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          Raven

        

      

    

    
      Nobody even tried to mask their whispers as I slowly entered the cafeteria. The nurse in the school clinic had insisted on keeping me for observation until the end of the week. They had hoped my magic would return by Monday.

      Here we were, Monday morning.

      No magic.

      I've been dreading this since last night when I realized I'd have to return here to try to figure this out. The only thing that kept me going was seeing Makayla and finding out how Ben was doing. They'd kept me locked down in the hospital wing. And they didn't even have television. It was three days with textbooks as my only company.

      My whole body relaxed as I saw Makayla and I flagged her down, a smile on my face. At least she looked the same. Hopefully none of this impacted her. I could deal with the rumors, whatever they were, and the stares, if I had a few people in my corner.

      Makayla sprinted toward me, pulling me into an unexpected hug.

      "I was so worried about you, and they wouldn't let me in to visit. The rumors are crazy. Did you really break out of confinement and kill a school guard?"

      I broke away from the embrace and stared at her wide eyed. "Seriously? Kill a guard?"

      She shrugged. "Wouldn't be the first time."

      "I knew this place was dangerous, but students have killed guards?"

      "Once or twice," she said. "They said it was an accident."

      "Well, I didn't kill a guard," I said.

      "So, the other rumor is true?" She lowered her voice. "The one about the magic thief?" She shuddered. "I was hoping that wasn't the case. They creep me the fuck out."

      "Didn't Ben talk to you?" I asked.

      "He's kept to himself. He's not really talking to anyone, I mean, he's really being hard on himself about you getting hurt."

      "That wasn't his fault. If anything, he's the one who saved me from worse. I lost my magic, but I'm alive." My throat bobbed as I realized I wasn't sure how much worse it could be. I was stuck in a magic school without magic. Just the hope that it would return soon. Whatever that meant.

      "Hey, little mage," Remi said as he strode up to me. "I heard you took out a magic thief or a guard. Either way, you're more of a badass than I thought. Hope there's no hard feelings about the other day."

      "Um, sure, yeah," I said.

      He winked. "Looking forward to seeing you around."

      "Alright, enough of that," Makayla said. "Come on."

      She grabbed my upper arm and dragged me toward the food line. "I'm sure you need something to eat. Full day of classes ahead and all."

      I walked with her but looked over my shoulder at Remi. He was still smiling at me. It was an odd turn of events. A few weeks ago, he was threatening me. Now he was offering to be my friend. This really was a weird school. The fact that I'd beat someone up had gained me some positive attention. I guess it wasn't all that different from prison in that sense.

      The only difference was, it wasn't how I wanted to gain attention. And at this moment, I knew my magic wasn't responding. So, for now, I was a badass but as soon as I had to demonstrate something, everyone would know I was a fraud.

      I had to figure out a way to get my magic back.

      "Welcome back, little mage," one of the sirens called as I walked past their table. I could feel their eyes boring into me, but I kept my gaze on my tray of food.

      "Thanks," I said, without turning back to them.

      Makayla took us to the usual table but none of the others were here. Just us. "Where is everyone? I asked.

      "They already ate. I waited. Hoping you'd come," she said.

      She was a good friend. Possibly the best I'd ever had, which didn't say much for my life prior to this place.

      "Thank god you're back," a female voice called.

      I turned away from my eggs to see Violet walking toward me, another female vampire behind her. Both were dressed in matching black skirts and white shirts, their ties hanging loosely around their necks.

      Violet's nearly white hair was pulled into a ponytail high on her head. She'd lined her eyes with dark eyeliner and wore bright red lipstick. It made her pale skin look almost translucent. She had an ethereal kind of beauty I imagined was only possible for a vampire to achieve.

      The woman behind her had tan skin and wide, deep brown eyes. Her short black hair was in a perfect bob that looked like it belonged in a rendition of The Great Gatsby. Just like Violet, she was equally stunning.

      Everyone here was gorgeous. Was that another thing that magic did? I thought back to my own teenage years. I'd literally never had a single pimple. Had to be the magic. And, honestly, as superficial as it was, it was another good reason to get it back.

      "Gym class has been the absolute worst without you," Violet said.

      I groaned. I forgot that I had to go to gym today. I'd been so fixated on not having any magic and wondering what everyone else was doing while I was stuck in the hospital that I didn't think about it. I guess it was better that way. All my time was focused on other things besides the new ways Coach Miller would try to kill me.

      How was he going to react to me returning after he's the one who sent me to confinement in the first place? Was that going to make it even worse?

      "I really don't want to go back to that class," I said.

      "Eh, I don't even think he noticed you we're missing. He's had us running laps every day since then while he lifts in the corner. I think he's bulking up for some Mr. Universe or something."

      "They have that here?" I asked.

      "Oh yeah, you should see some of the shifters and other creatures bulked up," Violet said. "It's bizarre and hard to look away."

      "And incredibly unattractive," Scarlett added. "Can we not discuss this before we've had our blood?"

      "Fine," Violet said. "Bae gets cranky when she's hungry."

      "Ugh," Scarlett rolled her eyes, "I hate it when you call me that."

      "You're cute when you're mad, though," Violet said.

      "Alright, the rest of us are trying to eat without having a healthy relationship thrown in our faces," Makayla said.

      "See you later, Raven," Violet said.

      I waved as the two vampires wandered away. "They're adorable in a terrifying way."

      "Yes, they are," Makayla agreed. "You going to eat your bacon?"

      "Hell yes, I am," I said, grabbing it off my plate. "Do you know what they fed me in the hospital? Oatmeal. Three days of oatmeal for breakfast and broth for dinner."

      Makayla laughed. "I remember that. I was in there once when I broke my arm. Doesn't seem to matter why you're in there, it's all treated the same. Do some magic to heal you, give you oatmeal for breakfast."

      "Hopefully, I'll stay out of there from now on," I said.

      "Don't count on it," Makayla said. "Come finals at the end of the semester, most of us will spend at least one night there."

      "How come?" I knew it was generally dangerous at this school, but what exactly did I have to look forward to for finals?

      "Mock trials," she said. "Every year before the Yule Ball they set up a practice trial and we all test it out. If you fail, you're probably not ready for the real deal. If you pass, they expect you to sign up for the trial in the spring. When you fail, usually it's because something is broken. That's how I snapped my arm last year."

      My stomach flipped as a wave of queasiness rolled through my gut. Snapped. That wasn't a word one used lightly. "What happened to snap your arm?"

      "Climbing over a pit full of jagged rocks. You'd think the rocks were the real issue, but I made it over those. Got a little cocky and took the downhill too fast. Tumbled and fell all the way to the soft grass on the other side." She shook her head. "I basically celebrated that I finished too early and got cocky. Not going to happen this year, though. I should pass it. And when I do, I'm signing up for the spring trials. I'll be out of here by June if I play my cards right."

      "Then what? Where will you go next?" I realized I didn't know anything about what life for a supernatural was like beyond these walls. Dr. Green had mentioned that my file would help me find jobs but what the hell did that mean?

      "My parents own a gem supplier. We own some mines and import and sell diamonds and precious stones to some of the most prestigious jewelers in the world. It's not the most exciting, but I'll probably step in line and join the family business." She shrugged.

      "Diamonds?" My jaw dropped. I knew the students here were loaded but if her family owned mines and sold gems, they were probably the wealthiest people I had ever met. I'd never even touched an actual diamond aside from my mom's engagement ring. Of course, it never made it to me. My aunt hawked it at a pawn shop within a few years of me moving in with her.

      I shook my head, not wanting to think about my past. My parents were gone, my aunt was gone. I didn't have to deal with that part of my life anymore.

      "It sounds glamorous, but I promise you, it's not," she said. "Hey, if you need a job after school, I'm sure I can hook you up. We employ several mages. They help us know which land to buy and where to dig."

      "Wow," I said, a flicker of hope filling my chest. It was dashed quickly, and I frowned. "Though, I have to get my magic back first."

      "It'll come back," Makayla said. "Have faith."
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      I wanted nothing more than to know that Raven was safe, but I was dreading seeing her in class today. My wolf wasn't responding and I was worried about what the thief had done to her.

      They sent me to the hospital after the incident but kicked me out after a few hours. No matter what I did, I couldn't get in to see Raven. The last several days had been non-stop research into what to do about a shifter who can't shift.

      It was terrifying not feeling my inner wolf. It was as if it was completely gone. The emptiness was awful. Like part of me died and yet I had to stay living with both the guilt and emptiness of that vacancy.

      Raven had to be going through the same thing if her magic was also missing. But I didn't know yet. Nobody would tell me. So here I was, sitting and waiting in Magical Theory, hoping for some sign that she was okay.

      When she walked through the door, her scent hit me like a slap on the face. I didn't even have to look up to see her. I knew it was her. My heart leaped and breathed a sigh of relief. She was safe, at least that I knew.

      I still wanted her, with everything I was, but I couldn't have her.

      I knew I had to resist. I wasn't good for her. I wasn't good for anyone. The visit from my father the night after the Thief attacked was reminder enough of why I needed to stay away from her.

      My family was rich and powerful, that was true. But I was the first student in my family to gain entry to this school. Partially because they didn't used to allow shifters but mostly because the work my family did wasn't legal. None of it. Even the legit businesses were fronts for shady things.

      But somehow, my dad had managed to pull strings. And he was deadly serious about me being the upstanding representative of the family he needed. With me gaining a diploma from the Academy of the Elites, it raised our status. Gave him entry to things he was previously barred from.

      Plus, it was my only shot at getting away from the family and following my own path. Me going full legit made my dad look better so he was on board. But for that to happen, I couldn't afford to get kicked out. I had to pass the trials and I had to graduate.

      If I didn't, well, my dad had a way of making things that hurt his business disappear and I wasn't so sure being his only son was protection enough for me.

      I couldn't add that to Raven's plate. I couldn't drag her into all of this. Especially if I went down. My dad was already blaming her enough as it was. I'd chased after some girl and it cost me the ability to shift.

      The only way I got him to stop threatening her was to agree to avoid her. There was no way I was going to tell him she was my mate. And mate or no, I couldn't be with her.

      Raven's eyes locked on mine and a smile formed on her lips. My heart pounded against my ribs. It would have been easier if she was mad at me. Easier if she yelled at me and told me to stay away. Instead, she was walking right toward me. 

      "Ben, I was so worried," she said. 

      I waved my hand. "Nothing to worry about here."

      Her brow furrowed, clearly reading my attempt at nonchalance. I wasn't doing the best job of not letting her get to me. Her honeydew scent made my temperature rise and my pulse raced. I shouldn't be feeling this kind of a reaction to her with my wolf dormant. How was she getting to me this much?

      "Thank you for what you did in there," she said. "I'm so glad you weren't hurt."

      "I was in the right place at the right time," I said, the words killing me. I wanted to touch her, pull her against me, check her body for any damage done by the Thief's lightning. I could feel my desire clawing against my chest, begging for release. 

      "You came for me," she said. "I know you did, and I don't know how I can repay you."

      "No need," I said. "Class is going to start."

      She frowned, a look of heartbreak in her eyes. It made my chest tighten. It took all of my willpower not to take it all back. I'd dismissed her heartlessly. She'd never forgive me for this. But it was better than her life being in danger. It was the only way.
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          Raven

        

      

    

    
      I blinked back the stinging tears as I turned away from Ben. He had to be facing the loss of his shifter magic. There was no way he'd act this way toward me if not for that. He must hate me. If not for me, he'd be whole. Complete. I'd caused too much damage. I wasn't worth it.

      I sat in the desk a few seats away from him and tugged my notebook out of my backpack. Going through the motions of taking notes and focusing on the lecture might help. At least it would get my mind off the heartache that weighed on my chest. 

      Somehow, I had to make it up to him but right now, I didn't know how to do that. I'd give him space, and in time, maybe he'd forgive me. There was no other option. I couldn't imagine a life without him in it. He had to forgive me. Without him, it felt like there was an empty place inside of me that I couldn't explain. 

      Guilt. It had to be, right? Because we hardly knew each other and yet, he'd risked his life for me. And now he wasn't talking to me. I wiped a stray tear and opened my notebook. 

      "Hey, Raven, how was confinement? Did they do things to you down there?" someone called. 

      I looked up, brow furrowed, trying to find the offender. 

      "Hey, leave the girl alone. She's not worth your time. We all know any mage worth her salt wouldn't be slumming it with the shifters," a male voice called. 

      I spun around to find a guy I didn't know, feet up on his desk, a lazy smile on his lips. 

      "Any of those shifters are worth more than you any day," I said. 

      "We all know you're staying in the shifter dorm," A girl nearby said. "We've heard all about their weird orgies. I'm sure you're tainted by now."

      "Um, what?" My brow furrowed. "You can't be serious."

      "Shifter whore," someone called. 

      Rage simmered inside, the pulsing fiery kind of rage that previously would have resulted in me risking my magic. But nothing came. I reached for it, wanting nothing more than to throw a ball of fire. I wanted to shut them up. But my magic wasn't there.

      Gritting my teeth, I turned to find whoever had said that, ready to give them a piece of my mind if nothing else.

      A growl sounded behind me and a flash of fur passed alongside me as a massive wolf leaped over the desks.

      It stopped in front of the male mage, hackles back, teeth bared. Low, threatening growls emanated from the beast.

      The mage cowered. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean it. I was just messing with her, you know, haze the new kid."

      My nostrils flared as I took deep breaths. A mixture of rage and panic warred within me, each fighting for dominance. Trying to channel more of the rage, I clenched my fists and walked toward the offending mage. "You had no right. You don't even know me and I'm not even that new anymore."

      The wolf growled and I could sense Ben under the fur and teeth. He felt a little different, but he was still in there. I set my hand on his side, feeling the wiry yet soft fur under my fingertips. "It's okay. He's not worth it. I don't want you in confinement for a worm like him."

      "She's right," the mage was shaking now. "I'm not worth it."

      The wolf snapped at him and the mage screamed. Then I noticed the front of his pants were wet.

      "He pissed himself," someone called. The whole class started laughing and the mage bolted, nearly running into Professor Herd on his way out.

      The professor spun around, following the mage out the door. "Martin?"

      "Shift back," I urged. Professor Herd was distracted. "Shift back before he sees you, please."

      I stroked the wolf's fur and tried to model calm for him. The creature whined and looked at me, pleading in its eyes.

      My brow furrowed. I could almost see Ben in those eyes. "Shift back."

      The wolf relaxed and then shook his head. A moment later, Ben was laying where the wolf had been.

      I let out a sigh of relief.

      Ben's uniform was disheveled, but at least he was clothed. I wasn't sure how that all worked until just then. Everything the night the thief attacked had happened so quickly the details blurred together.

      "Why are we not in our seats and ready to learn?" Professor Herd asked.

      "You okay?" I asked Ben.

      He nodded, then turned away from me, his expression impassive.

      My heart ached at how quickly I'd been dismissed. How impersonal that expression was. But he'd shifted to come to my rescue. That had to mean he didn't really want to cut me out, right?

