowance. A huge allowance. Part of me wanted to argue about it, but mostly I was thrilled with the new lamp and really amazing headphones I’d purchased.

      Makayla shoved a bag in my hands as we stopped in front of the stairs leading to the dungeon. “I got this for you while you were distracted.”

      My brow furrowed. “You really didn’t need to get me anything.”

      She shrugged. “I wanted to.”

      With a smile, I opened the bag. It had been years since anyone had got me a present. Inside was a pair of earrings in the shape of flames. They were silver and subtle and beautiful.

      “Maybe they’ll bring you luck,” she said. “Since I know you haven’t really tried using magic yet.”

      I frowned. The earrings suddenly felt like they weighed a ton. During lunch and down times, I saw other students use magic to create horses made of fire that could dance around the room and butterflies made of smoke that moved so effortlessly it seemed like they were breathing. Once, I’d even seen another mage draw a line of fire between himself and another mage in an act of self-defense. I knew I’d have to use my magic sooner or later and I knew fire was important to mages.

      Even though we’d never talked about it, I had a feeling that Makayla knew I was afraid. The men who’d attacked me died by my fire. What if I lost control again? Those men were monsters. The people here were students. I didn’t want to hurt anyone or hurt myself. Plus, there was the whole Untamed Magic thing Dr. Green warned me about. I couldn’t shake the part of our conversation about having power I didn’t know about. The fire had been surprise enough. I wasn’t sure I could handle any other new magic.

      Worse, I didn’t want to end up thrown out of here. I was worried that once I tried using magic, they’d learn what a fraud I was, or I’d do so much damage they’d kick me out.

      I’d grown to like being here. The food was good and reliable. The water was never cut off and my room was never freezing so I could save money on heat. I had it good here.

      “Don’t worry,” she said. “You’ll know when the time is right to try your magic again.”

      I nodded, forcing a smile on my face. “Thank you.”

      The two of us were laughing over a shared joke when we reached the common room.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Ben jump up from his seat. I’d only seen him in passing over the last two weeks. It was clear he’d been avoiding me.

      The sexy wolf shifter glanced toward me and for a second, our eyes locked. My breath hitched and I felt warm all over. I still wasn’t sure how he was able to do this to me with a look, but he seemed to have a hold on me that I couldn’t shake.

      It felt like we were alone in the room, just the two of us.

      He broke the stare first, looking down with a nod. “Raven, Makayla.”

      “Hey, Ben,” Makayla said. “What are you guys playing? Cause Raven here keeps saying she’s a champion strip poker player but I’m not sure I believe her.”

      Makayla nudged me with her elbow playfully.

      “It’s been a while since I played,” I said, still unable to take my eyes off of Ben.

      “Come on, show us what you got little mage,” Jenny said, tapping the empty space on the couch next to her.

      “I think I’ll sit this one out,” Ben said.

      “That’s probably smart,” Makayla said. “We all know you can’t handle losing well.”

      “Who says I’d lose?” He asked.

      Makayla shrugged. “I mean, if you’re afraid, sulk back to your room.”

      He looked back at the table, then turned his gaze back on me as if waiting for me to say something. Once again, my breath hitched, but this time, there was a twinge of sadness at the thought of him walking away.

      While I knew he was expert level temptation, the thought of him leaving was worse than knowing I had to be on my best behavior. “Afraid you’ll lose to a girl?”

      He laughed, a rich, dark sound that filled my insides with flutters. How I wished he’d laugh for me. Just the two of us, naked and entwined in my bed.

      Swallowing hard, I pushed the sexy thoughts away. “Or is it that you don’t think you can beat a mage?”

      “Oh, you’re on, princess,” he said.

      Makayla grabbed my shopping bag. “I’ll stash this in my room. You go get in on that game.”

      “You’re not playing?” I asked.

      “Oh no, I’d rather watch you kick his ass.”

      I cracked my knuckles playfully as I walked toward the low table. “Y’all ready to lose?”

      Jenny shifted a little, making more room on the couch. I sat down next to her and looked across the table where Ben was settling back into his seat. I winked at him, suddenly feeling very emboldened by the familiar sound of cards being dealt. “You ready to lose that shirt?”

      He lifted his eyebrows. “I don’t lose at this game.”

      “You’ve never played against me.” I took my cards from Jenny.

      Trey was sitting next to her and called out his bet. “Let’s start with shirts today.”

      “Call,” Starla said.

      “Call,” Ben said.

      “Call,” I said, not taking my eyes off of Ben.

      Jenny turned the cards and I smirked. I’d never been great with poker face, but I was incredibly lucky. There was no way I was going to lose this hand.

      As we went through the game, the player with the lowest hand lost a piece of clothing. Trey was down to his boxers and Starla had lost her shirt. Jenny maintained her position as dealer, keeping all of her clothes just as Ben and I both had.

      “I told you I was good at this game.” I threw down my cards.

      “Dammit,” Trey said.

      “Take it off!” Starla shouted.

      Everyone laughed as Trey stood and started dancing. “Hey, if I’m going to strip for all of you, I might as well make it a show!”

      I could feel Ben’s gaze on me as I watched Trey shake his hips. It was strong enough to drag me away from the performance just as Trey hooked his thumbs under the waistband of his boxers.

      Our eyes met and I heat rushed to my cheeks. Ben was staring at me as if I was the only one in the room. The laugher around me sounded far away. I clenched my thighs together and tore my eyes from him. Without a word, Ben had managed, once again, to make me feel things I shouldn’t.

      Trying to ignore the intensity of our connection, I turned back to where Trey was shaking his bare ass for the whole group. Jenny reached up and slapped him and Trey howled. “Hey, that’s unwanted touch.”

      “Right, that’s exactly what you said last night,” she said.

      He turned back to the group, his large cock on full display. He had nothing to be ashamed of. “Ladies and gentlemen, I bid you farewell.” He bowed low, then scooped up his clothes, using them to cover himself.

      Then, he turned to Ben. “Take her out, will you? It’s not right that she’s sitting there fully clothed.”

      “You got it,” Ben said.

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” I said.

      “We’ll see,” he said. “I’m sure I’m going to get you out of those clothes.”

      Wetness spread between my legs. If he only knew how badly I wanted him to make good on that threat.
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      It was down to the two of us. Starla took over dealing once Jenny followed Trey down the hall. The sounds of Jenny’s screams reached the common room, amping up the sexual tension that was already filling the space.

      I could smell Raven’s arousal. I knew she wanted me. But I needed her to make the first move. There was no way I would be able to stop if we started so I had to make sure she wanted it as much as I wanted her.

      She was my mate, I was certain of it so it was a matter of time until we made it official. I would feel my cock inside her. I would mark her as mine. And with every second that passed, I could feel us inching closer to that moment.

      Starla turned the cards, and I maintained my stoic expression. I wasn’t going to win this hand.

      Drawing a few more cards would only delay the inevitable. Besides, maybe removing some of my clothing would help speed this process up. I wanted Raven. I needed her.

      “Strip,” she said.

      “You sure you’re ready for that?” I asked.

      “I think I can handle it,” she said.

      I shrugged. “You asked for it.” Slowly, I pulled my shirt over my head. I knew I looked good naked.

      Tossing the shirt to the side, I watched Raven’s face. She was terrible at hiding her emotions, which is why it was surprising she was doing so well at this game. She had zero poker face.

      I smirked as she involuntarily licked her lower lip, her eyes traveling down my chest to my abs. Probably lower. “You like what you see?”

      Her green eyes shot back up to mine. “I see another cocky asshole who spends more time in the gym than he does with a book.”

      “Ouch, burn.” I laughed. “Are you calling me dumb?”

      Her cheeks flushed. It was adorable.

      “Just deal, okay. Unless you fold?” she asked.

      “Never,” I said.

      Starla silently dealt the cards. I turned mine over and couldn’t help but smile. No poker face this time. When you hold two aces, you’re in good shape.

      Starla turned over the cards on the table. Another ace.

      I grinned. “Ready to take off that shirt?”

      “Not so fast,” she said.

      But I could see it on her face.

      A minute later, Raven scowled at me as she pulled her shirt over her head. Her perky tits were sitting in a lacy black bra on full display for me. My cock hardened at the sight. Her body was even more beautiful than I’d imagined. And trust me, I’d imagined it a lot over the last few weeks.

      “What no comment?” She said.