      I shouldn't feel so worried about him not wanting to be my friend, but it hurt thinking he didn't want me around. I couldn't explain it. I needed him. At least there was a flicker of hope in his fast shift and rush to my defense.

      It was like the Thief's attack all over again. I guess some girls had guardian angels looking after them. I had a broody, angry wolf shifter.

      As I settled into my seat, I smiled to myself. Something told me he'd be there for me when I really needed him. Whatever he was going through, he needed time and space. I'd give him that and soon enough, he'd come around.

      I tried not to think about Ben while Professor Herd droned on and on about the theory of using portals for transportation to other realms. I still hadn't quite wrapped my head around the fact that there was magic in the realm I did live in. I wasn't sure I was ready to think about other realms with other kinds of magic.

      "Before all of you were born, the realm to Faerie was sealed and any of the Fair Folk who lived in our realm were forced to choose between staying here with the lives they'd created or returning back to Faerie. That's why so few Fae remain in our realm and why their magic is so prized," Professor Herd said.

      I tried to take notes, I tried to focus but my head was spinning. Ben kept finding his way into my thoughts. Especially the image of him on the night we played strip poker. Why had I turned him down? I was seriously regretting that now.

      It seemed if I wanted to get in his pants, it was going to have to wait for him to figure out whatever he was dealing with. Which was fine. I'd sworn off men for now, right?

      "Portals can be dangerous for even the most experienced magic user and they should never be attempted by a beginner. I'd say usually they require a few centuries of practice before someone is really ready so if anyone ever invites you to join them though a portal, check their credentials," Professor Herd said.

      I wrote down portals bad in my notebook. This wasn't helpful. I wanted to learn how to get my magic back and unless a portal was going to get me there, I wasn't interested.

      That's when it struck me. Ben had shifted. His shifter magic was back. Just like that, it came back to him. How did he do that? What changed? Or had he never lost his magic at all? I had to talk to him. I had to know.

      I scribbled random words on the page until the end of class, not even hearing anything. My focus on Ben had shifted too. Instead of wondering about him in inappropriate ways, I had to find out how he'd used his magic.

      "Don't forget, we'll have a quiz over portals on Friday so start reviewing your notes right away. Study session Wednesday night after dinner," Professor Herd called.

      The sound of zippers and shuffling papers filled the room as everyone prepared to go to their next class. I tossed my stuff in my backpack and turned back to where Ben was sitting but he'd already left. I looked toward the door and he was in the line of students pushing their way out.

      "Ben, hold up," I called.

      I darted between the desks trying to catch him.

      "Ms. Winters, wait please," Professor Herd said as he locked his eyes on mine.

      Shit. If I wasn't making eye contact, I could have pretended I hadn't heard him, but I wasn't going to be able to pull that off. Forcing a smile on my lips I walked over to his desk. "Yes, professor?"

      He adjusted his glasses, his huge eyes staring back at me. It was unnerving and a chill ran down my spine. Something about him just never sat right with me. He seemed harmless enough. Aside from being old and having no concept of modern reality, he couldn't possibly cause me any damage. He was frail and his face looked like worn leather. His hands were lined with blue veins, clearly visible through his paper-thin skin.

      "I've been meaning to talk to you," he said. "I know you were in confinement, which can result in a dulling of a mage's magic. Are you experiencing any symptoms?"

      I frowned. Surely the nurse had communicated my total lack of magic to my teachers. "There was more than just the confinement. Did you not hear?"

      He adjusted his glasses. "Oh yes, the thief. Very exciting stuff, that. I would have liked to meet one in real life. The way they draw their power from others is fascinating." He paused as his brows lifted. "Oh."

      "Yeah, oh," I said.

      He leaned against the desk. "How much did she take?"

      My throat bobbed. "All of it."

      "Fascinating." He leaned closer to me, eyes narrowed as if he could see the remnants of the Thief's magic on me.

      I took a step back. "Listen, you don't have any way to fix this, do you?"

      "In theory, time will repair your magic. Eat a balanced diet, drink lots of water, and get extra sleep."

      "So, treat it as if I have a cold?" I asked.

      He smiled. "Exactly. Should be right as rain in a matter of days. Weeks, perhaps depending on how strong the magic thief was."

      "Weeks?" I felt like a weight knocked the air from my lungs. How was I supposed to wait weeks? I'd already waited long enough to learn how to use my magic. Weeks longer?

      He took his glasses off and his eyes shrunk down to the size of tiny dots on either side of his nose. I couldn't believe how small they were. He pinched the bridge of his nose, then put the glasses back on. His huge eyes looked back at me, his brow furrowed in concern. "Of course, there's a chance it'll never come back."

      "What do you mean? What kind of chance?" I asked.

      "It’s hard to tell. So many that have an encounter with a Thief don’t survive to tell the tale. I know of at least one case where the magic from a survivor never returned."

      I shook my head. "That can't be. I can't have that happen." Feeling dizzy, I reached for a desk behind me to steady myself.

      "We'll know soon enough, I suppose," he said. "In the meantime, try not to worry about it."

      I cocked an eyebrow. "Not worry about it?"

      "I know, but that's all you can do. Test it out, it'll either come back or it won't."

      With his words ringing in my ears, I walked on autopilot out the door toward my next class. The students around me sounded like they were so far away. It was like walking in a weird tunnel where all I could sense was my own two feet stepping on the stone floor.

      I was worried before but now I was terrified.
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      Spellcasting was going to be interesting. I fidgeted in the seat, trying not to recall the accident I'd had last time I was here. At least there was no risk of me setting myself on fire.

      As the class took their seats around me, I kept glancing toward the door, hoping to see the twins. I kept telling myself it was because we were a group and our grades were connected but I knew that was a lie.

      I'd thought about them more often than I wanted to admit over the last few days. Including one very delicious dream I was grateful Luka had not walked in on.

      I frowned. Luka hadn't been in any of my dreams since my confinement.

      "Class, take your seats. Notebooks away. It's another practical day," Professor Halifax called.

      My grip tightened around the backpack in my lap. How was I going to get through this? I glanced around again, desperately looking for my partners. Their usual place was empty.

      Footsteps and chatter floated around me as everyone moved into their groups. My pulse raced as I considered the fact that I could be thrown into another group. Or worse, stuck with the teacher.

      "Ms. Winters."

      I looked over at my professor. She was in red today. A tight Chinese inspired dress with a slit that was scandalously high on her thigh. Her dark hair was pulled into a bun with a pair of chopsticks sticking out of it. It was an unusual outfit for her. "Yes, Professor?"

      "Your partners had a family emergency and will return soon. In the meantime, I suggest you spend your time in the library researching any solutions to your current problem."

      My throat bobbed. I guess she knew there wasn't any magic for me to use. Both embarrassed and relieved, I ignored the heat in my cheeks and grabbed my backpack. Alone time in the library was a gift right now. Time to sort out my thoughts and maybe even find some answers. "Thanks."

      She nodded, then turned away from me. "Today we're focusing on summoning spells. Each of you will demonstrate your progress by the end of the week. Pass or fail on this."

      Blowing out a relieved breath, I pushed open the door and stepped into the empty hallway. All the classroom doors were closed. Everyone else was where they were supposed to be. Their magic in tact. Even Ben.

      I forced my feet to move one in front of the other down the hall toward the library.

      I'd only been there a handful of times, but it was a large room with lots of private corners. I could easily hide out in there for the whole period without having to speak to anyone.

      I walked through the wooden door into the dark, musty smelling library. The few windows in the large irregularly shaped room were stained glass and caked in ages of grime. I often wondered what they'd look like if someone cleaned them. Maybe they liked it dark.

      Rows of tables were lit with individual orange lamps and several corners were set with squishy chairs or benches. The library was filled with books as high as the ceiling and the rows of books around the space created lots of nooks and crannies. There wasn't any actual order to the organization. Some of the shelves were spaced wide with dead ends created by walls or more shelves. When you found these enclaves, it gave the impression of a private room. That's what I was looking for today.

      I wandered, ducking into corners and checking spaces. I didn't have it memorized yet, so it was always a bit of a guessing game to find a place to sit and set up camp.

      Turning a promising corner, I realized I wasn't the first to arrive. A couple of students were already occupying the space, clothing littering the floor as they rolled around. I nearly yelped in surprised and embarrassment heated my face.

      Quietly, I backed away, not wanting them to see me. If it was awkward for me to see them, I could only imagine how much worse it would be for them to get caught.

      Using a bit more caution as I turned every corner, I peeked first before entering. The next few were open on both ends, then I found another one where a student was taking a nap.

      I backed away, wondering if I should just grab a chair in a corner. Then I realized the napping student was familiar. I turned back and moved a little closer.

      His sweater was thrown over his head, but I had almost memorized the taught muscles in his body, which were not well hidden by the tight white tee-shirt he had on. "Luka?"

      The incubus shifted, moving the sweater away from his face. At first, he looked irritated, but his expression softened almost instantly. He sat up, setting his sweater down. "Kitten."

      I sat down on the ground next to him, feeling eased just by being in his presence. Luka always had a way of comforting me and getting me to express how I really felt in my dreams with him. Until just now, I didn't realize that same feeling carried over to real life.

      My shoulders dropped as everything swirling around in my head seemed to weigh even more heavily on me. I leaned on his shoulder and he put his arm around me.

      "Hey, it's okay," he said. "Tell me everything."

      So I did. I spilled it all. The thief, Ben rushing in then rejecting me, my magic not working, my worry that I'd never get it back. I told him how scared I was that I'd be kicked out and how empty I felt inside without my magic.

      He pulled me in for a hug as tears streamed down my cheeks. "It's going to be alright."

      "How?" I asked.

      "Cause you have me," he said. "And you have Makayla. And Violet and people that want you to be here. You're not alone here."

      My brow furrowed as I took in the deeper meaning of his words. It was as if I knew he was referring to my life before the Academy. A time when I always felt alone. When I had to do everything myself because I couldn't count on people to step up.

      "Come on." He let go of me, then stood. "We have a little bit of time before lunch, right? Let's see what we can find."

      He offered his hand. I took it, feeling like maybe I could figure this out.

      Hand in hand, we walked to the librarian's desk. The librarian, a squat gray troll with mossy green hair glared at us. Luka let go of my hand.

      I grabbed it back, squeezing it tighter.

      For a second, I swore I almost felt a flicker of magic, but it was gone before I could be sure.

      "Can you help us find some books on broken magic?" Luka asked.

      The troll sized me up, looking at me over her wire framed glasses. "You lost your magic, mage?"

      "Maybe," I said.

      She frowned. "I can't help you narrow your search if I don't know the details."

      I sighed. "Fine. Yes. I lost my magic. A thief got a hold of me."

      She pursed her lips making her hot pink lipstick look even more bright against her stone colored skin.

      "Do you have anything that might help us?" I asked, trying to be nice.

      She sighed. "Follow me."

      The librarian led us through the maze-like library until we reached a small shelf with about a dozen books. The empty space on the shelf was covered in a thick layer of dust. It didn't look like anyone had used these books in a long time.

      "This is everything we have on thieves," she said. "Not much research on the topic as few live long after their encounter."

      My throat felt tight, but I managed to squeak out, "Thank you."

      She nodded and walked away, leaving Luka and I with the sparse resources.

      "Well, there's ten books here and the check-out limit is five, so I think we're going to take all of these with us," he said.

      I nodded. "Good plan." Some of the books were thick and were going to take time to read.

      We each grabbed our five books, then I turned to look at him. "Thanks for your help."

      "Any time." He looked like he wanted to say more so I waited.

      "Was there something else?" I asked.

      "Yeah," he said. "I know you're not doing the dating thing right now and I have to admit, that's what I really want from you. But there's no reason I can't be your friend. Just because I get my magic from sex doesn't mean I have to do it all the time."

      "I've been meaning to ask you about that," I said. "Is it just sex that powers you? Do the dreams do anything or can other things do something?"

      He smirked. "Well, sex is the best, for a lot of reasons, of course. But it is the strongest way to charge my magic. Dreams don't do much, but I get a little." He leaned in closer to me and lowered his voice. "Believe it or not, I don't do dream sex with every girl I meet. That's for fun, not magic."

      My cheeks heated as he backed away. "What about other things?"

      "Like oral?" he asked.

      I shrugged. "Sure. Or kissing or touching."

      "I get a charge from anything that's rooted in sex. Depending on the passion and lust behind it, the levels vary."

      That was the answer I wanted to hear. I wasn't ready to hop in bed with him, but I wanted to give him something to show him how I felt. Rising to my tiptoes, I pressed my lips to his.

      Luka moaned in surprise as I moved my lips in harmony with his. It was a bit of an awkward position with a ton of books in my arms, but the kiss felt right. Just like everything else with Luka, it was comforting and safe.

      I pulled away from the kiss and stared into his blue eyes. "Thank you."

      "You have no idea how much I want you," he said.

      "Soon," I said, allowing myself to finally admit it out loud. It was a matter of time before I caved to my desires. But I wanted to do it for the right reasons. Luka deserved that. He acted tough, but I knew he deserved someone who wanted to be with him for him. Not just for his magic fingers.
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      Luka and I walked into the cafeteria together and were barely in when I noticed we were getting stares from some of our classmates.

      "Hey look, the incubus has a new favorite," someone called.

      I glanced over to see one of the sirens just as she cat-called us. "Jealous?"

      She grinned. "Oh, sweetie, we've all sampled that. And trust me, you can do better."

      "Ouch, Delores," Luka called. "That's not what your mom said."

      I rolled my eyes and kept walking. "Seriously? A mom joke?" I glanced at Luka. "It was a joke, right?"

      He laughed. "Yeah, it was a joke. Delores and I go way back. She's not as bad as she comes across. And no, I've never actually fucked her. We have made out a few times when we were drunk."

      "You know, you don't have to give me your sexual history," I said. "We're not a couple and to be honest, I don't really want to know anyway."

      I navigated toward my usual table with the shifters and set my tray down next to Makayla.

      "How was your first day back?" She asked.

      "Fine so far." I turned to see Luka standing behind me, his tray in his hands. "You going to sit?"

      "We're doing this now?" Starla asked. "We're friends with the incubus?"

      "Hey, you're friends with a mage, aren't you?" I asked.

      "Any friend of Raven's is welcome here," Makayla said. "Right?"

      "Sure," Jamal said through a mouth full of food.

      "They're not so bad," I said to Luka.

      He set his tray down next to mine and took one of the plastic circles that barely passed for seats at the round lunch table.

      "I always wondered if incubi ate real food," Jessica said. "Or if sex was enough."

      "Sex just powers our magic," Luka said. "We need food to live and stuff."

      "See, not much different than us," I said.

      "What drives a mage's magic?" Jamal asked.

      "You know, I have no idea," I said, feeling stupid. It seemed like a simple question, something I should know considering I was a mage. But once again, I was reminded of how little I knew despite the fact that I'd now been here a while.

      "No Ben again?" I asked, changing the subject. Makayla knew most of the details about my past, but nobody else did.

      "He's probably at the gym." Jamal stood, picking up his now empty tray. "And I really should be too. Only a couple months till the Wolf Moon. Gotta bulk up before the big night."

      "Wolf Moon?" I asked.

      Jamal shook his head. "You have so much to learn, little mage."

      "I got this. You go lift those weights. I can still see some of your neck so you're not full Coach Miller level of beefcake yet," Makayla said.

      Jessica lifted her shoulders to her ears and put on her best angry Coach Miller expression. "You dumbasses have no discipline. You're all soft."

      Everyone laughed.

      "Joke's on you," Jamal said. "You'll see, come Wolf Moon, you'll all be blinded by my sexiness."

      He winked and walked away while the rest of the table laughed again.

      Luka set his fruit cup on my tray. "Since you love strawberries."

      My brow furrowed and I turned to him. "I never told you that. How'd you know?"

      He shrugged. "Lucky guess."

      I accepted the fruit. The lunch lady had given me a paper cup of grapes instead. "Want mine?"

      "Sure," he said.

      I passed my grapes to him. "Thanks."

      "You two kind of make me want to throw up," Jessica said. "Are you officially a couple then?"

      "Um no," I said. "We're friends."

      "Well I don't see you batting your eyelashes at Makayla," Jessica said, eyebrows raised.

      "You don't see us in private," Makayla said, sweeping me into a hug. She planted a kiss on my cheek. "We're very close."

      We all laughed again. For the first time in my life, I felt like I fit in someplace. Was this what other girls felt like growing up? It was nice to have friends. Though, I couldn't help but miss Ben. Why would he tell me he doesn't want to see me one minute then jump to protect me the next?

      "What's wrong?" Makayla asked as she let go of me.

      "Just worried about Ben," I said. "He doesn't seem happy right now."

      "He did meet with his dad last week. Don't worry, he'll come around. He does this every time his dad visits. He'll be back to normal soon," she said.

      I could appreciate that. My aunt was toxic enough to throw me into a tailspin every time she was around. When she passed, I spent weeks wrestling with the fact that the only emotion I felt was relief. She'd had a hard life and despite my attempts to help, she never overcame her addiction. Though, the alcohol wasn't what did her in, technically. She'd stepped in front of a bus on her way home from church. She didn't drink before church, but the reports said she was drunk.

      I didn't want to think about the fact that it might not have been an accident now that I knew the truth about my parents. She had treated me terribly but at least she managed to keep a roof over our heads until she passed.

      I shook the thought away. I hated thinking about my life before the Academy. Now that I was here, things were easier in some ways and harder in others. But unlike my life before here, I wasn't alone.

      "So tell me about this Wolf Moon thing," I said, changing the subject.

      "Are you Raven Winters?" Someone asked from behind me. 

      I turned to see a brunette with pigtails holding a piece of paper. She blew a bubble of bright pink bubblegum and it popped before she sucked it back in and chewed it. "Well?"

      "Yeah, I'm Raven," I said. 

      She snapped her gum as she passed me the paper. "They sent me to give you this."

      I took the paper from her and glanced down at it. When I looked back up, she was already walking away. 

      Luka snagged the letter out of my hands. "What's this?"

      I grabbed it back. "I haven't even read it yet."

      "Report to Dr. Green's office," Makayla said, reading it over me. 

      "Hey!" I said. "Can you two let me read my own mail?"

      "You get out of gym class again?" Luka asked. 

      "Lucky girl," Makayla said.

      "I don't know about that," I said as I skimmed the note. "Apparently, I'm meeting my parole officer."

      My stomach twisted as apprehension mixed with fear. Last time an authority figure aside from the staff at this school met with me, I'd nearly died. What if this parole officer was another attempt on my life?

      "It'll be alright," Luka said. 

      "I'm sure it will be," I said, feigning nonchalance. "Hey, look at that. From a double murder where my punishment is this school to fighting for my life where I get my very own parole officer."

      "They have seriously messed up priorities," Makayla said. 

      "That about sums up the way it works around here," Luka said. 

      "You'll be in the main office this time, though," Luka said. "Not hidden away in the basement."

      I nodded, feeling comforted by his words. He was right. There would actually be people around to hear me scream if the parole officer tried to attack me. 

      "Well, us non criminals have to go to class," Makayla said, nudging me with her elbow playfully. "You need me to walk you to the office?"

      "Nah, you guys should go, I don't want you to be late. Especially not to gym."

      "I'll send your best to Coach Miller," Luka said.

      "Oh, do not do that," I said. "With any luck, he won't notice I'm missing."

      "He'll notice. And I'm sure he'll have lots of laps for you to make up tomorrow."

      "Can't wait," I said. 

      "I'm sure it'll be over before you notice," Luka said. "Meet you in the common area after last period?"

      "It's a date," I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          Raven

        

      

    

    
      Dr. Green stood outside his office when I arrived which totally threw me off guard. From what I knew of him so far, he loved that office. I wondered if him standing out here meant that he'd been kicked out by my parole officer or if something else was going on. Was he going to let me be alone with this person? After what happened with the last official visitor I had, I didn't trust anyone. 

      "Ms. Winters." Dr. Green inclined his chin. His fangs were showing clearly today over the slight scowl on his face. I had to hope that it was better than a full scowl. 

      "Dr. Green," I said. 

      He opened the door and gestured for me to enter. I followed and after taking a few steps, I stopped walking to take in the large man sitting at Dr. Green's desk. 

      The visitor was a pale, balding man with a red face and a bulbous nose. He had squinty eyes so pale blue they were nearly white. I balled my hands into fists, forcing myself to go tense rather than shudder at the odd, uncomfortable feeling the stranger gave me.

      The man, if he was a man, slid a pair of circular wire rimmed glasses onto his face. He smiled, showing a row of sharp, yellow teeth. He definitely wasn't human. 

      "Ms. Winters, how lovely of you to join us," he said with a wheeze. 

      "Hello," I said, doing my best to be polite. 

      "Come in, please," the man said. 

      I inched toward him, surprised that he didn't stand to greet me. My aunt may have been shit in terms of raising me but at least I'd learned basic etiquette over the years spent in public school thanks to a few well meaning, old school teachers. 

      Once I was in front of the desk, I extended my hand. "Raven Winters."

      The man behind the desk glared at my hand as if it were something dirty. "Have a seat, Ms. Winters."

      I lowered my hand and glanced back at Dr. Green for confirmation. Go figure I looked to the massive demon with the horns on his head for comfort. When I'm telling my friends about this later, I'll be sure to let them know that I'd rather be spooning Dr. Green in a twin bed than sitting in a chair across the desk from this - whatever he was. 

      Dr. Green nodded. 

      Slowly, I took a seat in one of the two empty chairs in front of Dr. Green's desk. I looked over at the tree clock and noticed that it now had several bright orange leaves on its branches. I was sure it had been bare of leaves before. 

      "You may go, Dr. Green," the stranger said. 

      "No, I'll stay," he said. 

      "That's not necessary."

      "Under the articles of this institution, I am the legal guardian of all students under my care until they graduate or reach the age of maturity, whichever comes first. Given that, I am permitted to be present at any and all meetings that pertain to their wellbeing."

      The red-faced man's brow furrowed, and I could see perspiration beading on his shiny head. He was flustered by Dr. Green and he didn't want him in here. I wanted to give Dr. Green a high five. Something told me this man was rarely made to feel uncomfortable and rather enjoyed being the one to do it to others. 

      I pressed my lips together, trying to avoid the smile forcing its way out. 

      "Fine, you may stay," he said. "Sit."

      To my surprise, Dr. Green took the seat next to mine. He barely fit in the chair, his hips expanding beyond the seat and his knees nearly up in his chest. It was easy to forget just how large he was compared to the human men I'd grown up with. Dr. Green wasn't fat by any means, he was just twice the size of a normal human man.

      "Well, now that that's settled," the stranger said. "We should get to business." He looked at me as he opened a folder in front of him. 

      "Raven Winters, underage mage, student at the Academy of the Elites. Classified as a fire elemental mage. Is that correct?"

      "Yes, I think," I said. 

      Dr. Green cleared his throat. It was as if he was telling me not to argue. 

      "I mean, yes," I said. "Sorry, I'm nervous. Last time I met someone official they tried to kill me." I laughed. 

      The man in front of me scowled. "This is not a laughing matter."

      "Of course not," I said. 

      "You have a formal charge against you of using time magic illegally," he said. "Because you are a minor, instead of serving time, you are on probation with a warning. You are my responsibility now,"

      I opened my mouth to say something but felt a jab in my knee. I glanced over to see Dr. Green bouncing his foot and staring at the clock. 

      Taking the hint, I kept my mouth shut. 

      "My name is Officer M and we're going to see a lot of each other over the next six months."

      I nodded, keeping my thoughts about how insane this whole thing was to myself. 

      "You will meet with me weekly for the next month. I will be in contact with Dr. Green regarding your use of magic and keeping tabs on you," he said. 

      "I don't even have any magic right now," I blurted out.

      Officer M cocked an eyebrow. "What do you mean that you have no magic?"

      "The time thief seems to have temporarily halted her magic," Dr. Green said.

      "So you can't do any magic?" Officer M asked, looking skeptical.

      I shook my head. "None."

      "That's not what I was told on my briefing," he said. 

      "Were you told that a government official was the one who took my magic?" I asked. 

      "Raven," Dr. Green chided. 

      "I'm sorry, Dr. Green, but how the hell did she even get in here?" I asked. 

      "I'm afraid that's a rather gruesome tale," Officer M said. 

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "We found the real agent dead in her home. The thief broke in and stole her identification documents and her magic. We suspect she then shifted into her appearance before coming here," he said. 

      It felt like the air had been knocked from my lungs. I blinked at the officer as I tried to process what he just said. Not only was this psychopath after me, she was able to shift into other people's forms? 

      "Why wasn't the school informed of this attack so we could have increased security?" Dr. Green asked.

      "I'm afraid that's above your clearance level," Officer M sneered. 

      Dr. Green stood so quickly I thought he might attack the other man. Instead, he set his hands on the desk and leaned over until he was inches away from his face. "These students are my responsibility and you will inform me if something like this happens again."

      "Just because you used to be someone important doesn't mean you always get your way. I know what you did to get sent here. Your glory days are long gone, sir." 

      Tension hung thick in the air and I held my breath. My fingers hurt from the grip I had on the arm rests but I didn't ease up. I was ready to jump out of this chair and run if these two got into a brawl. I didn't have any magic and I sure as hell wasn't going to get into the middle of a scuffle between them. Dr. Green could probably crush a skull with his bare hands, and I didn't want to think about the sharp teeth on the other guy.

      "That may be the case, Officer, but this is my school and here, I call the shots. And if any of my students are attacked because of your agency's inadequacy, it will be publicly announced when our board meets. 

      "You can't say a word," Officer M said through clenched teeth. "You know this is confidential."

      "There are ways around every rule, you know that, don't you?" Dr. Green said.

      Officer M looked back at me. "Ms. Winters, if you are caught using time magic again, you will not have a warning. You will go right to prison. No matter who is paying your tuition."

      He stood, then slammed the folder closed. "Dr. Green, keep your students in line."

      Dr. Green didn't say anything, but he took his hands off the desk and walked to the back of the room. He opened the door and held it, clearly signaling that the meeting was over. 

      I stood and waited for the officer to go first. He walked out from behind the desk and paused in front of me. He smelled awful and my nose wrinkled. 

      Officer M leaned so close to me, I could feel his warm breath on my cheek. I shuddered but didn't back down. After watching how Dr. Green stood up to him, I had a feeling that was the only thing this putrid man responded to.

      "I look forward to our next meeting," he whispered. 

      I tensed, gritting my teeth. "I'm sure you are."

      I held my ground as he backed away from me. 

      Officer M inclined his chin and walked past me, so close his body pressed against my ass. He paused, leaning closer to me, obviously copping a feel. Gross. I fought the urge to vomit as I took a step away from him. "Until next week, Ms. Winters."

      The disgusting man walked out the door and as soon as Dr. Green closed it behind him, I let out a sigh of relief. "He's a piece of work."

      "Careful," Dr. Green said. "He might be a waste of skin and bones, but he's got more authority over you than you know."

      "Thanks for standing up for me," I said. "And everyone else." 

      "It's my job, Ms. Winters," he said.

      I had a feeling it was a little more than just about a job. He might come across as scary, but he at least cared enough to want to keep me alive.

      "Ms. Winters, I've been thinking a lot about your lack of magic."

      "Right back at you," I said.

      Dr. Green frowned briefly then his expression settled. "It doesn't do for a mage with no magic to be attending this school."

      My heart hammered against my ribs and I held my breath. This was it. He was tired of me. Whoever was funding all this was sick of paying for someone to attend a magic school who couldn't do magic. They were going to kick me out. 

      Magic jail, magic sweatshop, back in the human world? I had no idea where I would go.

      "I think it's time we take your training to the next level."

      My jaw dropped open. That was not what I was expecting. "What do you mean?" I asked. I had no magic. Which meant I wasn't even at a level to start with. Unless zero was a level.

      "From now on, you will have private lessons with Professor Halifax. Your other activities will cease until your magic returns."

      I scrubbed my face with my hand. She was the one who sent me to the library to research on my own. "I don't think it's going to help."

      "It has to help. You don't have a choice. You came in untrained. If you can't get control of your magic, you're considered too high of a risk..."

      I waited for him to finish the thought. I could tell there was more he wanted to say but he just sighed and looked at the desk. 

      "What do you mean I'm too much of a risk?" I asked. 

      "Once before we had a student here who was like you. Untrained but powerful. She never gained full use of her magic. They worried she'd come into her full power one day unexpectedly. Much the way you did when you were attacked."

      "What happened to her?" I asked, not sure I wanted to hear the answer. 

      "They came for her and I never heard from her again." He pressed his lips together, brow furrowed. It was the most concern I'd ever seen on his face. Whatever had happened to this girl, it was bad. And he was worried the same thing would happen to me. 

      I swallowed hard. I couldn't let that happen. I wouldn't. I had to fix this. I had to get my magic back. "You think it'll be enough? Working on extra lessons?"

      "I hope so," he said, his expression returning to stoic disinterest, "for your sake. You start tomorrow. Eight in the morning."
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      Saturday should be for sleeping till noon then lounging with Makayla or Luka. Not this Saturday.

      Last night Luka had returned to my dreams. He'd shown me how much he missed me. And he definitely made me want him more than I already did. I knew I needed to sort through this missing magic thing a little more before I complicated one of my few friendships at this school. But I wasn't going to last much longer at this rate.

      At least I could carry the memory of the dream with me as I suffered through my first private tutoring session with Professor Halifax. I glanced at the clock. "Fuck." I had ten minutes and was in desperate need of a shower. 

      As I padded into the bathroom, I flicked on the lights and caught sight of myself in the mirror. My tousled hair screamed I just got laid and I smirked as I stripped off my pajamas. Even in my dreams, he left me feeling like the real thing.