      “Stunned silence from the alpha?” Starla said. “That’s a mighty powerful rack you’ve got there. We’re going to have to keep that in mind for when we want him to shut the fuck up.”

      I glared at Starla. “Deal.”

      She laughed as she dealt the next hand. This time, my shoes came off. Then, my socks.

      Finally, I won a hand. Raven took off her shoes.

      Then I won again. Raven’s socks came off. All that was left was her pants to see what she was wearing over that pussy I’d fantasied about.

      Another round and I was holding the winning cards. But I wasn’t quite ready. This wasn’t how I wanted to see Raven fully naked. I wanted her to myself - alone in my room. Or at least somewhere with a little privacy. My wolf growled internally, demanding I show my hand. He wanted her. All of her.

      I knew the risk I would take if I got her down to her panties. I wasn’t sure I could keep my wolf - or myself contained.

      “I’m out.” I threw my cards on the table, face down. Letting Raven win.

      Raven cocked an eyebrow at me. It was the first time I hadn’t shown my hand. I didn’t have to show my cards, but I know she was suspicious.

      “Pants, pants, pants,” Starla chanted.

      I stood. “You ready, princess? This is what you were waiting for, right?”

      Raven rolled her eyes. “Trust me, I’m sure your underwear isn’t any better than any of the others I’ve seen.”

      I unzipped my jeans and tugged them down. It was worth it to see the wide-eyed response to my well fitted boxer briefs from Raven.

      If I lost again, I’d bare it all. My wolf panted in agreement. It was a calculated risk. One I was willing to take to try to get her to act on her impulses. I knew she wanted me. I just needed to get her to admit it to herself.

      “You lose this, and you’re out, Ben,” Starla said.

      “Got it,” I said. “Unless Raven wants to fold now?”

      “Never,” she said.

      My cock twitched. God, I loved that stubborn streak. Did she even have any idea how fucking sexy she was?

      Starla dealt.

      I peeked at my cards. They were good, but I wasn’t sure if they were good enough. Once again, I thought about Raven’s pussy on full display. My cock twitched.

      I wanted her. To be inside her.

      But not like this.

      “I fold,” I said.

      “Just like that?” She said. “Does that mean you don’t want to show me what’s under those boxers?”

      “Oh, I want to show you,” I said. “Just not here.”

      I could hear Raven’s heart pounding. Her cheeks flushed pink and I could sense the change in her breathing. She was ready.

      “You lost, Ben,” Starla said. “Time to strip.”

      I looked at Raven. “Want me to do it here, or should we go somewhere more private?”

      “Strip,” Raven said, not missing a beat.

      She was brutal. And I was pretty sure I was in love with her. Nobody pushed me around or stood up to me. She was exactly what I needed.

      I stood, my eyes focused on hers. She didn’t blink as I stared at her. Our connection sent a rush of fire though me, as if every part of me was lit up. My skin felt hot and my chest was tight. The only thing I could think of was Raven. Her lips pressed into mine so hard they came back bruised. Her nails digging into my back. My cock deep inside her as she moaned in pleasure.

      Hooking my thumbs under the waistband, I tugged down my boxers. My erection sprung free, its full size clearly visible.

      Raven’s eyes lowered, and she took a deep breath, holding it. I watched as her fingers gripped the fabric of the couch. She squeezed her legs together, then she looked up at me. Our eyes met again.

      “You like what you see?” I asked, taking a few steps toward her.

      “It’s impressive,” she breathed.

      “Raven,” her name escaped my mouth like a prayer. How did I explain this to her? Did she know that she called to me? That we were meant to be together?

      “Alright, you two,” Starla said. “The common room is off limits for sex.”

      I turned to her, letting out a low growl.

      “Not my rule,” she said.

      “I have to go,” Raven said. She pushed past me, holding her clothes.

      I watched her leave. Now wasn’t the time, but we were close. Soon, she’d come to me.
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      “Good news, class,” Professor Halifax said. “We are officially done with the technical preparations. Today, we begin the practical study.”

      The class cheered and my eyes widened. I knew at some point, I’d have to actually use magic but the last few weeks of learning about it from a safe distance had been just fine for me.

      “Today’s practical session will be a group study. Groups of three, make sure you have at least one newer student in your group. Choose one of the elemental spells to focus on today and work through it until you can safely cast.”

      Chatter sounded around me as my classmates stood and moved around the room, greeting their friends and quickly forming groups.

      I turned to the person next to me just as she walked away to join another group. Fuck. It was like elementary school gym class square dancing. Nobody wanted to be my partner, so I had to dance with the teacher. I really hoped there was no square dancing in gym here.

      “Need a partner, new girl?” someone asked.

      I turned to see the twins from the first night smiling down at me. Up close, they were even more handsome than I’d realized. They were identical from their short brown wavy hair and dark eyes to their strong jaws and light stubble. They looked like they’d be more at home on a big screen than inside a magic school in matching uniforms.

      Everyone at this school was like a fucking model. No pressure. I straightened my shirt and inwardly thanked Makayla for making me brush my hair. I mean, if I had to deal with this place, I might as well enjoy myself. And to be fair, I’d been left with lady blue balls from the dream with Luka. Either of these two would be a welcome substitute. For a second, I imagined them both naked and touching me.

      I shook my head and tried to send the dirty thoughts away. Something was wrong with me. Very, very wrong. “Yeah, I need a partner.” In more ways than one.

      One of the twins lifted a knowing eyebrow and my cheeks heated. Did he know what I was thinking? Could mages do that?

      “Come on, you can join us, new girl,” he said.

      “Raven,” I said. “My name is Raven.”

      “Matt and Zach,” the other twin said.

      My brow furrowed as I searched their faces, trying to find anything that could identify them as individuals. Not seeing anything, I lowered my eyes to check out the rest of them. Finally, I noticed that one of them had a freckle on his right hand while the other didn’t. “Who is Matt and who is Zach?”

      “I’m Matt,” the one with the freckle pointed to himself.

      “Zach,” the other said.

      “Got it,” I said. “Thanks for inviting me to join your group.”

      “We’ve got to be the first to check out the new girl,” Matt said.

      “Unless Luka beat us to it,” Zach said.

      “I don’t know what you’re inferring but that’s not how I roll,” I said.

      “Pity,” Matt said. “I could have made you scream my name for hours.”

      “Doubt it,” I said. “That takes skill.”

      “Solid burn,” Zach said.

      “I think I might want different partners,” I said, glancing around the room. Everyone was already in groups. I was stuck with the cocky asshole and his twin.

      “You’re stuck with us, darling,” Matt said.

      “Fine, but I’m not your darling,” I said.

      “You will be,” Matt said with a shrug.

      I ignored his confident words. “Shouldn’t we get to work?”

      “Sure, you start,” Zach said.

      “I don’t know how,” I said.

      Matt turned his hand and flames flickered to life in his palm. He grinned. “It’s easy. Now you try.”

      “Don’t I need to say some magic words or something?” I asked.

      “Only in the movies,” Zach said, turning his hand and creating his own flames. “If you have the magic, you call to it and bring it forth.”

      I looked down at my hands and frowned. I’d created fire once before and it ended in destruction and death. Balling my hands into fists I reminded myself again that I was in the right. I shouldn’t feel bad for what I did. And I did want to control it.

      Blowing out a breath, I copied their hand movement, willing fire to come.

      Nothing happened.

      “Maybe you’re not good with fire,” Matt said. “We can try water.”

      I shook my head. “No, I know I have fire. At least I think I have fire.”

      Zach closed his hand around his flame. “Try this.” He stretched his arm out and splayed his fingers wide. Then he turned his hand slowly, so it was palm up, then closed his hand into a fist. When he opened it, there was a tiny flame burning in his hand. “If you’re a fire mage, you should manifest fire easily. The other elements are harder to create.”

      I can do this. I had to learn how to do this. It was the only way out of this place. If I could play along and graduate, I could move on with my life. Whatever the hell that looked like after walking away from what I’d left behind.

      My hand shook as I stretched my arm out. I took a steadying breath as I turned my hand palm up. Squeezing my hand into a fist, I closed my eyes, imagining fire springing to life as if I held an invisible lighter. I opened my eyes and carefully opened my hand.

      My heart skipped a beat as I watched a tiny flame breathe to life. It danced in my palm as if it had always been there. I laughed, my stomach twisting as relief mixed with disbelief. I’d had doubts before but here it was. Absolute proof that I could create magic.

      Suddenly, the flame expanded, growing beyond my control. The fire spread as if my arm was kindling, working its way up. I screamed and shook my arm, trying to put the fire out.

      “What the fuck?” Matt said.

      “Stay calm, control it,” Zach said.

      In a matter of seconds, my entire body was alight with fire. I stood frozen, terrified, numb, confused. It didn’t hurt but there was no escaping the fact that I was still engulfed in flames.

      Zach slammed into me, throwing his arms around me, knocking me to the ground. I landed on my back so hard it sent white dots dancing in my vision.

      Zach stood and dusted the soot from his burned clothes before offering a hand to me.

      The flames were gone, but I was left smoking on the ground, my clothes burned away. None of my skin was injured, but I was naked. In front of my entire class. The whole room was silent.

      The blush I felt was hotter than the flames that had burned up my clothes. I stood, doing my best to cover myself.

      Matt threw his jacket around my shoulders. “Here.”

      I tugged it closed around me, my lower lip quivering in embarrassment.

      “New girl’s pretty hot,” someone said.

      Someone else whistled.

      “Enough,” the professor called. She marched over to me and glared, her expression cold. “You better get control of yourself or you’ll never make it out of here alive.”

      “I didn’t mean to,” I said. “It’s my first day.”

      “No excuse,” she said. “Matt, Zach, get her back to her room. She’s in your group, she’s your responsibility. She fails, you both fail, too. The rest of you, get back to work.”
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      When I asked the new girl to join our group, I was hoping to score. As in, in bed, with her, naked. Not the kind of score where my grade and my whole future was now in jeopardy. I glanced over at Zach as we all silently made our way out of the classroom.

      “Dad is going to kill us,” I said through our telepathic bond.

      “Mom would kill us if we didn’t help her,” Zach answered.

      I frowned. Our mother was the type to take in strays. We had two dozen barn cats living on our country property because she was constantly caring for any abandoned creature she found. The vet was a regular visitor, always working on helping some poor flea-bitten, starving animal my mom took in.

      “This isn’t the same, though. She’s a mage. Not an injured bird.”

      “Same thing, higher stakes,” Zach answered.

      “Hey, where are you going?” I asked, realizing that Raven had passed the hall that took us to the tower stairs.

      “My room is in the dungeon.” She blinked at us, her expression blank.

      “For real?” I asked.

      She rolled her eyes. “Look, you don’t have to come with me. I get that I fucked up but I’ll work on it, okay? Is there like a YouTube for mages or something where I can watch some videos?”

      I smiled despite myself. “You’ll find the internet isn’t a thing here, so no, you won’t find a blog or video to help you.”

      She cocked her eyebrow. “Does anybody read blogs anymore?”

      “You’re missing the point,” I said.

      “No, I get it.” She pointed at me. “You wanted to fuck me.” Then she pointed to Zach. “You might be a genuinely nice person, but you have an asshole brother.” She pointed her finger at herself. “And I’m a colossal fuck up. Sound about right?”

      There was something about her tone and the way she popped her hip when she put her hand there, that had me aching for her. There was no denying that I wanted to fuck her when we first met. But now, it wasn’t just a way to pass the time. Now, I had to conquer her. I had to know what that attitude would be like in the bedroom.

      She folded her arms over her chest. She looked damn sexy in just my jacket. My cock twitched at the thought that my jacket was all that stood between me and her naked body. Which, from the brief glance I got after she burned off all her clothes, was quite stunning.

      “Quit smirking at me,” she said.

      “So sorry, princess, should I avert my gaze?” I asked.

      “That’s enough,” Zach said. “It doesn’t matter what any of us want. You have to get better and we have to help you.”

      “And how are you going to manage that? Last time you tried to help me I burned off all of my clothes,” she said.

      “Magic meld,” Zach said.

      I looked at him, my eyes widening in disbelief. “No way. Too dangerous. Too many consequences.”

      “We don’t have a choice,” Zach said.

      Frustrated, I ran a hand through my hair. “Tell me, Raven, how was your training at home? Did your tutors focus on practical stuff?”

      “I didn’t have tutors,” she said. “I…”

      “Go on,” Zach said.

      Her eyes darted from side to side as if checking to see if we were alone. Then, she looked back at me. “Fine. I just found out I was a mage the day I arrived here, okay? I’m learning as I go. I used magic for the first time on accident and then they made me come here.”

      “That was not what I was expecting,” Zach said.

      “Me neither.” I glanced at my twin. “You’re right. We don’t have a choice.”

      “Should I be worried?” Raven asked.

      “About?” I asked.

      “Whatever the fuck you two have been talking about with your secret twin magic,” she said, dropping her hands to her side in frustration. The jacket opened, revealing her breasts and her soot covered skin. She quickly pulled it closed.

      “You could tell we were communicating?” Zach asked.

      “Yeah, it was obvious you were doing something. Plus, hello, this is magic school,” she said.

      “Right,” Zach said.

      The bell rang and the hum of conversation and footsteps of dozens of students moving to their next class filled the hall.

      “Come on, we need to get out of here,” I said, grabbing Raven’s upper arm.

      She tugged it away. “I’ve got another class after this.”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll get you excused,” Zach said.

      “You can do that?” I asked.

      “For the money our parents are sending to this school, they should let us do whatever we damn well please,” I said.

      She licked her lips and looked down at the ground. I could tell she was nervous about something but now wasn’t the time. We needed to get out of the hallway and somewhere quiet so we could try the magic meld.

      “Come on,” I said. “We’ll go to our room.”

      She hesitated, and for a moment, I thought she wasn’t going to follow. Then, she nodded and started moving.

      We cut through the students and down the hall to the winding staircase that led up the tower. It was a wide column heading up ten levels above the rest of the building with platforms leading to rooms on each level. Each floor had 4 bedrooms with the exception of the seventh floor, which had only one massive set of rooms that wrapped all the way around the winding interior staircase. That was our stop.

      Since our family started this whole place a hundred years ago and still made hefty donations every year, we were given what we affectionally called the sacred suite. In past generations, the massive suite had been used by one child at a time as our family had a strict one-kid policy. They had some weird belief about spreading the magic too thin and believed that having more kids could result in children with no magic, which were seen as lower than shifters to people like my parents. The whole lot of them were a bunch of assholes.

      “Here we are,” Zach said, sliding his keycard into the slot. “Home sweet home.”

      I gestured for Raven to enter the room and she stepped in, then froze in the foyer. “This is your room?”

      “Rooms,” I said. “It’s a suite.”

      “Wow,” she said.

      I glanced around, taking in the space I rarely stopped to admire. To an outsider, it was probably over the top. The floors were made of gray marble streaked through with white. The walls were covered in black and white damask, textured wallpaper. As you looked into the space, you could see the rich wood floors of the living area and the high end, modern furniture.

      Everything in here screamed wealth. Which was exactly what my family was going for when they remodeled it a few years ago.

      “Doesn’t exactly scream college dorm,” Raven said. “But then again, the canopy bed in my room doesn’t either. They really went all out when they decorated this place, didn’t they?”

      “Well, it’s sort of our…” Zach began until I elbowed him in the side.

      “They threw us in one room, twins, you know,” I said.

      “Right.” She walked into the living area then stopped near an eighteenth-century globe shaped liquor cabinet. Her brow furrowed and she dragged her fingertips along the edge of the globe.

      I swallowed hard, wishing those fingers were dragging along my skin. Shaking my head, I tried to push the thoughts of the two of us together away. She was hot for sure, but I had a feeling she was more trouble than she was worth.

      Zach walked over to her and set his hand on top of hers, guiding it along the globe until they reached the seam.

      Heat rose in my chest as jealousy flared. I didn’t want him touching her. I wanted her to myself.

      I took a step back, surprised by my reaction. I’d never cared which girls Zach fucked. Neither of us let girls stick around long enough to get attached. We’d passed off girls to each other enough times to have an understanding. When you had as much money as we did and you carried the Obscura name, things came easy. Even girls.

      Zach opened the top of the globe, revealing the liquor and glasses inside.

      “That’s really cool,” Raven said. “Right out of a movie.”

      “Want a drink?” Zach asked, lifting a bottle of brown liquor.

      “It’s like ten in the morning,” she said. “Besides, I’d rather have something else to wear.”