      The hot water rolled down my body, reminding me of the feel of Luka's skin against mine. Everything with him was so much more intense than it was with any other partner. It was like he was made to make me feel good. He knew exactly where to touch and tease. His hands moved on my skin like a familiar comfort while his mouth made me feel things that shouldn't be possible. He was everything I was promised that sex should be from movies and television and then some. 

      I squeezed my thighs together and tried to shake the spiking desire coursing through me. It wasn't even real, yet it left me feeling shaken.

      Quickly, I soaped up my hair with shampoo and used the lather to clean everywhere else. As I rinsed off, I wondered what Luka was doing right now. Was he thinking about me? He was an incubus, after all. Was he off with another partner? 

      I frowned as I squirted conditioner into my hand. We hadn't talked about what our relationship was. I just knew I needed him, but I didn't know what he needed. Could an incubus even be satisfied from one partner? 

      Clean enough, I climbed out of the shower and dried off. Without brushing, I threw my hair into a sopping wet bun on top of my head. It would have to do.

      I ran into the massive closet and froze. It was Saturday, which meant I should be able to wear my regular clothes. But then again, I was going to meet a professor. 

      Shit. The clock was ticking. As it was, I was going to have to skip breakfast and coffee. 

      Deciding to go halfway, I grabbed a pair of black pants and a white shirt. The tie could wait till Monday.

      Swinging by my desk, I grabbed my still packed backpack. I had no idea what private lessons were going to entail. Would I need to take notes? Would I need my books? Was she going to stare at me while I didn't do magic?

      Cause so far, every time I'd tried, nothing happened. I failed every time. My gut twisted as nerves churned. I guess it was better that I didn't have time to eat. Right now, I wasn't sure I could keep anything down anyway.

      Professor Halifax was amazing. She was sort of a minor hero of mine. She didn't put up with shit from students and she didn't mince her words. She had zero filter and never assigned busy work. Professor Halifax meant business. Which both amazed me and fucking terrified me. 

      Rumor was that she was fae. She never mentioned it, but it did explain her stunning looks and her pointed ears. I was still figuring all of this out, but I had read through every book I could find on supernatural cultures. From what I'd read, fae were rare here as they preferred to stay in their own realm with their own laws. Some books even mentioned that if they crossed over to our realm, there was a possibility they could get stuck here. I wanted to ask her about fae, but I was terrified of pissing her off. So, I stuck to keeping my mouth shut. 

      That wasn't going to work today.

      As I approached her classroom, I saw her framed by the doorway, waiting for me. 

      "You're late," she said. 

      "I'm sorry," I said, lowering my gaze. Maybe the shower wasn't necessary. 

      "Well, let's get on with it," she said, sounding annoyed. 

      I walked past her into the empty classroom. "I'm so sorry Dr. Green is making you do this. I swear I didn't ask.

      "That's why I'm mad," she said. "I had to wait for him to make you come. You should have been working with me since the beginning. Especially once that wolf got his magic back."

      I wasn't sure what to say to that. I mean, she was the spellcasting professor so in theory, she knew more about this than anyone else. But I didn't want to be a burden. I stood in the middle of the room, looking up into the empty seats where I sat with my classmates every day for class. The room looked so much larger without the students to fill the amphitheater benches that circled around the lower stage floor. I shivered, feeling small and on display despite the fact that there wasn't anyone else in here besides the two of us. 

      "I wasn't sure if your magic was gone forever but once that mutt got his back, I knew yours had to be close behind. When it didn't return, I asked Dr. Green to send you my way. I'm going to force the magic out of you if I have to." 

      My throat bobbed and my chest felt heavy. Her words should have comforted me, she wanted to help, but they sounded more like a threat than a way to fix whatever was wrong. 

      The door closed and I heard her heels clicking across the stone floor.

      I turned to face her, honestly terrified about what she was going to make me do. "How are you going to bring my magic back?"

      "There are things we can try that aren't typically used," she said. "How badly do you want it back?"

      I hesitated, considering the weight of her question. It was clear she wasn't asking this lightly. I knew whatever she was getting at was something big. And based on what I already knew about this world, it was likely dangerous. I thought back to my old life. Kegs popping and sending beer all over my shoes. Lugging bottles to the bar from the back storage room, slapping my boss for grabbing my ass. The real world, the human world, wasn't a good place for me. I'd struggled. More than I realized until I was given a chance here. 

      On top of how awful the human world was, add in how amazing this place could be. Sure, someone had tried to kill me, and some bitchy girls tried to make me feel bad about myself. I might get picked on, but it was nothing compared to eating ramen noodles every night for the rest of my life. Plus, there was Luka. The things that incubus could do with his fingers... and his tongue...

      I couldn't walk away from all of this. 

      "I need my magic back. Whatever it takes," I said. 

      She grinned, making her features look even sharper than usual. "That's what I was hoping you'd say."
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      "Professor Herd seemed to think it would come back on its own." A wave of nausea rolled through me as I stood rooted to the spot where Professor Halifax had directed me.

      She lifted a perfect brow in annoyance. "I thought you said you were willing to try anything?"

      My throat bobbed. "Yes, I did say that. But this is like the stuff out of horror movies, you do realize that?"

      "Where do you think they got their ideas?" she asked.

      I stood there, in the center of a circle of shiny pink stones. Professor Halifax went back to setting candles up around me. So close that if I moved, I'd risk knocking them over.

      "What exactly are we doing?" I asked.

      She set down the last candle then stepped over the stones to leave me standing in the circle. "I know you did a magic meld with the Obscura brothers. This will reactivate it."

      "But they're not even here," I said.

      "I know, that's why we have the stones, they'll give us a little more distance on the spell," she said.

      "They said the meld was dangerous," I said.

      "I'm hearing a lot of complaining from someone who wants to get her magic back."

      I covered my face with my hands and closed my eyes. She was right. What choice did I have? Wait and hope my magic came back or go along with this crazy ass plan. Honestly, I wasn't even sure what her plan was. And she was a professor and Dr. Green trusted her, right?

      Dropping my hands to my side I looked up at her. "What do you need me to do."

      She stood in front of me, outside of the circle of stones. Her arms were out on either side of her, fingers splayed. "I'm going to cast the spell, you have to lean into it when you feel the magic surge. Your goal is to light the candles."

      "Alright, I can do that." It sounded harmless enough. No touching like I'd done with the magic meld before. It was just lighting a few candles. I tried not to think about how I'd set myself on fire last time I'd worked with fire. "Let's try it."

      "You have to give me more confidence than that," she said.

      "Okay, let's light some candles," I said with feigned confidence.

      She lifted her arms and closed her eyes. I took deep breaths, concentrating on how I felt, searching for any flicker of magic.

      I thought about the twins and the way we'd connected our magic. The memory came flooding back to me, the sensation of the light that connected us shooting through my legs and up into my chest. Reacting on instinct, I called it to my hands and felt it rush to my fingertips. I had to harness this. I wasn't sure if it was a memory or if it was real, but I needed to embrace it just in case it was real. If this was my magic returning, I had to hang on to it.

      Light the candles.

      The words came from nowhere. I wasn't sure if they were mine or someone else's but I knew I had to try. I looked down at the ring of candles circling me and sent the sparks I felt toward them, urging them to ignite.

      One of the wicks flickered to life as a tiny but steady flame bloomed from the candle. A rush of relief surged through me and I laughed.

      Just as quickly as the magic had arrived, it faded. I stumbled forward as exhaustion set in. Dizzy and lightheaded, I managed to avoid knocking down the single lit candle as I stepped outside of the circle.

      "That was a good start," Professor Halifax said.

      The room was spinning and my pulse raced. I felt like I'd just run ten miles. Everything felt surreal and uneven. I wasn't even sure what was real and what wasn't. The whole room had a dream like haze around it. "What happened?"

      "You found your magic," she said.

      My heart leaped and I smiled and hope expanded in my chest. "Does that mean it's back?"

      "It means it's ready for us to tap back into it. I'm guessing a few more weeks of practice and training and you'll be back at full power."

      That was the best news I'd heard since I arrived here. "How do I practice?"

      "You can continue to meet with me, but you'll do better with the twins," she said. "Since you melded your magic, yours will probably respond to theirs. You three are connected."

      I still didn't understand all of that but all I could think about was that I had a path toward getting my magic back. "When are they returning?"

      "I'm not sure," she said. "I believe their great-grandfather passed. Mages can only extend their lives for so long. He founded this school, you know."

      My lips parted as her words sunk in. The fancy suite, the ability to be late to class while everyone else was punished. They mentioned that their parents donated a lot but left out the fact that their family started the whole thing. "That explains a lot."

      Professor Halifax smiled. "You didn't know."

      "They told me their parents donated to the school," I said.

      "They are also paying your tuition," she said.

      My breath caught and I blinked at her in stunned silence. Did Matt and Zach know that? "I don't understand. I mean, I'm grateful, but why me?"

      "The Obscura family comes from a long line of pure blood mages. They aren't all that different from most of the high fae families in the sense that they believe that magic shouldn't be diluted or mixed. Though, with fae, the reasons are due to giving too much power to other supernaturals. Like you. You shouldn't have the abilities you do. But with the fae blood, you're more powerful than average mages. With them, they feel that it reduces mage power."

      "Does it?" I asked.

      She shook her head. "Of course not."

      "They mentioned something about that to me. Something about the one-kid policy in their family," I said.

      "I still don't see why they'd cover my tuition," I said.

      "Because of your parents," she said. "You come from a long line of famous mages. I wouldn't be surprised if the family is already planning on you joining them in one way or another."

      "Joining them? Please tell me you're talking about a job offer and not an old school betrothal kind of thing."

      She shrugged. "You'll have a lot more options once you get your magic up and running so try not to worry too much. Appreciate the gift you were given."

      "I do," I said. "I'm grateful but I don't know what I got myself into."

      "Don't worry," she said. "It'll all make sense soon enough."

      My brow furrowed as I tried to discern what her words meant. I was tired and didn't want to think any more about the complicated relationship I was in with the Obscura twins. We had a bond of some sort through our magic and apparently their parents were trying to push us together because of who my parents were. None of it made sense. It was too much.

      "What about my parents?" I asked.

      "Not today," she said. "You need to rest. The magic you just performed was more taxing than you realize."

      "What exactly did I do?" I asked. "In all my research, I couldn't find anything that sounded like it would work."

      "You managed to call some of your magic through a small tear," she said.

      "A tear?" I asked, completely lost.

      "A mini-portal, essentially," she said.

      "I thought portals were nearly impossible and super dangerous." Wasn't that what we'd heard in class?

      "They are," she said. "But you're a time magic user, which means you have fae blood in there somewhere. It gives you the ability to use portals unlike any other supernatural. Nearly as good as the fae themselves."

      "Wait, what?" I asked. "Did you just say fae blood?"

      She smiled. "Probably. It might not be much, but most of the time magic mages I've met over the centuries were of fae origin. Someone in your family history got it on with one of the fair folk. It's what gives you your unusual magical signature."

      "How come nobody told me this before?" I asked.

      "It's not widely taught," she said. "And if I were you, I'd keep it to yourself. The fae are not treated well in this realm." She frowned for a moment, then her face returned to normal.

      "Are you treated poorly?" I asked, my brow furrowed. She might have unorthodox methods, but Dr. Green trusted her to help me and she had brought back some of my magic. Her talents were incredible. I would think everyone would want to be on her good side.

      "That's a story for another day," she said. "Today we confirmed that your magic still exists, it's there, but it's broken."

      "So what does that mean?" I asked.

      "It means we have work to do."
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      The next two weeks flew by as I tried to make good on my agreement with Dr. Green. I knew he was still keeping things from me, but I had a feeling he was on my side. And I couldn't say that of everyone. 

      My days were the same. Meals with Makayla and the other shifters while Ben was who knew where. Luka was actually fitting in with them after the first few days. They opened up around him now, having our usual conversations about the drama going on at school or which teachers were giving pop quizzes.

      Even gym had been tolerable. I couldn't prove it, but based on the way Coach Miller avoided eye contact with me, I was pretty sure someone said something to him. My money was on Dr. Green.

      The highlight of every day was my time in the library with Luka. Each day, we poured through a new book, taking notes of anything that might give us any clues as to what the thief's magic had done to me. 

      So far, I'd learned that thieves were only second in their power to those with time magic. Which made sense why one of them was after me. Their magic was largely unstudied in formal studies and most of the books gave us summaries and observations. Some of them dating back hundreds of years. 

      All creatures seemed to fear thieves. They were capable of removing even the smallest amount of magic. And as I'd already learned from Ben, they could remove a shifter's ability to shift. 

      "Did you see this part?" Luka asked, pushing the latest book toward me, his finger pointing to a passage in the middle of the page. 

      I tugged the book closer and read where he was pointing. "When a thief removes the magic of a demon, the creature will be prevented from ever transitioning between realms."

      I looked up at Luka. "Does that mean dreams?"

      "Maybe," he said. "But it could also mean between the other realms. Like the underworld."

      "Like Hell?" I asked. Luka had been pretty private about his life outside of school and I wasn't sure how much he wanted to talk about. 

      "Yes, that's one of the names," he said. 

      "Do you travel there?" I asked, fascinated by the topic. When he visited my dreams, it felt so real. Was that what it felt like to visit Hell, too?

      "Every year," he said. "You know how humans visit family for Christmas?"

      I nodded. "I never really celebrated Christmas, but I knew a lot of others who traveled."

      "That's sort of what it's like for us around the Solstice. We visit every year to see anyone who is locked in that realm," he said. "But to be honest, I never really worried about how they got there. I wonder if anyone in there was trapped by a thief."

      "Wouldn't they get stuck in our realm?" I asked.

      "Not sure," he said. "You can send a demon to hell with certain spells. They aren't pretty and they have a high cost to the caster, but it's possible."

      I smirked. "So, I could send you to hell?"

      He elbowed me playfully. "You'll have to get your magic back first."

      "You're funny," I said. 

      He closed up the book. "Come on, class is about over, and I have to run back to my room before lunch."

      I grabbed the book. "I'll take this to my room and meet you at lunch."

      He grinned. "Want me to go with you to your room?"

      "So polite," I said as I stood. "But no, thanks. I got it."

      "You say the word, and I'll be there," he said, as he did almost every day.

      "I know," I said as I turned away from him.

      I felt bad because I wasn't sure why I kept turning him down. I liked Luka. I wanted to have sex with him. For real, in the real-world sex. Not just in my dreams. A rush of heat spread low in my belly at the thought of our last dream encounter. It had been a while, but like he said, he'd respected my boundaries. 

      Soon, whatever it was that was making me say no despite my body's desires, would cave. And I had a feeling the wait would be worth it. 

      Quickly, I used my key card to get into my room and pushed open the door. I flipped on the light switch and caught a glimpse of a book sitting on the middle of my floor. Brow furrowed, I walked around it and set my backpack and the book I was carrying on the bed. 