      Zach set the bottle back down and closed the top. I took the opportunity to head to my room and grab an oversized gym shirt. It would probably fit her like a dress.

      When I returned, Raven was giggling at something Zach said. Rage twisted my gut, and I threw the shirt at Zach, harder than I should have.

      “What the fuck?” He caught it but nearly lost his balance. “Was that necessary?”

      “We have things to do,” I said. “We can get her excused for a while, but we don’t have time for you to take her to your bedroom right now.”

      “Nobody is taking me to their bedroom, you get that right?” Raven grabbed the shirt out of Zach’s hands and marched down the hall.

      As soon as she was out of sight, Zach stomped over to me. “What the hell, Mr. Cockblock?”

      “Did you ever think about the fact that I saw her first?” I asked.

      “So that’s what this is about,” he said. “Well, she thinks you’re a pig and she hates you so you have no shot. Why fuck it up for me?”

      “You think you’re going to have a shot if she hates someone who wears the same face?” I asked.

      “How about you stop trying to decide who will get to fuck me and start being gentlemen who realize it’s not your choice. I don’t know what kind of women you’re used to but you can’t do this to people. It’s wrong.”

      Her words made me feel like I’d been slapped in the face. I knew I wouldn’t have said that if I thought she was back in the room. I wasn’t good with people I wasn’t paying and Raven wasn’t one of the usual girls who would throw themselves at us.

      “I’m sorry, Raven,” Zach said. “It won’t happen again.”

      “I’m sorry, too,” I said.

      “Look at that, maybe there is hope for both of you,” she said. “As my class partners. Not as bedroom partners. Because that, boys, is never going to happen.”
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      There was something different about these men. Granted, I didn’t know any mages aside from myself and to be fair, I had always been different. But it wasn’t the magic that made them seem different. It was something else. As if they’d never been told no in their lives. What kind of world had they grown up in where they thought it was okay to fight over women? Ugh. Whatever it was, I sure felt bad for whatever woman ended up with either of them. Or both of them. Maybe they were the sharing type.

      “So what exactly was it that made you drag me to your mini mansion of a room and risk getting confinement?” I asked.

      “We have to figure out what is going on with your magic. Find out if you’re for sure a fire mage or if it’s another element you connect with and then pinpoint your source,” Zach said.

      “Okay, pretty much none of that made sense,” I said. “For real, I know zero about magic.”

      “We’re going to connect our magic, all three of us, so we can find yours and help you reach it,” Zach said.

      “Okay, sounds harmless enough,” I said. “How exactly?”

      “It’s not harmless,” Matt said. “It can backfire or worse.”

      “What do you mean backfire?” I asked, not even wanting to get into the worse part of it.

      “Connecting magic is something that’s not done often. If we aren’t careful, we could accidentally siphon the magic from one person and give to another. That’s why we always do it in groups of three. Three is a sacred number for mages. It helps our magic to be stronger and keeps one mage from overpowering another,” Zach said.

      “Is that something that happens often? Someone overpowering someone else?” The magic world sounded more brutal with each new tidbit I learned.

      “Not even phased by losing your magic?” Matt asked. “That’s the part you should be focused on.”

      I shrugged. “Until recently, I didn’t even know I had magic. As far as I can tell, it’s more of an inconvenience than anything else. Sure, it helped me get away with my life but it landed me here. Away from my home and my job and my life.”

      “None of that makes sense,” Matt said. “They don’t just throw people who use magic in the human world into our school. It’s not magic prison.”

      I blew out a breath. I was doing a terrible job of keeping the secret of how I’d arrived. At least I managed to skip the part about being a scholarship kid as Luka had suggested. My cheeks heated and an involuntary shiver ran down my spine at the thought of Luka. Was I ever going to be able to shake our dream from my memory?

      “Look, I’m here now and I’m trying to make the best of it. Do you think you can help me?” I asked.

      “You’re sure you want to try this?” Zach asked.

      “Do I have another choice?” I asked. “I can’t afford to fail, I don’t want to burn my clothes off again, and I definitely don’t want either of you to fail despite your less than charming attitudes toward women.”

      Matt grumbled something under his breath and I ignored him.

      “Are we going to do this or are we waiting for a full moon or some shit?” I asked.

      Zach smirked. “You watch too much television.”

      “Yeah, cause I’m a normal twenty-one-year-old.”

      “No, you’re not,” Matt said. “You’re a mage and it’s time to tap into those powers.”

      “Let’s do this,” I said.

      “Over here,” Matt said, gesturing to the space in front of the black leather couch.

      I followed him and then sat down next to him on top of the thick, ornate rug that probably cost more than I made in a year. What was with this place? Luka wasn’t kidding when he said it was an expensive school. With each passing moment, I was feeling even more out of place. Maybe I should ask if they could take my powers. Then, I could go back to my normal life.

      I thought of my shitty apartment with the bars on the windows and the heater that never worked. The threadbare sheets were nothing compared to the comfortable bedding I had here and my breakfasts of pop tarts and dinners of canned tuna were already dwarfed by the food I almost got to eat this morning. Aside from the asshole I’d met in the cafeteria and the veiled death-threats, this place was a huge step up from what I had back home. Add in the fact that I knew, deep down, nobody missed me. That made giving all this up, this shot at something better, sound really, really stupid.

      Zach was on one side of me, Matt on the other. We were sitting in a weird cross-legged circle. Three grown ass adults, well, if you consider us adults, which I barely did, sitting in a circle as if we were going to play duck-duck-goose. It was a bit ridiculous. But hey, we were talking about doing shit with magic so I guess I it all sort of felt like make believe, anyway. “Now what?”

      They reached their hands out and I set my hands in theirs without explanation. A jolt of electricity sizzled through my palms at the point of contact. “Ouch.” It didn’t actually hurt, but it was surprising. Like static electricity.

      “That’s the magic,” Zach said.

      “That’s a good sign,” Matt added. “We’re already synched.”

      I lifted an eyebrow but didn’t ask for clarification. This whole thing was mysterious enough and half the time I didn’t understand the explanation. “Now what?”

      “Close your eyes, and focus on your magic,” Zach said.

      I felt a little ridiculous sitting in a circle with my eyes closed. It struck me as odd that I never went through the Wiccan phase in high school like so many of the other girls I grew up with. Yet, here I was, sitting in a circle with a couple of mages trying to figure out my magic. If only those girls from high school could see me now. They’d be green with envy.

      Something tickled in my gut, fluttering up through my chest. It was an odd sensation, weird enough to break me from my distractions and focus on myself. The fluttering grew until it felt like a bubble swelling inside me, threatening to pop.

      Sweat formed on my brow, and my heart raced. The bubble shifted, twisting until it felt like it was reaching toward all my limbs, as if it were composed of tentacles going in every direction inside of me. Something slithered down my back and I yelped.

      “Hold on, don’t let go of it. I can feel it,” Matt said.

      My breathing quickened as the slithering feeling continued. Then, it was as if something grabbed hold of the tendrils and pulled, tightening around them. I cried out as panic gripped me. Ice seemed to travel up the tendrils, silencing my cry.

      I opened my eyes with a start and looked at Matt and Zach. The two of them were still next to me, still holding me but they were both staring at me.

      As I met their eyes, shock waves of electric blue light ran up and down our arms, connecting us in a circle that I didn’t want to break. The initial discomfort was gone, replaced by serenity, belonging, hope. It was like soaking in a warm bath, supported on all sides by the warm water.

      Zach and Matt were the support. They were holding me here, keeping me calm, making me feel oddly comfortable. I’d never felt comfortable before. Not once. And now, I felt like I wanted to crawl in between them and let them hold me until I fell asleep. It didn’t feel unusual to want to be with them. To touch them, taste them, smell them.

      My senses began to fire on overdrive and suddenly the warmth spread to my belly, then lower to my core. I lifted my knees, squeezing my thighs together against the sudden arousal.

      This wasn’t happening. This couldn’t happen.

      Without thinking, I tugged my hands away, breaking the circle.

      I shot backward, stopping when I hit the couch behind me. Dazed, I slowly looked up at the mages in the room with me. “What the hell was that?”

      “The blue sparks or the sudden desire to fuck you right here even with my brother present,” Zach said.

      “Both, I guess,” I said.

      “You felt that too?” Matt said. “Because I didn’t think that was real.”

      “What are you talking about?” Zach asked.

      “I read about a rare case when connecting magic formed a bond similar to a mating bond,” Matt said.

      “Mages don’t feel mating bonds,” Zach said. “That’s a shifter and demon thing.”

      “Except for when it’s forged by connecting magic,” Matt said.

      “What are you saying?” I asked. “That you just tricked me into falling in love with you or something?”

      “No, it’s not love, not really,” Matt said. “Mating bonds are different. Animalistic. Possessive. Eternal.”

      “Okay, you two are nuts,” I said as I stood up. It was bad enough that I had a broody shifter I had to avoid and a regular booty call with an incubus. I didn’t need to be mated to a couple of mages on top of that.

      “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Zach said. “I’ve never even heard of that.”

      “I think you’re both fucking with me,” I said.

      “No, not at all,” Matt said. “It was one study I read. I’m sure it’s not what happened. It was probably just the power of the magic. I mean, some people say magic is an aphrodisiac.”

      “Well, not this person,” I said, hands on my hips. “And I’m late for gym.”

      “Wait,” Zach said. “I’ll walk you there. It’ll help you not get busted for being late.”

      “Fine,” I said. “But we’re never doing that connection thing again but you’re both going to have to help me figure out how to make my magic work so I don’t get kicked out of here.”

      “That sounds fair,” Matt said. His hand brushed against mine as he walked past me toward the door.

      His touch sent a shock wave through me, straight to my core and all I could think about was what it would be like to fuck him. Dammit. Whatever they did better be temporary.
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      My chest tightened as the bell rang and I still didn’t see Raven. Over the last few weeks, I’d given her space in real life and while the late-night dream booty calls were nice, they weren’t a substitute for the real thing. Every day when we had gym, I hoped it would be the day she’d decide to take things out of the dream realm.

      It was hard to believe it had been nearly three weeks since she arrived. In all that time, I found that my appetite for other encounters had dwindled. It was as if she was the only thing I craved, and it was taking its toll on me. I needed to have some real-life action, but she was all I wanted.

      Today was going to change that. I was going to get her alone. We had a connection, I knew we did. I just needed to talk to her. The whole day had dragged by so slowly as I waited for this moment. I’d been counting down, waiting for her.

      And now it was time for gym, and she was nowhere in sight. I’d warned her about being on time to classes. She had to know by now how important it was to fall in line. This school might be the envy of all magic academies, but they were still practicing the old ways of punishment. Meaning, step a toe out of line and you’d pay with dire consequences that would be shocking to the members of the Spanish Inquisition. I should know, I’d had to listen to my family retell their take on the Inquisition every year on the Winter Solstice when we traveled between realms to visit those who had permanently crossed into hell.

      “Demon, why the fuck aren’t you warming up?” Coach Miller called.

      I tore my eyes off the door and clenched my jaw as I turned to face the coach. Of all the teachers at the Academy, Coach Miller was the worst. He wasn’t just a sadistic asshole, he was horrifying to look at. And I’m a fucking demon. I literally visit Hell every year. Coach Miller even freaked me out.

      His lower half was a snake body, while his upper half was that of a man. A roided out man who spent too much time popping supplements and eating raw meat. The veins in his forehead were always bulging, but you were safe as long as the neck vein wasn’t throbbing. Like it was starting to do now.

      “On my way, coach,” I said, trying to sound like I actually respected him. I didn’t. Nobody did. That’s why he was such a prick. Instead of earning respect, he made us suffer so we were all terrified of him. It was almost enough to sign up to take the trials now and avoid having to spend another hour with him.

      I picked up my pace, running faster to meet up with the pack of students in the middle. We did the same warm up every day. Two miles around the track. It was tedious but it was the best part of class because at least while we were warming up, he wasn’t trying to kill us.

      With every lap, I glanced toward the door, hoping to catch a glimpse of Raven. But as I rounded the final lap, I started to hope she wouldn’t arrive. The punishment for missing a class was probably the same as coming late but it would be determined by the dean instead of the coach so it was less likely you’d be fighting giant scorpions or something.

      “Hey, Luka,” James, the only other incubus at the Academy jogged over to me. “You had a shot with the new girl yet? I saw her at lunch today with the shifters. Whew, man, I’m telling you, I’ve never gotten such a high from a woman’s scent as I have from that little mage. She’s got to be a wild one in bed, don’t you think?”

      Everything inside me felt like it turned molten at James’s words. I wanted to rip his throat out for talking about Raven that way. “She’s taken.”

      He lifted a cocky brow and laughed. “Yeah, right. Like you already bagged that one. She’s way out of your league. Besides, I’m pretty sure she’s shacking up with the wolf’s alpha.”

      “I can assure you, she’s off the market. And not because she’s fucking a dog,” I said as I left the track and headed to the middle of the gym to wait for whatever today’s fresh hell would be.

      Suddenly, the doors opened and Raven walked in with the Mage twins behind her.

      “Fuck, how do those assholes get all the pussy?” James asked.

      “Because they’re richer than god,” another student said.

      “Ms. Winters,” Coach Miller boomed. “You’re late. That was a stupid choice.”

      “It was my fault, Coach,” Matt said. “We sort of caught her on fire last period.”

      The coach’s eye twitched and one nostril flared. His upper lip curled, then he sucked in his lips as if he’d just eaten something sour. “Is that so, Mr. Obscura?”

      “She was willing to come straight here and I made her get checked for injury. You know how it would look if an Obscura killed a student before the end of the first semester?”

      “Yeah, they usually wait until the trials for that,” someone called.

      My stomach tightened. Had these two sunk their teeth into my Raven? We shared something. Our time in that dream wasn’t just a dream; it was something bigger. When she was around, the whole world stopped.

      I was pretty convinced we had a bond, though I wasn’t ready to admit that to anyone. My grandparents had come together through a mating bond and when my grandmother died, it took my grandfather down with her. So my parents had been clear about their lack of interest in such a bond. For a demon, it was seen as weakness. But I didn’t think I had a choice. The pull to her was too great. If she was my mate, I was willing to do whatever it took to spend as much time as I could with her. Today was supposed to be the day I made that leap. But I was going to have to get rid of the golden boys first.

      “You missed warm up so you’ll have to work cold,” Coach Miller said.

      “Thanks, coach,” Matt said. “I’ll pass your best along to my parents.”

      “Yeah, why don’t you do that,” he said. Then he turned to the rest of us. “Circle up. It’s combat day.”

      I moved slowly, keeping an eye on the twins and Raven. The mage boys left the gym and Raven slowly walked toward the group. I shifted so I could get closer to her but the coach moved next to her, cutting off my access. Frowning, I took a spot in the circle of students.

      She was so close to me that I could feel her magic. It called to me like a ritual, sending me the scent of burning sage and garden roses. It didn’t make sense how I knew, but I knew it was her. She didn’t have this pull to her magic before. Something had changed. My nose twitched as I noticed another scent I was familiar with. Sex. The unmistakable scent of arousal and wetness.

      I balled my hands into fists. Those mages were going to have to find their own toys. Raven wasn’t one of their flavors of the month. She needed to be worshipped not used and tossed aside.

      “Luka, you get to go first today,” Coach Miller said. “And why don’t you show the little mage how it’s done. I don’t think we’ve had a combat since you’ve arrived, have we?”

      Raven shook her head. “No, coach.”

      Panic surged through me and my heart hammered in my chest. No. Combat was dangerous. It wasn’t exactly fight to the death as most of us were immortal, but it was damn close. And I’d never fought a mage. I didn’t know what they could take. “Coach, she’s never even seen combat before.”

      The coach cocked his head to the side. “I’ve never known you to turn down a tumble with a member of the opposite sex. Isn’t that what you shitty demons live for?”

      I glared at him. Like he could talk. I got my magic from pleasure. My own and those I was with. I never forced anyone, and I was damn good at fucking. He was a half snake man with a steroid addiction. Did he even have a penis? Was that what this was? Penis envy?

      “You won’t do it, I’ll find someone else who will,” he threatened.

      “I’ll take a go at her,” Remi called.

      My insides rumbled in a low growl. I didn’t like being threatened, and he knew exactly how to push my buttons. I swear, one day I was going to tear that grin off of his smug face. “Fine.”

      “Winters, in the ring,” he called.