      I swore I hadn't left anything on the floor when I left. Bending down, I picked up the book. My fingers left marks on the thick layer of dust. It looked like it hadn't been touched in years. Careful not to move the dust around, I looked at both sides of the book. It appeared that either I was the only one to handle it or I had touched it in the same exact place as whoever had brought it into my room.

      I knew it wasn't my book. I'd have remembered if I had a book like this. The binding was dark brown leather, cracked in places from age. Gold trim bordered the cover and two words were printed on the cover. I squinted at them, unsure if I was seeing what I wanted to see or what it actually said. 

      Carefully, I carried the book to my desk and set it down. Using a tissue, I wiped the cover to reveal the title. It really did say what I hoped it said. The words seemed to call to me. Broken Magic. I had no idea how this book got here, but if it was about broken magic, I was grateful that it was here. 

      Carefully, I opened the cover. It cracked as I lifted it and I winced at the sound, hoping I wasn't damaging the ancient text. The interior looked surprisingly new compared to the worn cover, but I'd learned to stop questioning things too much. After all, we were in a school filled with magic. 

      Turning past the cover pages and the title page, I skimmed through the table of contents. A chill ran down my spine as I traced my fingers down the list. It was everything I needed. Chapters on how to repair broken magic and chapters on how to heal the body and mind. It even had several chapters on surviving and coping with a thief attack.

      I glanced back to my closed door as if whoever had left this here would show up and tell me how they'd gotten into my room and how they'd found this book. Why wasn't this in the library? Or maybe it was and I looked in the wrong place? 

      This book could be the key to getting my magic back. I glanced at the clock on my wall and noted that I only had a short time until class. It was either reading now or lunch. 

      Making a choice, I took a seat at my desk and started to read. My pulse raced as I turned the pages. I'd been wondering about my lost magic and finally, maybe I had some answers.

      Flipping ahead, I stopped on a chapter titled Stolen Magic. I skimmed the lines, looking for anything mentioning a Thief. Frowning, I kept skimming, not finding what I was hoping for.

      Then, something caught my eye. I read the paragraph four times, getting more hopeful with each read. According to the book, I didn't need all my magic to come back, I just needed a piece of it. Any piece of it. If any kind of magic was able to be ignited inside me, it would unlock the rest of the missing magic.

      Last time I needed to access my magic, I'd had some help from two other mages. We'd joined hands and they'd sent magic through me. Surely, if we did the same thing we had a chance of turning it back on, right? Was that part of what Professor Halifax had been talking about?

      Quickly, I closed the book and grabbed my backpack. The twins were supposed to be back soon, but I didn't have classes with them till tomorrow. Hopefully they'd be there when I got to class. For now, I'd have to deal with gym and the rest of my afternoon. It wasn't much, but there was hope.
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      Raven never came to lunch. I tried to laugh with her friends and pretend it wasn't bothering me, but since her time in the hospital she'd been like clockwork. She attended all her classes, she did her homework, she studied in the library with me, she joined her friends for lunch. Even her weekends were boring. She was a model student. The only thing she lacked was her ability to use magic. 

      Frowning, I glanced toward the door again. 

      "She's a big girl," Makayla said.

      "I know," I said. "It's just not like her."

      "Maybe she got called in to her parole meeting?" Makayla suggested.

      "She went a few days ago," I said. "She only has to go once a week."

      "Maybe she wasn't hungry," she said. 

      "Maybe." I knew something was going on, but I didn't know what it was. But I wasn't too worried. Despite her lack of magic, I could still feel her through our bond. I was certain of it now. The two of us shared that bond. I knew when she was anxious or scared. Right now, I didn't feel any of that. 

      I blew out a frustrated breath. Even knowing she was probably safe, it was still difficult to be away from her. Especially since we hadn't consummated our bond. It was painful to be so close to her all the time without touching her. Without being inside her. But it was more painful to be away from her. And with a bond between the two of us, it was only a matter of when. So, I waited. Each day, I felt my magic dwindle, but I waited. She was going to come to me sooner rather than later. And when she did, it would be worth the wait, that much I knew. 

      Quickly, I finished my last bite of food and picked up my tray. "See you guys later."

      Makayla and the other shifters waved as I walked away from their table. It was an odd thing to sit at a table with a bunch of shifters. Some of the other demons had given me strange looks the first few days but now they didn't even glance my way. Unlike the shifters, we didn't really care what the others were doing. There was no pack for demons. We had families, sure, but mine wasn't here and mine wasn't the kind of family you crossed. 

      The others here knew I liked to be alone. I wasn't a people person unless I was fucking said person. So my sitting with a group of shifters was so far out of the norm for me, I was sure it raised some questions. But you didn't mess with my family. In the other realm, my mother was one of the few people who could determine your whole fate with the stroke of her pen. Sometimes I hated the power she held, the power she'd pass to me if I wanted it. Other days, like today, I didn't mind too much. At least it kept my classmates at a distance.

      Though I had to admit, I wasn't looking forward to seeing her in a few weeks at parent's day. She was bound to catch the weakness of my magic. I wasn't even sure how much longer I could go before I'd be struggling in classes.

      I picked up the pace as I headed toward the locker room. I wanted to wait for Raven, and I knew she was worth the wait, but I might have to start thinking of another way to recharge.

      The thought made my stomach twist into uncomfortable knots. It literally made me sick to think of fucking someone else. My pull to Raven was so great, it had to be her. How was that for a sick twist of fate? As an incubus, sex was never personal. Now, that was all I wanted.

      I was going to need a very cold shower after gym.

      Thankfully, Raven was already stretching with the other girls in the class when I got into the gymnasium. I waved to her, hoping she'd notice me.

      She waved back.

      I jogged over to her. "Hey, you alright?"

      "Yeah, I'm good. Just got stuck reading one of those books," she said.

      Her answer surprised me, but she seemed fine.

      "Hey, demon, you want to run laps till dinner?" Coach Miller called.

      I rolled my eyes. "See you later, Raven."

      One of these days, I'd love to see someone stand up to him but I wasn't willing to risk confinement again.
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      The locker room was a buzz of conversation as everyone finished changing after another grueling day of gym. Today's class had been the same as the last several - running intervals with breaks for planks and pushups. To be fair, I was probably in the best shape of my life, but it didn't come without a price.

      I groaned as I lifted my shirt off over my head. My arms were not used to this much work.

      "That was brutal today," Violet said.

      "I know," I said. "I keep hoping we can go back to those long runs where he just ignored us."

      "Same," Violet said as she tugged off her gym clothes. "Hey, you want to come to a party tonight?"

      Her question surprised me. Violet and I were gym class friends and greeted each other in the halls and cafeteria for occasional conversation. We'd never hung out outside of school before.

      She laughed. "I promise that Scarlett will be on her best behavior."

      I smiled. "Okay, sure. Sounds fun."

      "You know where the basement dorms are?" She asked.

      I nodded. I'd never been down in the dorms where the few resident vampires lived, but I'd passed by the entry a few times.

      "You really should come. Our parties are the best." She turned and took a few steps away then looked over her shoulder. "Bring that delicious incubus of yours. I'm sure he'd be up for some fun."

      "He's not exactly mine," I said.

      "Right," she said, not hiding the sarcasm. "That's why the school's biggest slut hasn't slept with anyone since he started following you around like a faithful hound."

      My throat bobbed as guilt weighed heavy in the pit of my stomach. Was I stringing him along? Was he losing out on fun with others because of me? I pushed the thought away. He was a big boy. He could make his own decisions. Besides, I wasn't ever going to let guilt pressure me into something I didn't want to do. I'd gone down that route before and it hadn't turned out well.

      But I did like the idea of taking him out for a night. Luka and I had spent most of our free time reading old books lately. Getting out to do something fun probably wasn't a bad idea. It wasn't like my magic was going to mysteriously reappear out of the blue. Based on everything I'd read, there was always something that brought it back.

      Quickly, I finished changing and ducked out of the locker room. If I hurried, I could catch Luka before dinner.

      I'd only been to Luka's room once before. We'd kept our meetings to shared spaces like the library and cafeteria. Once, though, I'd walked back here with him while he changed clothes after he'd encountered a bad spell in the hallway that left his uniform covered in red spots. He was lucky it hadn't stuck to his skin.

      The demons were housed in the old dorms next to the main building. Really, I should call it a castle. Apparently, the dorms were off campus when the school was just getting started and still housed a few government offices and other odds and ends of things. Eventually, the school grew large enough to take over everything. Plus, as more famous and wealthy families started sending their kids here, the competition to get in grew. They took over the whole thing and added dorms inside the building to make room for all the new students. At least that was what I'd learned flipping through one of my books.

      You'd think a magic academy would have a more interesting back story than a small elite school for rich kids that started alongside a bunch of government offices but I was learning that there were a lot of things the supernatural world had in common with the human world. Money and politics seemed to be similar. Though, I still hadn't wrapped my head fully around the politics and systems of this community outside of the school.

      If I ever got my magic back, I supposed I'd have to do that. I pushed open the doors and stepped into the brisk night air.

      It was nearly November and the nights were long. Stars twinkled overhead, brighter than usual because of the tiny sliver of a moon that kept the sky dark. My breath came out in clouds and I tugged my sweater closed around me to keep warmer.

      Thankfully, the dorms were only a few steps away. I paused outside the door, unsure of how I'd be greeted by the demons I encountered in the common room. When I'd walked through with Luka, it was the middle of the day and most students were at class.

      Now, it was that gap between classes and dinner and it was prime time to gather in public spaces.

      Blowing out a long breath, I lifted my chin and tried to pretend that I belonged here. Then I pushed open the door and stepped inside.

      Heat blew into my face from a vent right in front of the door and I was instantly warm. The demon and fallen angel dorm was kept at a balmy eighty degrees at all times according to Luka. Made it cozier for those who were used to living in the underworld.

      I tugged off my sweater and tossed it over my shoulder so I wouldn't have to carry it.

      "Take the rest of it off, it's hot in here," someone called.

      I lifted an eyebrow as I turned to face the gathered group of demons in the common area. Six of them were lounging on chairs or couches. Two of them were sitting in chairs in front of a large television, gaming controllers in their hands.

      The sounds of battle and explosions filled the room, the two gamers not even turning my way.

      "I'm visiting Luka," I said.

      "Man, that incubus gets all the good ones," someone said.

      "You don't even know good until you've been with a guy with wings," an angel with huge black wings tucked behind his back said.

      "Aren't you sweet," I said, the sarcasm heavy.

      Trying to ignore them, I walked forward, right for the staircase. For a second, panic made my chest tighten. I'd only been to his room once and I hadn't paid much attention to where it was.

      I knew we went up the stairs. Second floor, maybe? I walked up, hoping for something that looked familiar.

      As soon as I stepped into the hallway, I knew I was in the right place. It didn't make sense, but I felt Luka calling to me. It was as if I could smell him. That scent of smoke and something that was distinctly him.

      Feeling confident, despite the fact that I couldn't explain any of this, I stopped in front of a door in the middle of the hallway and knocked.

      The door opened and Luka's lips turned upward into a grin. He wasn't wearing a shirt and his belt hung unbuckled from his pants. I must have caught him as he was undressing.

      Heat burned in my face as I stared at his muscular chest and his hard, broad shoulders. His abs were right out of a catalogue for male perfection. I was fiercely reminded of why I'd likened him to a Greek god when we'd first met. Then I realized this was the first time I'd seen him without his clothes on in real life. He was even sexier than he was in my dreams.

      My core heated and I felt a tingle between my thighs. This wasn't why I was here. I was here to invite him to a party. Not for sex. Don't think about sex. My eyes traveled down to his pants and I could see the bulge. He wasn't exaggerating in our dreams.

      "Hey, kitten."

      "Hey, yourself," I said, forcing my eyes up to his.

      "Like what you see?" he asked.

      "Of course, I do," I said.

      He smirked. "But that's not why you're here."

      I squeezed my thighs together, urging my body to behave. I wasn't sure what I was waiting for with Luka. Why had I put it off so long?

      We were both adults. We both wanted this.

      I wanted this.

      I wanted him.

      Before I lost my courage, I moved closer to him and set my palm on his bare chest. Gently, I pushed him into the room until I could close the door behind us. There was no reason to keep denying how much I wanted him.

      His lips parted and I could feel his temperature rise as he connected the dots. But he waited for me to make the first move.

      My breathing was already shallow as I stood on my tiptoes and threw my arms over his shoulders.

      His arms wrapped around me, pulling me closer to him until our bodies were connected, pressed together as one.

      Lifting my chin, our lips met. The kiss was hot and hungry as weeks of frustration poured out of both of us. Luka grabbed hold of my hips and lifted me while our kiss deepened.

      I wrapped my legs around his waist and ran my hands through his hair. As he carried me, I slid my tongue into his mouth, meeting his in a playful exchange.

      He broke away from the kiss, giving me a smirk before letting go of me. I fell to the bed, sinking into a giant pile of pillows and soft blankets. It reminded me of the corner in his dream world, though his dorm room wasn't nearly as appealing.

      Our dream place was open to the stars. His room was full of the orange glow of a salt lamp in one corner and the white light of a small lamp on his desk. The room was neat and spacious, much like all the rooms here.

      I could care less about where we were. Everything about this felt right. I propped myself up with my elbows and watched as Luka slid his pants off.

      His impressive erection sprung free and I knew that everything about our dreams had been just the way it would be in the real world. Which meant I was in for a dozen orgasms. Wetness spread between my thighs just from thinking about our dream sessions.

      Luka leaned down over me and slid his hands under my shirt. His touch was rough but welcome and he slid his hands around my back to unsnap my bra without any trouble.

      I sat up a little more, making it easier for him to slide my shirt off. He tossed my shirt aside while I threw off my bra. His hands were on my breasts in a heartbeat, caressing them.

      I moaned as he sucked one of my nipples into his mouth. With expert strokes of his tongue, he kissed and licked each nipple as he settled in between my thighs.

      Squirming, I shifted so I could work my skirt up around my waist, giving him better access. Suddenly, his hand was in my panties, his fingers working around the sensitive nub. Then he inserted a finger, instantly finding the place inside that made me gasp.

      All thoughts left my mind. I couldn't concentrate on anything other than the feel of Luka's fingers. I moaned, tossing my head back, enjoying every touch.

      Luka's lips pressed against my neck, sending a shiver of tingles down my spine. His every touch was electric.

      I could feel little sparks traveling up and down my skin as if I was covered in static electricity. My body tensed, heating as I gasped for air. Pleasure built low in my belly, working its way to a crescendo as Luka continued to pleasure me.

      Just as I was about to come, an alarm blared. I jumped back and Luka stopped what he was doing.

      Covering my ears against the wailing tone, I looked to Luka.

      "Fire alarm," he yelled as he tossed me my shirt.

      I threw it on and then re-covered my ears. Luka tugged on his pants and pulled a shirt over his head. Then he reached for my hand and led me out of his room.