      I stepped into the center of the circle of students, my heart falling to the pit of my stomach as Raven lifted her chin and stepped forward. Even as she approached the ring for an unknown combat test, she didn’t waver. She didn’t let her fear show. But I could smell it on her. And she had every right to be afraid. She should be very, very afraid.
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      I balled my hands into fists to keep from trembling, but I was sure they all knew how terrified I was. Lifting my chin high, I did my best to feign confidence as I stepped into the center of the circle.

      There were twenty students in matching gym uniforms standing around me and all eyes were on me.

      I glanced around, noting the different people. I’d gotten to know some of them during the last few weeks but it was mostly just introductions. Aside from Violet and Luka, there weren’t any I’d consider friends. Violet was a gym class only friend and Luka was a dream booty call.

      The students seemed to watch me with a bored detachment. Most of them would pass for human at first glance, but a few of them were obviously not human. I suppose I should be lucky that it’s Luka I had to fight - at least I think this is a fight - rather than the kid with the spikes coming out of his head and mouth full of sharp fangs. In fact, there were at least six kids with visible fangs. And all of them were baring their teeth at me to show them off.

      Coach Miller slithered closer to me and I shuddered. What the hell was he? I mean, a principal with the devil horns was the one thing but a snake man for a gym teacher was worse. Wasn’t gym class bad enough as it was? Why throw in a dude who looked like the Rock from the awful Scorpion King movie? Except for this guy was half snake instead of half scorpion. It was enough to make you fight to hold down your lunch.

      “Shirts or skins?” he asked. “Lady's choice.”

      “What?” I asked, startled by the question. We weren’t playing basketball, and I obviously had breasts so why the hell would I take off my shirt? There were only two of us.

      “She wants shirts,” Luka said. “Right?”

      “Um, yeah,” I said, still in shock at the question.

      “Next, choose your three,” the gym teacher said.

      “My three what?” I asked.

      “Do I have to spoon feed it to you?” he asked.

      “It’s her first time,” Luka said.

      “Well, we all know who’s trying to get into the new girls pants,” the teacher said.

      My cheeks heated. “What the fuck? You can’t say shit like that. Besides, I’m not really new anymore.”

      He laughed. “I can say whatever I want. And you know, for that outburst, I’m going to pick your three.”

      “Give her a chance,” Luka said.

      “One more word from you and it’s confinement,” Coach said. Then he turned to the circle of students and pointed to three kids in front of him. “Garcia, Smith, and Hunt, you’re with Ms. Winters.”

      The three students, all female and all petite like me, moved into the center of the circle. I should have asked for Violet. At least I knew she liked me.

      “Lowell, Keller, and Sanchez, you join the Incubus.”

      Three huge boys moved into the circle. They looked at me as if they were starving and I was the main course. And not in a sexy way. In a they-were-going-to-kill-me way. “Fuck.”

      “Yeah, thanks a lot stupid mage,” one girl behind me said.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said, not willing to look back at them. We were screwed. “How do we do this? Is it like a point per touch or something?”

      “This isn’t the human world, noob, it’s last person standing.”

      Luka’s brow was furrowed, and he mouthed the word, sorry to me. I could feel the tears already brewing behind my eyes. I didn’t even know the rules but I had a feeling asking would be worse than just letting it happen, whatever it was.

      Luka pulled his shirt off and tossed it aside. A warm flush rose through me and flutters filled my chest. I had almost forgotten how beautiful he was and how badly I wanted to finish what we had started in my dream. Did he remember that? Did he even care? Or was he visiting every woman he could find to fill his appetite?

      I shook my head and forced the thought away. Now was not the time to focus on Luka’s body. His amazingly chiseled abs or his unrealistically sculpted six-pack. Fuck. I needed to focus. Why was I doing this? The three guys behind Luka fanned out behind him. All of them flexing their biceps as they got into what I could only describe as ready positions. Ready for what though, I had no idea. All I knew was that I should embrace myself for pain.

      “Go,” the snake guy yelled.

      I glanced behind me to see the three girls backing away from me and when I turned back to look at Luka, he was advancing.

      The other three behind him waited, teeth bared. I could almost sense the bloodlust coming from them. It filled the air with a tension that was palpable. Everyone here wanted this. They wanted to see the fight. They were hungry for it.

      Everyone except for me.

      My heart pounded so loudly in my ears it nearly drowned out the cheers of the students gathered around me. Sweat formed on my brow. Everything seemed to be moving in slow motion.

      No, strike that. Not seemed to be. It was.

      Holding my breath, I focused on the sound. It had slowed to a roar like an ocean wave, the surrounding students nearly frozen in place as they moved so slowly I had to pay attention to notice it.

      I moved my hand out in front of me. I was moving at normal speed. Or at least it appeared that way.

      Luka was still moving toward me, though it would take him an hour to reach me at his current pace. Confused, I walked toward him and waved my hand in front of his face. He didn’t react. He either wasn’t aware of this happening or he was moving too slowly to register the change.

      Why was this happening? Did I make this happen or was it someone else? It didn’t seem to be Luka’s doing since he was trapped in the same slow motion as everyone else.

      What if I made this happen? What if we were stuck like this forever? My chest tightened and my tongue felt thick in my mouth. This wasn’t supposed to happen. What if I fucked everything up?

      I glanced around the room and then made a decision. As panic clawed its way through my insides, I raced toward the doors. I had to find out if the rest of the school was stuck like this or if it was only the gym class.

      The halls were empty and all the classroom doors were closed. I hesitated in front of a classroom, wondering if I should open the door but fear prevented me from tugging it open. What if the professor wasn’t moving in slow motion and they punished me for walking into their class?

      Since I’d arrived, the threat of confinement had been dangled over me along with the looming sense of dread that I would fail and be sent somewhere worse than here.

      Fuck. I had no good options.

      Feeling defeated, I ran back toward the gym and burst through the doors to find everyone standing in a loose group, glaring at me.

      “You. Confinement. Now.” Coach Miller slithered toward me, a vein throbbing in his bulging neck.

      I swallowed hard. “It was an accident, I swear.”

      “Manipulating time is forbidden,” he said. “I don’t even know how you managed it, but you’ll wait in confinement until the enforcers arrive. With any luck, your magic will be removed by sunset.”

      “What?” I cried out. “I just got here. And I didn’t even know that was a thing. The time thing or the magic removal or the whole fact that I could even do that.”

      “It was my fault,” Luka said. “She didn’t manipulate time, I did it.”

      “Nice try, Demon,” Coach Miller said. He grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the door. “I knew there was something weird about you.”

      “It’ll be okay,” Luka said.

      I wanted to believe him. I needed to believe him. But right now, I was having trouble seeing how that could happen. This had to be the worst gym class ever.
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      Confinement wasn’t exactly what I expected after all the threats. I had imagined a dark cell lined with bars and the sound of dripping water.

      What I hadn’t imagined was a small white room with a single white upholstered chair. It was more like the waiting room of a hospital than the scary place they warned me about.

      I paced the room for a bit, my hair blowing into my face every time I walked past the overly efficient air conditioner. Goosebumps rose on my legs from the chill in the air.

      Every time I completed the tiny circle in the room, I passed the white chair. It seemed to call to me. As if it wanted me to sit on it, but something about it also repelled me. Warning me to avoid it. It was just a chair but then again, this place wasn’t just a school. Now that I’d had a taste of magic, on several different levels, I was wary of everything.

      Besides, if I didn’t have my instincts, what else did I have?

      The door opened, and I turned to see Dr. Green filling the doorframe. His fangs looked even more threatening when he was scowling.

      “It was a mistake, I swear, I didn’t even know I could do that let alone that it was illegal, I just didn’t want to get my ass kicked, you know?” I said.

      He held up his hand, and I stopped talking. He lingered in the doorway, not leaving the apparent safety of the open door. He looked even more uncomfortable than I felt.

      “There’s someone here to see you,” he said. “I’m afraid this is out of my hands.”

      “But it was an accident, you have to believe me.” I wasn’t even sure why I was fighting so hard to keep my magic. I’d only had it for a short time and I didn’t even know if I wanted it.

      Something had shifted in me in that time. Now that I’d felt it, it was like another limb. The idea of it being cut from me was terrifying. I wasn’t sure when the change happened or why I’d suddenly embraced it as part of me, but it was. It was part of me the same as my legs or arms or heart. Without it, I no longer knew who I was.

      Granted, I didn’t know who the hell I was with it, either. I just knew I had to defend it.

      “Follow me,” he said.

      Without a word, I exited the strange room and as soon as I left, I felt like a weight had been lifted from me and I gasped. It was as if I had been under water and I finally got a breath of fresh air. It didn’t feel that way inside the room, but now that I was out, I knew something had been restraining me.

      “It’s the magic in there,” the dean said. “The longer you’re in there, the longer your magic is quelled.”

      “What do you mean by that?” I asked.

      “Ten minutes in there will result in no magic for about an hour after you leave the room. You can do the math from there,” he said, not even turning to look back at me.

      I felt for my magic, something I’d grown accustomed to doing over my time here at the academy. He was right, it wasn’t there. Not even a shadow of my magic was there. My stomach twisted into knots as panic welled up inside me. I felt empty, different, fragile.

      No wonder I didn’t want my magic removed. It was an odd sensation. As if a hole was cut into you and part of your essence was just gone.

      I shuddered. Not wanting to think about the possibility of this being my new normal.

      We walked through the institutional hallways that made up the underbelly of the school. More white walls, more white tile, more florescent lights. Metal doors lined the hall not unlike the classrooms above but these maintained the hospital like feeling the rest of the detention area held.

      Finally, we stopped in front of one of the doors and Dr. Green opened the door. “I’ll collect you here when you’re finished.”

      “You’re not coming in with me?” I asked, feeling small. The imposing demon was the last person I’d expected to latch on to but at least he was somewhat familiar.

      “I’ll return for you,” he said.

      I nodded, then entered the room to find a square table with a folding chair on either side. It was a mother fucking interrogation room. Why the hell did they have this in a school?

      Plain white walls surrounded us and I half expected to see a two-way mirror like in the movies. There wasn’t one, but that didn’t mean nobody was listening. I was sure there was magic that could eliminate the need for a human invention like a two-way mirror.

      One chair was occupied by a rather severe look woman. She had black hair pulled up into a sleek bun on top of her head. Her features were pointed and sharp. She didn’t stand when I arrived, but I could tell from her stature in the chair that she was tiny. Probably not even five feet tall. “Sit.”

      Despite her small size, she packed an air of authority in her demeanor that made me comply.

      I took the seat across from her and folded my arms on the table in front of me. My stomach felt like lead and waves of nausea rolled through me. I hadn’t even been this nervous on the night I’d arrived and been stuck in Dr. Green’s office.

      “You’re in big trouble, Ms. Winters,” the woman said.

      “That’s what they keep telling me,” I said.

      She lifted her eyebrows. “You don’t think you’re in trouble?”

      “Look.” I set my hand down flat on the table. “I’m new to this whole magic thing. I’m still trying to figure this all out. And there’s not exactly a guide book or list of rules somewhere to help me out.”

      “You’re telling me that as a time wielder, you never knew your magic was illegal?” She leaned forward. “I thought for sure that was why you were in hiding.”

      “What are you talking about? You can’t hide from something you don’t even know exists.”

      “You’re very good,” she said. “I almost believe you. And I almost feel bad.”

      “Feel bad for what?” I asked as my heart picked up pace. Something was going on here. Something very, very bad. I scooted the chair back a little, suddenly not wanting to be so close to this tiny woman.

      She stood and locked her eyes on me. She was even shorter than I originally thought. Suddenly, she began mumbling words I couldn’t make out and her hair lifted as if drawn away from her head by static electricity. Her eyes glowed blue and tiny bursts of lightning traveled down her arms.

      “What the fuck?” I scrambled off the chair so quickly I knocked it over and it clattered to the ground.

      “By the sacred service of the hunters, I sentence you to death,” she said.

      Instinctively, I tried to summon fire the way I had last time I’d been threatened. Nothing happened. Of course nothing happened. The stupid confinement room had drained everything.

      I backed toward the wall as the woman moved closer to me. “I promise I won’t do it again.”

      “I can’t afford to have you ruining my plans.” Her voice came out fuzzy and crackling with electricity. She was like a storm in the flesh.

      My hair stood on end, rising from my arms and floating around my head. The whole room felt like it was charged and ready to explode. This was not how I imagined I’d die. A surge of fear spiked through me, sending my adrenaline into overdrive and I felt a sudden burst of energy. Not today.

      I shifted to the side of the room, moving out of her path.

      The woman’s eyes turned to me and she adjusted her position, moving toward me with slow purpose. “You’re only delaying the inevitable. I killed your parents and I’ll kill you, too.”

      “You’re insane. My parents died in a car accident.” I moved again, into the corner, slowly sidestepping toward the door.

      “That’s what they told that mundane aunt of yours. I wasn’t sure you’d survived until I felt the surge of your magic. It’s a shame that your bloodline must end.”

      This woman was bat shit crazy. And apparently, she was also a mass murderer. I inched toward the door, getting closer with every step. She wasn’t in a hurry to kill me, apparently as she continued to move toward me with her slow, careful steps. I wondered if it was taking all of her energy to channel the lightning that was now encasing her whole body. She was like a walking science experiment. A woman trapped in a ball of unstable electricity. I had a feeling it wouldn’t end well for me if the two of us made contact. Especially while my magic was absent.

      I was finally at the door and slowly I moved my hand to the doorknob and turned. To my surprise, the door opened a crack. I threw it open and took a breath of freedom before a jolt shot through me sending pain into every part of my body. I fell to the ground, screaming.

      The stranger was looking down on me now, a wicked smile on her lips. “You thought you could flee? Your parents were the most powerful mages in a century and I bested them. You’re untrained with untamed magic. You don’t stand a chance.”

      Blackness blurred around the edges of my vision and my breathing was ragged and difficult. Everything hurt. I tried to move, but I wasn’t able to control my limbs. I turned my head to the side and realized I was partially in the hallway. I’d been so close to freedom.

      I screamed as bursts of sharp pain circled my ankles and I was dragged back into the room. I heard the door slam behind me. Fighting to gain control of my body, I gritted my teeth and tried to move. Nothing happened.

      Tears rolled down my cheeks. I wasn’t ready to die. Especially not by a monster that had just confessed that she had killed my parents. Heat surged through my chest, fueled by anger. I embraced it, willing it to grow. I was not going to die lying down. I was not going to die by a madwoman’s magic. I had to live.
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      Professor Luna droned on and on until the words were just a hum of noise inside my head. Usually, I was interested in the hunting and survival techniques we learned about in class, but today I couldn’t focus. All I could think of was Raven’s long hair, her soft skin, her warm mouth…

      My wolf let out a low growl that vibrated deep in my chest. He wanted her too. Somehow, I was going to have to convince her I wasn’t an asshole. I didn’t know anything about romance or how to woo a woman. They usually came to me, we had our fun, and we went our separate ways. Sex wasn’t a big deal. It was stress relief, a way to pass the time. But Raven, she wasn’t a way to pass the time. She was the one I wanted to spend all my time with.

      Suddenly, a scream broke through the room. Shrill and laced with pure fear. It shot right through me, sending a jolt of terror deep into my soul. My wolf prickled inside me, poised for an attack.

      I jumped up and looked around, trying to find the source of the sound.

      The class looked at me, confusion painted on their expressions.

      “Nobody else heard that?” I asked.

      “Mr. Lucia, please have a seat,” Professor Luna said.

      I tensed, my whole body on alert. “I heard a scream.”

      Suddenly, another scream broke through the silence, vibrating within me. I watched the unchanged expression on my professor’s face. He really couldn’t hear it.

      My chest tightened as realization snapped into place. The scream was meant for me. Raven was in trouble. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”

      I knocked over my chair in my rush out of the room but didn’t stop to pick it up. Running at full pace, I exploded out of the door, hitting the hallway at a sprint.

      My wolf howled in anger as he clawed at my insides. With every step, I could feel Raven’s pain, her fear. I pushed harder, pumping my arms. When my wolf fought to break free, I didn’t resist.

      I ran on all fours, my wolf leading the way toward Raven, following her scent and the pull of her fear. The hallway flew by in a blur and I didn’t let thinking get in the way of the turns and twists my wolf made. We were sometimes at odds, but not when it came to her. Raven called to both of us and if I had any hope of getting to her in time, I had to give in to my wolf.

      In my wolf form, my ears prickled as another scream broke through the silence of the halls. I wasn’t sure if I was hearing her for real or through the bond we held. I didn’t really care as long as I could find her.

      Lifting my nose into the air, I sniffed, searching for any traces of her scent. My fur stood on end when I caught it and I lunged down the hall. Everything passed in a blur as I wound down stairs and through hallways toward my mate.