      The hall was full of bewildered students. Each of them pausing outside their rooms to look down the hall. Finally, someone started walking toward the stairway and they all followed. Luka and I joined the crowd.

      All I could think was that there better be a damn fire.
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      We'd been so close. So, so close. My cock ached, begging for release as I pulled Raven closer to me. A small crowd had gathered outside the dorms and surprisingly, I could see smoke coming from one of the upper floors.

      Even the vampires had crawled out of the basement. I shuddered at the sight of them. All dressed up for something in the depths. You'd think that vampires wouldn't bother me. I'd seen my share of scary shit in the depths of the underworld, but they didn't feed on death the way the vampires did.

      When I was young, I'd once walked in on a vampire as she was draining a victim. Unfortunately, for the vampire, the victim was a demon. I was accompanying my mom on a visit to a reform house for demons. One of her many charity projects that she ran to make her look better than she was. I was a kid, but already being groomed for the family business.

      When reports of a disturbance came from the landlord, my mom figured it would be a good learning experience.

      I never expected to find a blood covered naked vampire feeding on a sprawled out dead demon. It was weird shit. Especially for a kid.

      My mom hadn't hesitated in convicting and sentencing the vampire. She was staked right there in front of me.

      I thought about the stake I kept in my room. My mom had insisted I bring it with me. She wasn't fond of the fact that our dorms were in the same building as what she referred to as the leeches of the supernatural world but there wasn't much choice. This was the top school and if you got in, and you could afford it, you went.

      While I wanted to gain power and make my family proud, I knew I'd be handling things differently if I did accept the position. Being a prince in the underworld was hard enough without accepting the title. Once I stepped up into the role officially, I'd have the same authority my mother did. Judge, jury, and executioner all rolled into one.

      I glanced around and found Violet. I knew she spent time with Raven, and I knew Raven liked her. In fact, I'd made friends with several of the vampires here. I just didn't want to be in their dark basement ever. That was too much. I didn't want to know if they were doing anything illegal down there.

      Violet caught my eye and waved in our direction. I felt Raven turn toward her. She shifted in my arms, then looked up at me. "Let's go see if Violet knows what's going on."

      "Sure," I said.

      Raven slid out of my grip and I instantly felt like part of me had been cut out and removed. Every piece of my instincts was fighting me to grab her and drag her back to me.

      But she'd come to me tonight and she was ready. I'd waited this long. All I needed was a quite space to be alone with her and we could finally be together as we both wanted.

      I could finally get my cock inside of her.

      The thought made me clench my teeth. It was taking everything I had to force myself to wait. The scent of arousal still clung to her from our interlude and she'd felt so good under my touch.

      I needed her. As soon as they cleared the building, I had to get her back into my room.

      "You still coming to the party?" Violet asked.

      "What party?" I asked.

      Raven turned to me. "Violet invited me to a vampire party tonight. You should come with me. We can hang out together."

      "I'd rather hang out with just you," I said.

      She grinned. "I know. But we can finish what we started later."

      "Oh, did the fire alarm interrupt something?" Violet asked. "About damn time."

      I cocked an eyebrow. Was Raven talking about me to other girls? That had to be a good sign, right?

      "What's with this alarm anyway?" she asked.

      I glanced toward the building. The smoke I'd seen moments before was gone.

      "No idea," Violet said.

      "Hey, lover," Scarlett called. "They're saying we can go back in."

      "Come to the party, please," Violet said.

      I looked back at Raven. She seemed so happy about being invited to a party. Who was I to freak out about it? I mean, that crazy vamp encounter happened when I was a kid. I was sure they weren't hiding chained up humans in the basement. Probably.

      "Alright everyone, that's enough excitement for tonight," Dr. Green called out.

      I turned to see him coming out of the dorms. I didn't even know he was in there. My brow furrowed. He must have gone in to check out the fire alarm.

      Professor Halifax walked out behind him, her chin high and her sharp eyes darting around at all the gathered students.

      "You may go back to your rooms," Dr. Green said. "Except for Raven Winters."

      "What do you think happened?" she asked, looking up at me.

      My chest tightened as I noticed the flicker of fear in her bright green eyes. "I don't know."

      She took a deep breath and blew it out. "I really wish we were back in your room right now."

      I groaned, unable to control myself. "So do I."

      "Raincheck?" she asked.

      "Any time. Any place." I was trying to be playful, but I meant it. I was so ready to finish what we started.

      Dr. Green walked toward us as the students around us darted toward the door. I glanced down at Raven, who had to be freezing. Her nipples were showing through her white shirt. Fuck. I didn't grab her bra on her way out. I wished I had my sweater but giving her a tee shirt wasn't going to do much good.

      "Ms. Winters," Dr. Green said. "Sorry to interrupt your evening plans, but I'm afraid we have to have a chat."

      "What happened?" she asked.

      Dr. Green glanced over at me, then back at Raven.

      "You might as well just say it," she said. "I'll tell him whatever it is anyway."

      Dr. Green frowned. "Fine. The alarm that went off was set off by someone inside the demon dorm manually."

      "Sounds like someone pulling a prank," I said.

      Dr. Green shook his head. "Professor Halifax couldn't match the magic with any species of supernatural we have on campus. It came back as fae magic."

      My brow furrowed. "Isn't Professor Halifax fae?" I asked. It had never been said out loud but that was the only explanation for her appearance and her abilities.

      Dr. Green cocked an eyebrow. "Are you suggesting one of our faculty came into a student dorm and pulled the fire alarm?"

      My face heated. "No, that doesn't make any sense."

      "I don't understand what all this has to do with me," Raven said.

      Dr. Green sighed. "We have reports of several more government officials who have been found dead, all their magic drained. One of them was fae."

      Raven looked like she'd seen a ghost. Her already pale features washed out completely. She honestly looked like she was going to throw up.

      "Raven?" I asked.

      "You're saying the thief was here, aren't you?" Raven asked, finally.

      "It can't be," I said. "How would she get in? Don't you have security at this school?"

      "Watch your tone, Mr. Drake."

      I pressed my lips into an angry line. They were supposed to be protecting Raven, not letting the crazy Thief who was trying to kill her gain entry to our school. This place was supposed to be the best there was.

      "How did she get in?" Raven asked.

      Dr. Green shifted, his gaze downcast.

      "How?" Raven repeated.

      "One of our guards left his post ten minutes before the alarm was pulled. He left the gate open and removed the wards," Dr. Green said.

      I felt numb and betrayed. Grabbing hold of Raven's hand, I pulled her closer to me. She didn't resist and leaned up against my chest.

      "What does that mean?" she asked.

      "It means you're no longer leaving the main building. You have to stay in the castle all the time. The wards on that building can only be broken by me. You'll be safe there."

      "That's what you said last time," I mumbled.

      Dr. Green shot me a glare. "She will be safe."

      I swallowed hard. This changed things. "You have to get your magic back now."

      She nodded. "I need to see Zach and Matt. They might be able to help me."

      "The Obscura twins?" Dr. Green asked.

      "We did a magic meld before and we connected somehow. I think maybe they could help me bring it back," she said.

      "I should have known there was something going on with you and that family," Dr. Green said.

      "What do you mean?" Raven asked.

      "They're the ones who have been paying your tuition." Dr. Green started to walk away, then stopped and looked back at us. "Get in the building. And stay there."
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      I paced my room as a rush of tangled emotions flooded through me. I was stuck here, without my magic and without any way out. It was possible my magic could return on its own. It was possible it would never return. Add in the fact that the thief was still after me and when I could defend myself, I was punished for doing so. 

      I stopped walking and glared at the book on my desk. It had told me that if I could unlock any of my magic, it could all come back. I wished I'd shown the book to Luka. Maybe he could have found something in there that I'd missed.

      I was seriously regretting telling him I wanted to be alone.

      If the thief was on campus, if she'd broken into the demon dorm, I was pretty much screwed anyway. Plus, there was that whole thing about one of the school's guards letting her in. I had my doubts that the wards at the school would keep me safe.

      And why the hell would she pull the fire alarm? What if she wasn't here and it was some kid with fae heritage who pulled it?

      I ran a hand through my hair and worked my fingers through the tangles. None of this made sense. And I was getting frustrated. 

      I should be at a party right now. Making friends and trying to fit in to this place. Instead, I was pouting alone in my room. 

      Doing what I was supposed to do hadn't helped. Going to classes hadn't helped. I was getting tired of always doing the right thing. Besides, I was starting to think I was screwed no matter what I did. The two times I'd used magic to defend myself, I'd gotten in trouble. Now that I didn't have magic, I was defenseless. I was fucked either way.

      Before I could change my mind, I ran into my giant closet and tugged one of the little black dresses off the hanger. Quickly, I changed clothes and pulled on some knee-high boots. 

      As soon as I shrugged on the black leather jacket all of my worries slipped away. If I was going down anyway, I might as well have some fun before I did.

      I felt like a spring wound too tight. And I knew if I didn't let off some steam, I was going to snap. A party with a bunch of vampires sounded like just the right amount of debauchery to get this out of my system. Nobody expected me to leave the school. I could sneak out and sneak back in two hours. Get it out of my system and settle into my house arrest tomorrow.

      Feeling confident in my decision, I left my room and quietly walked down the hall. Thankfully, the common room was empty. Everyone was probably out doing fun things. Or at dinner.

      I wondered if I was going to be too early for the party but now wasn't the time to second guess that. Worst case, I'd hang out with Violet a bit then come back here.

      As I walked through the halls of the school, I passed students who were on their way to various Friday night activities or heading into town. Nobody stopped to ask me where I was going. Keeping my chin up, I powered through as if I was on a mission. I'd learned over the years that you got a lot less questions if you pretended you knew exactly what you were doing.

      As soon as I slipped through the main doors and the cold air greeted me, I felt liberated. I took a deep breath, the cool air sending a welcome shiver. I was out and I was free, for now. Tonight, I just wanted to be a normal student, whatever that meant.

      I wanted to forget about the thief, forget about my missing magic, and forget about my past. I wanted to embrace the present and live my life without worry.

      I'd never been in the vampire dorm, but I knew they had a basement entrance on the opposite end of the demon dorm. Their entrance went straight down to the basement from what I'd heard.

      I slipped into the door and found myself on a dark staircase much like the one that led to my dorm in the dungeon. Like the dungeon, the hallway was lined with flickering magical torches.

      Their wall was finished, beautiful brick, though. Whereas the walls on our stairs were coarse, damp rock.

      I frowned at the reminder of how poorly the shifters were treated. The thought solidified the fact that I didn't want to spend time with the other mages on campus. Aside from the twins, none of them had been welcoming. Plus, there was that whole shifter whore thing that was going around.

      The thought of Ben made my throat tighten. He still wasn't talking to me and when we passed in the halls or saw each other in class, he ignored me. It was like a knife to the heart every time I saw him. I kept hoping he'd get over whatever anger he had toward me with time, but it had been weeks.

      If not for the distractions with Luka and the research, I'd have probably barged in on him in his room and demanded answers. It was only a matter of time at this point, though. I was feeling reckless and that streak of rebellion rising up in me felt good.

      If I was facing another upcoming attack without any magic, what the hell did I have to lose? Maybe I'd go pound on his door when I left here. Or maybe I'd go right to Luka's room instead and finish what we started earlier.

      For a second, my memory flashed to Luka and me in his bed. His mouth on my nipple, his fingers inside me. Then, the mental image shifted and instead of Luka, it was Ben.

      My eyes widened in surprise and I shook the thought from my head. I hadn't even spoken to him in weeks, where had that come from?

      The stairs ended in a long, dark hallway. Thumping bass vibrated the ground and I knew I wasn't too early for the party. Ahead, I could see colored lights dancing on the walls.

      I moved toward the sights and sounds of the party and ended up in a large room that was probably their common room. Only they didn't have any couches or chairs. Instead, it was a massive open space. Other than the green and purple lights that moved along the walls, the room was as dark as a night club. And the music was just as loud.

      Probably a hundred people filled the room, moving and dancing to the music. Most of the ladies were dressed like me in little black dresses. Some of them were in bras and underwear. A couple were wearing nothing at all.

      There was a rhythm to the movement I'd never seen at a club or party before. Nobody seemed to be in couples. The dancing was free flowing, with people moving from partner to partner without regard for who they were dancing with. A man in cutoff jeans shorts grinded against a woman in a pink bunny onesie. A woman in a bra and underwear was chest to chest with a woman in a little black dress. A couple of men in school uniforms slow danced with their arms around each other.

      As I watched, the music changed rhythm and everyone moved, finding a new partner and resumed their dance, unfazed by the change. It was freeing to see. Nobody here was worried about the details. They only wanted to dance.

      "You made it!"

      I looked over to see a breathless Violet in a black slip dress. A streak of red was smeared on her mouth and cheek and her fangs, which were usually retracted, were on full display.

      "I made it." I gestured to her face. "Looks like you already had dinner."

      Her eyes widened and she quickly retracted her fangs then wiped her face with the back of her hand. "I'm so sorry you had to see that."

      I shrugged. "It's not like I don't know what you eat."

      "Well, you don't," she said. "Not really."

      "What do you mean? Don't you drink blood?"

      "Sure," she said. "But we're supposed to stick to the synthetic stuff from Japan or the donor bags."

      I glanced around the room again as realization dawned on me. Sure enough in the back of the room, along the wall were several couches I'd missed at first glance. People were making out on them. Only, I was pretty sure they weren't actually making out. When I looked closer, I could tell they were feeding.

      "They're all willing, I assure you," Violet said. "And I'm told it's actually very pleasurable. Most of them sit there and orgasm the whole time we feed."

      "I'll have to take your word for it," I said, suddenly feeling very self-conscious about the amount of bare skin I'd show if I took off my jacket.

      "Don't worry," she said. "You're off limits. We have a rule here. Willing only. And guests are never to be propositioned. Ever."

      Before I could consider how I actually felt about the whole thing, Violet pulled my jacket off and tossed it to someone. Scarlett maybe?

      The next thing I knew, I was on the dance floor with Violet, moving to the beat of the music. As soon as I started moving, my body took over, feeling the music on instinct.

      "Have fun," Violet said just as the music changed.

      Without thinking, I moved until I was facing a new partner. I didn't even realize I'd turned to someone else. It was as if the music was driving my movements.

      A tall, thin blonde vampire wrapped his arms around my waist and the two of us danced together as if we had been a couple for years. We anticipated the other's move, dancing in time as if we'd rehearsed the steps. I laughed. "This is wild."

      "First time?" he asked.

      "Yes," I said. "How does it do this?"

      "It's the music," he said. "Siren magic. They might be crazy creatures, but they sure know how to make a killer playlist."

      Just then, the music shifted again, and I turned to my next partner.

      Luka smiled at me. "Wanna dance?"

      I narrowed my eyes. "I thought you didn't do vampire parties?"

      He shrugged. "I want to be where you are."

      How could I resist that? I took his hands. "How about we get out of here and finish where we left off?"

      He grinned. "I like that even better."
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      Luka’s hands slid up my dress before the door even closed behind us. I lifted my arms, encouraging him to get the dress off me faster.