      I couldn’t hear her anymore and the silence was more painful than listening to her scream. At least if she was screaming, I knew she was alive. The silence was deafening.

      A coppery scent filled my nose. Blood. Raven’s blood. It didn’t matter how I knew but I did. Baring my teeth, I growled as I charged toward the scent.

      As I turned the corner, I caught sight of an open door and Raven on the ground. A woman I didn’t recognize was standing over her.

      I charged.

      The stranger hit me with a bolt of electricity that sizzled through me, sending me flying backward away from Raven. I landed hard on the ground, smacking my head on the tile floor. Stunned, I stood up on shaky legs. The blast had sent my wolf away somehow. That shouldn’t be possible. What magic was she using?

      The room swayed or maybe I did. But I wasn’t about to quit on her. “Leave her alone.”

      “My fight is not with you, shifter,” the woman said.

      “A fight with my mate is a fight with me,” I said.

      The woman’s brow furrowed. “Foolish child, you don’t understand what you’re saying. You hit your head too hard.”

      I growled, clenching my hands into fists. She could say all she wanted, but it didn’t excuse the fact that she’d tried to hurt Raven. For that, she was going to die.

      I ran toward her, emitting a war cry as I charged her.

      Blue sparks flashed across my vision before they hit me. I screamed in agony. It felt like every nerve was on fire. Panting, I fought against the onslaught. She wasn’t going to bring me down. I could fight her.

      My knees gave, and I fell to the ground. The edges of my vision went black, and I struggled to remain upright. “Run, Raven.” I wasn’t sure if I said the words aloud or if they were in my head.

      Then, everything went still, the blue sparks hitting my chest were frozen in place. No, not frozen, they moved slightly just as I was moving slightly. I could think and feel, but I couldn’t make myself move.

      In a blink of an eye, I hit the ground, the blue sparks gone.
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      Her attention was on Ben instead of me. Using all of my strength, I tried to call to him, to tell him to flee, but I couldn’t make words form.

      Desperate, I rolled to my stomach and pushed myself up. Anger seethed in my gut, swirling and twisting like an old friend. I welcomed it, called to it, encouraged it. The feeling bloomed into my chest, filling me with throbbing power unlike anything I had ever felt before. It came as a comfort and it came with a request. It wanted to be unleashed.

      The crazy mage ignited her sparks and Ben fell to his knees.

      “No!” The energy swirling in me propelled me to my feet, moving me forward, beckoning me. Extending my arms, I released it, aiming the full force of it at Ben’s attacker.

      Once again, time slowed to a near stop.

      But there was something else happening this time.

      I could feel a sense of control I hadn’t last time. Something had shifted. Lifting my hand into the air, I imagined controlling the other mage. Turning her so her vile blue lightning struck the wall instead of Ben.

      Her body shifted, turning as if she were a pawn on a chess board, moving to my will.

      The dark, swirling anger inside jumped a little, thrilled by the new discovery. But it wasn’t enough.

      Imagining I was holding a pop can, I closed my hand, as if to crush it with the motion. The mage crumpled to the ground, her lightening cut off by my action. She was helpless now. She couldn’t hurt anyone anymore.

      Dizzy, I let up on the magic, letting go of the power as I leaned against a wall. I squinted toward Ben, who was starting to move on the floor. He was okay.

      Letting out a strained breath, I slid down the wall until I was on the cold ground. Ben scrambled toward the fallen mage and pressed his fingers to her neck. He looked up at me. “She’s got a pulse.”

      “What happened?” Dr. Green was in the hallway, taking in the aftermath with wide eyes.

      “She attacked us,” I said.

      He shook his head. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “Well, she told me she’d killed my parents for their magic and then she tried to kill me.”

      Dr. Green’s hands balled into fists and his jaw tensed. If I weren’t so tired, I might have been concerned about his body language. But there wasn’t enough energy left for me to move, let alone worry about what was going to happen from here. Maybe he’d ship me away to that prison they threatened me with. Maybe they’d just kill me on the spot. Who knows, maybe he’d even called this crazy bitch here to kill me.

      The dean turned to Ben. “You should shift. You’ll heal faster.”

      Ben’s throat bobbed. “I can’t.”

      “What do you mean, you can’t?” Dr. Green asked.

      He shook his head. “I tried that already. Whatever she did to me, it must have done something to my wolf. I can’t shift.”

      Dr. Green turned to look at me. “What did she do?”

      “Me? I stopped time again. I didn’t have a choice. And I’d do it again,” I said.

      “Wait, you can control time?” Ben asked. “That was you?”

      I nodded.

      “No, not that. What did this,” Dr. Green tapped his toe on her side, “mage do?”

      “She had lightning of some kind. It was blue,” I said. “Hurt like hell.”

      “She got me with it too,” Ben said.

      Dr. Green let out a heavy sigh. “She’s a thief.”

      “Please tell me you mean she’s here to steal a painting,” Ben said.

      Dr. Green shook his head. “No.”

      “What’s a thief doing here? And how did she get in?” Ben asked.

      “Someone clue me in here,” I said.

      Ben turned to me. “It’s a creature we don’t like to talk about.”

      “Half mage, half demon. It has the ability to siphon off and build complex magic from other creatures,” Dr. Green added.

      “She said she killed my parents.” I looked up at the Dean, fresh anger growing in the pit of my stomach. “Did she take their magic?”

      A vein in Dr. Green’s forehead throbbed. “I’m guessing she did. And it’s probably how she was able to trace you here.”

      “So that’s it, though, right? She’s caught and she’ll be executed,” Ben said. “Then we get our magic back?”

      “What do you mean back?” I asked. “I used magic.”

      “Shadow magic,” Ben said. “I saw it. It’s broken, unstable.”

      I scrubbed my face with my hand. Just when I thought I was starting to figure this all out, it got even more complicated.

      “So now what?” I asked.

      “Now we begin the healing process,” Dr. Green said. “And we train you on your time magic without you getting caught. You’re going to attract a whole lot of thieves if word is out about you. You’ll need to be able to defend yourself.”

      Several men dressed in black ran down the corridor. I flinched, recognizing those uniforms. The people who arrested me and dragged me here wore those uniforms.

      “I’m not going to magic jail,” I said, forcing myself to standing with a groan.

      “You’re not leaving here,” Dr. Green said. “You were sent as my charge by someone with more clearance than I have. That means, there’s someone else out there who knows you’re here and is looking out for you.”

      “My scholarship?” I asked. “Where was this mysterious benefactor when I was struggling to survive?”

      The magic cops stopped in front of Dr. Green and saluted. That was new. Who the hell was this headmaster to get them to treat him like that?

      “Sir, we await your orders,” one of them called.

      Dr. Green pointed to my attacker. “We’ve got ourselves a thief. A powerful one as far as I can tell. She’ll need questioned. Find out everything she knows. How she got in here, who her contacts are. Get everything you can from her by any means necessary.”

      I shivered at the tone in his voice. It reminded me never to cross Dr. Green again. There was a lot more to him than I originally thought.

      “You two, back to your rooms. I’ll deal with both of you later,” Dr. Green said.

      “I’ll walk you back,” Ben said, offering his hand.

      Still feeling uneasy on my feet, I accepted it. As soon as our fingers touched, heat surged through me and tingles spread up my thighs. My breath hitched and I turned to him in surprise. Despite my exhaustion, I was half tempted to take his clothes off right here.

      Startled, I let go of his hand.

      Ben smirked. “Now you know how I’ve been feeling around you.”

      “Why did you come for me?” I asked.

      “Because you were in trouble,” he said.

      “How did you know?” I asked.

      “We have a bond,” he said. “A connection.”

      “What does that mean, exactly?” I asked.

      “It means that one day soon, I’m going to claim you as mine.”

      My cheeks heated and I could almost feel what it would be like to have his hot breath on my skin.

      “All that’s going to have to wait,” Dr. Green said. “We have bigger problems.”

      In front of us, the room flickered as if it weren’t real. As if it were on a bad television screen.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      “This is what happens when an entire building is held in a time stop and they didn’t know it had a basement.”

      The flickering stopped abruptly and the three of us darted down the hall. Ahead, the magic police were on the ground.

      The thief was gone.
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      Book one is over but don’t worry, book two will be out soon!

      

      Follow me on Amazon to get notifications about new releases.

      

      XO, Alexis
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