      As he tossed it to the ground, I pulled up his shirt. He took over and finished taking it off. It joined my dress on the floor.

      His mouth found mine in a hungry, passionate kiss with so much heat behind it that my skin felt like it was on fire. As his lips and mine moved in unison, I reached for his fly.

      Luka’s hands wrapped around my back, finding my bra strap. Just as he released the clasp, I had his fly open. 

      Breathless, I stepped away from the kiss and slid my bra off of my shoulders. Then I hooked my thumbs under the waistband of my panties and pulled them down. 

      I stood there completely naked but felt like I was burning up. I wanted Luka so bad it was as if my body and his were magnetically attracted to each other. 

      He stepped out of his jeans and I glanced down to see that he wasn’t wearing any underwear. I smirked. He was prepared for tonight. 

      I admired him for a moment. His lean, chiseled form. His strong chest that led down to washboard abs. Below that, the V of his hips pointed straight to his large erection. 

      I didn’t stand a chance. He was a perfect male. The kind of partner I would have thought only existed in my dreams.

      Turns out, I was the lucky one who got to have him in my dreams, and I was about to finally have him in real life.

      Unable to wait any longer, I moved to him and took his hand. He grinned, that cocky playful grin of his that made my heart flutter. I’d made him wait and I was ready to make it up to him.

      When we reached his bed, I pushed him down. 

      “Oh, I like where this is going,” he said.

      “Just wait,” I said. 

      I crawled onto the bed, between his legs, then lowered my head. Using my tongue, I licked his cock from base to tip before pulling it into my mouth. 

      Luka groaned and fell to his back on the bed. 

      Gripping his upper thighs, I continued to lick and suck until his hips bucked and his moans grew more rapid.

      There was no way in hell I was going to stop here. I wanted more than this. 

      I lifted my head and climbed over him so I was straddling his hips. 

      “You are so fucking sexy,” he said.

      “Have you seen yourself in the mirror?” I asked. 

      He laughed. “I’m not really my type if you know what I mean.”

      “I’m pretty sure you’re everyone’s type,” I said.

      “Well, that’s high praise, especially from you. The one who kept me waiting.” He sat up and wrapped his arms around me, pulling me on top of him.

      I could feel the head of his cock at my entrance and I held my breath in anticipation. After all this time, all this wait, it was finally real.

      Slowly, I lowered myself onto him, letting myself adjust as he filled me. When he was deep inside me, I leaned forward and the top of his cock hit me in just the right place.

      We both moaned at the same time and sparks seemed to explode across my skin. It was as if little bursts of electricity sizzled around us. Then, just as soon as it started, it stopped, and I was hit instead with the pleasure of his cock inside me.

      I leaned forward, pinning his shoulders down with my chest. My breasts pressed against his bare chest as my lips made contact with his.

      Slowly, I lifted and lowered my hips. The friction making me moan into his mouth. 

      Luka slid his tongue into my mouth and I had to brace myself with my hands on the bed to keep from losing control. All the sensations combined were pushing me closer and closer to climax. 

      I leaned back up so I was sitting on him and continued to thrust with my hips. When Luka’s fingers found my clit, I cried out as an orgasm crashed through me. 

      Breathless, I didn’t even resist as he lifted me off him and rotated us so I was now on the bottom.

      He looked down at me with those blue eyes and I felt like I’d turned into a puddle. The man had a hold on me, that was for damn sure. He could probably do just about anything to me and I’d go along for the ride.

      Smirking, he parted my thighs and slid his hips in between them. Still holding my thighs, he lifted them so my legs were in the air. I could feel his cock at my entrance, and I held my breath in anticipation.

      He didn’t enter me right away, though. Instead he rubbed his cock against my clit, teasing me. Wetness grew between my legs and I whined. “Please.”

      “Wait,” he said, letting go of my thighs. He leaned forward and kissed me, sucking my lower lip into his mouth.

      I moaned again and bucked my hips against him. His mouth moved to my jaw, then down to my neck. He trailed kisses along my collar bone and then moved back up my neck to my ear. When his tongue hit my earlobe, I gasped. I had no idea that was a turn on. 

      Again, I lifted my hips and this time, I was met with his cock sliding easily into me. 

      He thrust slowly at first, then grabbed my legs, holding them up again. He picked up speed, pounding me hard. 

      Grabbing fistfuls of sheets to hang on, I cried out with each thrust. The pressure kept building and I gasped for breath as I got closer to climax with each thrust. 

      Finally, I tossed my head back and screamed as an explosive orgasm rippled through my body.

      Luka finished in the next thrust and then he collapsed, resting his head on my breasts. 

      His warm breath came out as rapid as my own. I ran my fingers through his golden hair. It was damp with sweat and still sexy as hell. 

      Sex in my dreams had always been amazing with him but this blew that away. 

      He lifted his chin and smiled at me; his eyes hooded with desire. I knew exactly how he felt. The post orgasm haze had me feeling like I was drunk, but I was totally sober. 

      He was just that good.
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      Each time I saw Raven, it got harder to keep my wolf in check. She wasn't even in the classroom yet but walking by her usual desk was enough to send an involuntary growl into my throat. She wasn't even sitting there but her scent still hung in the air.

      I forced down the beast inside, maintaining control as best as I could. As we got closer to the wolf moon, I was struggling to contain it. I'd had to let my wolf run in the woods outside the school every night this week and it still wasn't enough.

      The human part of me was exhausted and losing focus with each passing day as the power of my wolf grew. I just had to make it to the wolf moon. It was the strongest moon of the year. The one that gave us shifters the most power. Our creatures within were at their peak on that night and gained power leading up to it. Once I survived that night, I was in the clear. I could control myself. Control my wolf. But it wasn't easy.

      We'd learned so little about mating bonds because it was rare. Most of us never came in contact with our mate. I'd heard the stories. Tales of forbidden love that usually ended in tragedy. I'd also heard how incredible sex was with your mate. Apparently, it was so amazing there was an ancient shifter word used to describe the orgasm that came with it. Furor. From the Latin word for Frenzy.

      My wolf rumbled low in my chest and I knew what that meant. Raven was here.

      I looked up to see her walking into the classroom, her backpack slung on one shoulder. She was in a white long sleeve shirt and a short black skirt today. All I wanted to do was push that skirt up around her waist and claim her.

      But I had to resist.

      My dad was still breathing down my neck and I knew he was paying at least one professor to keep an eye on me. If I made a move on Raven, he'd know.

      And as much as I wanted her, I needed her to be safe even more. Especially since she was without her magic. Thankfully, Makayla kept me updated on her progress. Or lack of progress.

      Part of me wondered if we could get away with hiding in a dark corner. But this was my mate, not some one-night stand.

      She waved to me and smiled. It was a smile she didn't use anywhere else. It was my smile and I knew it. Despite my ignoring her, she hadn't stopped being kind to me. It made me feel even worse.

      I inclined my head, acknowledging her but looking away quickly so I didn't invite her to come over.

      A rush of her honeydew scent filled my nostrils and I knew she took her seat nearby. I didn't have to look up to feel her gaze on me. She was probably waiting for me to give in. Even if she didn't know what we were, she had to be feeling a pull to me. I was lucky she'd been raised in the human world and didn't know the mating bond when she felt it stir inside her. If she came to me, I wouldn't be able to stop myself.

      My wolf growled again and my cock twitched, he wanted to claim his mate. And I couldn't blame him.

      I'd have to run again tonight. It was the only way to try to wear down my wolf. Keep it distracted. Give it some freedom while denying the only thing both of us wanted.

      Once class started, I risked a few glances at her. She was as stunning as ever. Her long red hair hung down to the middle of her back. I wanted to run my fingers through it. I wanted to grab it and tug her to me. I wanted to do everything to her.

      Breaking myself away from the thoughts of her lips around my cock, I looked up at Professor Herd. He was droning on and on about portals and magic history. I couldn't concentrate. All I could think about was Raven.

      The Wolf Moon couldn't come soon enough. I just had to make it through and then things could return to normal.
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      Ben still wasn't talking to me but at least he wasn't pretending I wasn't here. His little nods hurt, though. We'd been at the start of something good, I knew it. That night playing strip poker wasn't an accident. And somehow, I knew he still wanted to get to know me better.

      I sure did.

      I was pretty sure that if he walked up to me and kissed me, I'd kiss him right back. And we wouldn't stop there.

      None of it made sense. He'd been ignoring me for weeks, but I couldn't help but feel like I broke him. Something happened that night with the thief when he saved me. Whatever he was working out needed more time, but I hoped it wasn't much longer.

      If not for the distractions of tutoring and researching with Luka, I'd probably be driving Ben crazy with questions. It wasn't like me to let something go this easily, but I somehow knew he needed the time and space. There was a part of me that wanted him to heal, no matter what the cost was to me. We hardly knew each other, but I was pretty sure that I would sacrifice my own happiness if it meant he could recover from whatever he was going through.

      I glanced behind me to get another look at him. He was facing the professor, seemingly interested in the lesson. We were still learning about portals, despite the fact that we'd been told to never use them. It seemed like a waste of time to me, but I guess it must be on some supernatural curriculum checklist or something. One of those things they make you learn even if they have zero real life applications. Like existential poetry.

      With a sigh, I turned back to the lesson, trying to get anything I could. Nothing stuck. Instead, I doodled flowers and vines all over my notebook till the bell rang.

      As usual, Ben was out the door before I even zipped up my backpack. Feeling a bit defeated, I left the classroom. I wanted to catch him to tell him my magic was starting to return, but I knew he'd just avoid me.

      I hadn't told anyone yet, but I thought Ben would understand what I was going through. He'd been without his ability to shift for a few days. He knew what it felt like to have your magic stolen.

      Soon I'd tell Makayla and Luka. But right now, I was still a little too nervous that the candle had been a fluke.

      I walked into Spellcasting, expecting to check in before going to the library but as soon as I saw the familiar faces next to my seat, I realized plans were about to change.

      Matt and Zach both wore grins on their identical, handsome faces when they saw me. "Hey little mage," one of them called.

      As I got closer, I checked for the freckle. "Hi Zach." Then I turned to the other twin, "hi Matt."

      "I told you she can tell us apart," Zach said.

      "It's impressive for sure," Matt said.

      "Did you miss us terribly?" Zach asked.

      "I actually did," I said, feeling a comforting warmth spread through me. I was really, really glad they were back. I didn't realize how much I'd missed them until now. I wondered if it was the bond we'd forged from our magic meld that made me feel that way.

      "It seems we missed some action," Matt said, his brow furrowed in concern. "Are you okay?"

      "I guess," I said, not really sure how to answer. I'd repeated the story so many times I wasn't in the mood to tell it again. "I'm sorry about your grandfather."

      "Great-grandfather," Matt said.

      "He was a dick," Zach said.

      "He was still family," Matt said.

      "Which is why we couldn't get out of the twenty-one days of mourning. I think I'm good with family visits for the next decade or so," Zach said.

      "Until parent's weekend," Matt said.

      "Shit," Zach said.

      "Speaking of parents," I said. "You two want to tell me something?"

      Both of them pressed their lips together, obviously aware of what I was asking.

      "You'll have to thank your mother for me," I said. "For paying my tuition and all."

      "You'll be able to thank her yourself," Zach said. "She wants us to invite you to tea on parent's weekend. Thankfully, you have a few months to prepare for that."

      "Huh. No denial. So you both knew but didn't think I'd be interested to know your parents were footing the bill?" I put my hands on my hips, annoyed.

      "Just our mom," Matt said. "Our dad passed when we were babies."

      I dropped my hands to my sides. "Sorry."

      They shrugged.

      "Class, in your seats," Professor Halifax said.

      We quickly sat down and I faced the professor. Today she was wearing a pair of tight black slacks and a gray sweater. It was by far the most causal thing I'd ever seen her wear. Her hair was pulled up in a hasty ponytail and she didn't have her usual impeccable air about her. I wondered if she'd overslept. The thought made me smile. I supposed professors weren't that different from us.

      "Today is your last day to prepare for the group presentations," she said. "You'll begin presenting tomorrow, beginning with Malakai's group. Wednesday will be Joanna's group, and Thursday is Hunter's group."

      She moved closer to us and locked her eyes on me. "Your group will present on Friday, so I suggest you three figure out how to demonstrate your use of elemental fire magic before then."

      My jaw dropped open. I had managed to make one candle light with the help of some kind of weird fae portal magic. How the hell was I supposed to do anything more exciting than that? "Professor, I..."

      She stared at me, her eyebrows raised. "You have a week."

      The whole thing seemed completely unfair. She'd worked with me on Saturday. She knew my magic wasn't there. Suddenly I remembered what she'd said, and I glanced at the twins sitting next to me. She was pushing us all and forcing us to use that bond to bring my magic back.

      "Guess we have some work to do," Matt said, then he lowered his voice. "I heard your magic was taken that night."

      I swallowed then nodded. "It was but I worked with Professor Halifax on Saturday and she got some of it to come back. And she told me you two might be able to help me."

      "The magic meld," Zach said.

      I nodded again. "Yes. I'm not sure how, but I think it might work."

      "We connected our magic when we did that," Matt said. "If we try it again, it could jumpstart yours."

      "It's worth trying," Zach said. He shot his hand into the air.

      Professor Halifax walked over to us. The rest of the room was a hum of conversation as students talked through their projects and practiced their magic. I felt so out of place, like I didn't belong here. It was an awful feeling.

      "Yes, Mr. Obscura?"

      "Permission to go somewhere more private to practice?" he asked with a cheeky grin.

      "Fine," she said, almost too quickly. It was as if this was what she expected. Without another word, she turned and walked away from us.

      "Our room?" Zach asked.

      I shook my head. "Not this time. My turn for the home turf."

      "In the shifter dorm?" Zach asked. "You can't be serious."

      "Why not?" I asked. "It's where I sleep every night."

      "They hate us, you know that right?" Zach asked.

      "They don't hate me," I said.

      "True," Zach said. "So they'll just shift and bite our heads off and leave you be."

      I narrowed my eyes. "You don't really think they'd do that?"

      He shrugged. "You don't know all the things my mom has said publicly over the years."

      "If there's one thing I'm starting to notice it's that everyone hates their parents. And none of us are our parents. If we were who raised us, I'd be a crazy alcoholic living off government assistance."

      Zach's brow furrowed. "I thought your parents were dead."

      "My aunt raised me. If you can call what she did raising me. Basically, she kept me clothed, fed, and a roof over my head. Most of the time," I said.

      "I'm so sorry," Matt said.

      "I know, poor little troubled mage," I said, rolling my eyes. "I really don't want sympathy from the rich kids."

      "Hey, we get that same thing on us, you know?" Matt said. "Just because we were raised with money doesn't mean our lives were easy."

      "I'll take your word for it," I said.

      "I'm serious," he said. "We didn't struggle, that's true. But I wouldn't wish our life on anyone."

      "You mean that?" I asked, thinking back to Professor Halifax's comment about why my tuition was being paid.

      "I do," he said.

      "Sorry," I said. "You didn't get to choose your parents any more than I did."

      "It's okay," Zach said. "We get that a lot. Spoiled rich kids, which we are."

      "Time's ticking," Professor Halifax said.

      "Come on, I've always wanted to see the shifter dorm," Matt said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

          Zach

        

      

    

    
      Raven seemed confident as she led us down the dingy stairs to the dungeon. It was hard to believe that a mage of her abilities had been thrown down here with the shifters. She could have thrown a fit and demanded a different room. But the whole thing made no sense to begin with. Why had they put her down here?

      While we'd been with our family, I'd discovered that my mom had been paying her tuition. Something about a favor she owed her parents. I didn't get more details than that from her but I did know she was interested in meeting Raven. How was I supposed to drop that truth-bomb on her? It was bad enough that she was dealing with all of this right now. No magic, dorm in the shifter dungeon. She didn't need the most powerful mage in the supernatural world nagging her about her grades or her life. Though, I knew it was inevitable. My mother got whatever she wanted. 

      Torches flickered along the stairway and my fingers traced over the damp walls. Nothing about this was what I expected. Sure, it was called the dungeon, but I thought it was a clever nick name since it was in the basement. I'd been in the vampire dorm a few times and theirs was almost as nice as the mage dorms. 

      We left the stairs and passed through a common room. A couple of students were sprawled out on the couches, but we didn't linger. Ignoring their inquisitive looks, we moved on, following Raven.

      Finally, we stopped outside of a door and she used her key card to enter. 

      She flipped on a light then walked over to a lamp and turned it on. "Can you turn that one off?" She pointed to the light switch by the door. I flipped it down and the blinding fluorescent lights went out leaving us in a dim room lit by her small lamp.

      "It's not as nice as the Obscura suite," she said, "but it's far superior to anywhere I've ever lived before." 

      She picked up some laundry off the floor and tossed it into the bathroom. "Sorry for the mess."

      "Don't worry," Matt said. "I'm guessing you don't get maid service down here?"

      She lifted an eyebrow and glared at Matt, her green eyes flashing. "Seriously? You need a maid? You can't even take care of your own room?"

      "We can, we just don't have to," Matt said with a cocky grin.

      I knew that wasn't going to work on her. She wasn't the kind of girl who was impressed by our wealth. In fact, I think it had the opposite effect on her. I tried not to grin too much knowing that all Matt was doing was killing any chance he had of scoring with her. 

      "Your room is great," I said. "Thanks for letting us use the space to try this."

      She turned her gaze on me, her stance tense. She ran a hand through her hair and let out a frustrated sigh. "I'm sorry. I should be thanking you both for helping with this. Professor Halifax said you can probably help bring more of my magic back.

      "What have you done so far?" I asked. 

      "She worked with me to get me to light a candle. Some kind of fae magic involving portals, I think." 

      "Portals?" Matt asked. "That's dangerous stuff."

      "So are magic melds," I reminded him.

      "Yeah, but we've already done it once, right?" he asked. 

      "True," I said, then I turned to Raven. "Where do you want to sit?"

      "I guess right here," she pointed to the floor. 

      I extended my hand, offering it to her. "Ready?"

      To my surprise, she took my hand. "I don't really have a choice."

      I hated that she viewed us as a necessity. I wondered if I'd ever get a shot at her if not for this. For a brief moment, I was thankful she'd lost her magic. I needed more time with her. Guilt swam through me at the thought. I knew she was going through a terrible time but the selfish part of me that wanted her seemed to take over. 

      She sat cross-legged on the ground and I followed her lead. Matt sat next to her close enough that his thigh touched hers. Heat filled my chest as jealousy flared. I wanted to be alone with her. I didn't want him here. 

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed the thoughts away. This wasn't like me at all. I'd never felt this way about a woman. Especially a woman I hardly knew. Sure, she was sexy as hell, and I knew she was a knockout even under her clothes, thanks to her setting herself on fire. But I typically had more self-control than this. 

      "So last time we did this, we were trying to find out about your magic," Matt said. 

      "Which we never really did," she responded. "Cause the whole using time magic thing would have been helpful."

      "Yeah, sorry," he said. 

      "Today, let's focus on trying to find your magic and coax it out. Once we find it, we can see if we can learn more about it," I suggested.

      "Alright," she said, extending her hands on either side. 

      I pushed down the jealous thoughts as Matt took hold of her and grabbed his other hand, not letting go of hers. 

      "Close your eyes," I said. "Deep breaths."

      I closed my eyes and sent my magic toward Raven, urging it to find hers and connect us the way it had last time. I didn't have to wait long. 

      Tiny pinpricks of pain traveled up my arm. They were so sudden and intense that I nearly cried out. None of them stayed in one place long enough to cause lingering pain but they were annoying. Sort of like when your foot falls asleep. Though, instead of staying in one area, the pain traveled up my arm, across my shoulders and down my back.

      As the pain eased, I could feel her. It was impossible to explain, but there was something there that wasn't just my magic. It called to me, urging me toward it. Internally, I encouraged my magic to go to it.

      A rush of overwhelming emotion surged through me as if I'd been given a shot of adrenaline after jumping off a cliff. It was surprise mixed with fear and awe. I couldn't fully explain it, but I wanted it. I craved it. 

      Then, just as quickly as it had arrived, it left, and Raven tugged her hand away breaking the connection.

      I looked over at her. She was gasping for breath and her hair was standing on edge as if she'd walked through a static field. Her eyes were wide and her full lips were parted. I never wanted to tear someone's clothes off more. 

      "What the hell was that?" Matt asked. "Did you feel that?"

      "I don't know what happened. It was right there. I could feel my magic. It was right there and then it was gone." Raven's brow furrowed and I was pretty sure I could see tears pooling in her eyes.

      "I felt something," I said. "It was like it was calling to me."

      "More like dragging me in," Matt said. "Was that your magic?"

      "I think so," she said. "Maybe."

      "Try to make fire," I said. 

      "I don't know," she said. "That didn't go so well for me last time."

      "We found your magic," Matt said. "It's still there or it's coming back or something. You should try it."

      She nodded and then extended her hand, going through the motions of the trick we'd taught her to make fire. 

      For a moment, nothing happened. Then a tiny blue flame flickered to life in her palm. 

      I leaned closer to her. "Blue."

      She looked up at me, locking those green eyes on me. I felt like my insides turned to goo. She could throw that fire at me and I wouldn't even move away from her. She had me completely under her spell. I would do anything to be with her. 

      "Your magic is still in there," Matt said. 

      She tore her gaze off me and closed her hand, extinguishing the flame. "It doesn't feel the same as it did before."

      "It's probably still healing," I said. "We can try again." All I wanted to do was touch her. Even if it was just holding her hand as we attempted a magic meld. I just needed her. Any part of her would do. For now. 

      "No," Matt said. "We're lucky nothing bad happened. You need to recover. We can try again later."

      Raven stood and I quickly got to my feet. I wanted to grab her and drag her to my bed. 

      "Thank you both," she said. "Hopefully I'll be fixed by Friday when we give our presentation."

      "Don't worry about that," I said. "We'll be fine."

      "Not all of us have rich parents to bail us out," she said. 

      "Well, actually, you kind of do," I said. 

      "I know your mom is paying my tuition," she said.

      "That kind of makes you honorary Obsucra," Matt said.

      I wrinkled my nose. I didn't want to think about her like that. I wanted to fuck her not adopt her. 

      "I still need to be able to defend myself," she said. 

      "You know, there's enough room in our room for company," Matt said. 

      She glared at him. 

      He put his hands up in mock surrender. "Just saying it can't hurt to have some people nearby who can help you if needed.

      "It's not a bad idea," I said. 

      "I think I’m fine here," she said. 

      A knock sounded on the door and she walked over to answer it.

      "Ben," she said, sounding surprised.

      I turned to see the huge shifter standing in her doorway. I knew the expression on my face made it clear he was unwelcome. I didn't care. I didn't want him sniffing around my girl.

      "Study session?" he asked. 

      "Something like that," she said. "Trying to get my magic back."

      The shifter's expression softened. "It still hasn't returned?"

      "No," she said. 

      Ben looked at me then at Matt. He quickly returned his attention to Raven. "I heard there were some people in your room and I wanted to make sure you were safe."

      "I'm fine," she said. "Thank you for checking on me."

      He stepped back from the door. "I'm going back to my room," he looked up at me and Matt, "next door. Let me know if you need anything."

      "I guess you do have help around if you need it," Matt said.

      "Yeah," she said, sounding surprised. "I guess I do."
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      Things seemed to be looking up for the first time in a long time. I was still confined to the main building and I was still spending several days a week in private lessons with Professor Halifax. But Ben was speaking to me again. And the twins helped me learn how to demonstrate fire. My magic was finally returning and while Professor Halifax said it wasn't fully back, it was good enough to fake my way through the presentation so I didn't fuck over Matt and Zach's grades. 

      Plus, tonight there was going to be a rather epic party. All week, Makayla had been telling me how amazing the wolf moon party was. All the shifters would be there. They'd take over the entire common room and flood into the dorm rooms. 

      I was looking forward to a night of drinking too much and honestly, I was hoping Ben would be there. Now that we were talking again, maybe we could do something besides just talk. 

      Because to be honest, I was finding him sexier and more irresistible every time he smiled at me. The thought of that smile made me weak in the knees. I had a serious problem. 

      I should be satisfied with my incubus, but I couldn't keep my head out of the gutter when it came to Ben. 

      That was the one bad thing about my life right now, though. There hadn't been any time to connect with Luka in real life. My after school and weekend tutoring sessions along with studying for the upcoming exams was making my social life nonexistent. 

      But tonight was a holiday so there was no homework given. And the party of the year was taking place in my dorm. There was no way I was going to be able to skip it even if I wanted to. 

      "Ms. Winters, can you tell me the formula for the spell?" Professor Halifax asked. 

      I shook myself out of my distraction. I'd been so busy thinking about the fun I was going to have tonight that I hadn't heard a word she said. 

      Zach pushed his notebook over to me and I glanced down at the word he'd circled. 

      "Two candles, a full moon, and a live fern?" I asked.

      She pursed her lips. "It's lucky for you that your lab partner is paying attention."

      I swallowed hard and ignored the heat in my cheeks. I could feel the eyes of my classmates boring into the back of my head. "Sorry, Professor."

      She shook her head then went back to teaching. 

      I tried to pay better attention the rest of the period. It was painful. I'd been so focused on being a good student the last couple of months that I'd rarely let go. I needed this party. I needed to feel normal.

      Finally, it was time to pack up. 

      "You want to practice again tonight?" Zach asked. 

      We'd worked on bringing my magic back every night this week. Every time we melded our magic, I felt a little stronger after. I also felt a deeper connection to both twins after, too. Though, I was trying to ignore that. It was complicated enough as it was balancing the feelings I had for both Luka and Ben. 

      "Not tonight," I said. "It's the Wolf Moon."

      "But you're not a shifter," Matt said. 

      "All her friends are," Zach said. 

      "Most of my friends are," I said. "But it is in my dorm so I might as well go. Besides, I haven't been to a party in a long time."

      "And you won't be attending tonight, Ms. Winters," Professor Halifax cut in.

      I turned around to stare at her, my mouth open, ready to protest.

      "Your magic is not fully functioning yet and Dr. Green wants you ready to take the practice trials before Yule. You don't have time to go to a party." She crossed her arms over her chest.

      "Surely one night off won't kill me," I said. 

      "Won't it?" she asked. "I'm not the one who has a thief hunting me."

      I scowled. She had me there. It was irresponsible of me to go to a party when the alternative was staying alive. Fuck. "Fine."

      "In here right after dinner," she glanced at Matt and Zach, "you two can join her."

      "They don't have to do that," I said. 

      "We don't mind," Zach said.

      "Really, you don't need to give up your Friday night," I said. 

      "Raven, it's fine," Matt said.

      A rush of warmth spread low in my belly as he locked his gaze on me. His smile was confident and warm. There was not even a slight sense of being upset about being asked to help me. How were these two so selfless? I hadn't stopped to really think about it before. Professor Halifax had threatened their grade but now that I knew who their mother was, I knew that was never a valid threat. They were helping me because they wanted to. 

      None of the other mages wanted anything to do with me. They went out of their way to help. Shit. The thought brought me right back to the crazy dream I'd had last night. With both of them. At the same time. 

      For a second, I was back in that dream. Matt's tongue in my mouth as Zach's tongue was in a far more intimate place. I shivered, sending the memory of the dream away. 

      I did not have the emotional energy to be thinking about them like this. I knew there was a connection between the three of us from the magic meld, but I kept trying to tell myself it wasn't real. It was the magic that bonded us, not anything else. It wasn't the same way I was attracted to Luka or Ben. Was it?

      "I'll see you all here after dinner," Professor Halifax said. 

      I forced a smile on my face as I tossed my backpack over my shoulder. "Can't wait."

      

      The rest of the day dragged by. The worst part had been telling Makayla that I wasn't going to make it to the party. 

      "She can't keep you all night," Makayla said as she took a bite of her hamburger. 

      "That's true," I said. "How late do you usually go for this party?"

      "Oh, easily till dawn," she said. 

      I straightened in my chair, feeling a resurgence of joy. There was no way our tutoring session would go all night. "I'm sure I'll make it then. I just won't be there right away."

      "Fashionably late," Makayla said. "Like the mysterious mage you are."

      I laughed. "Right. I'm super mysterious."

      "You really are, though," she said. "Think about it. You live in the shifter dorm, you had it out with a magic thief, you don't know your parents..."

      "I get it," I said. I was still annoyed about the parents thing. It seemed Dr. Green and Ms. Obscura both knew my parents. The Obscura family well enough to feel like they owed a favor in the form of my tuition. Yet, no matter what I asked, I didn't get any information. It was beyond frustrating. 

      "Go to your tutoring. I'll stash a bottle of vodka in the back somewhere so we can do shots when you join us," she said.

      "Better make it tequila," I said with a grin.

      "Perfect. I'll hide a couple of limes and we'll be good to go." She leaned in closer to me and lowered her voice. "Hey, maybe you can ask Ben if he wants to lick the salt off of you."

      I laughed with Makayla, trying to blow it off but my mind had already gone to picturing Ben's tongue on my neck. I squeezed my thighs together. I wasn't the only one thinking that maybe this party could be the one where we finally break the sexual tension between the two of us. 

      "Well, you get him a few drinks to lower his inhibitions first," I joked. 

      "Raven Winters, are you trying to take advantage of my alpha?" she asked.

      "Maybe I am." I laughed and Makayla joined in. I might be attending the party late, but I'd still get to go, and I knew that no matter what happened, I'd have a good time. 

      

      Professor Halifax was waiting for me when I walked into her classroom. I set my backpack down in my usual spot out of habit despite the fact that it was just the two of us. 

      "Where are your partners?" she asked.

      "I'm not sure," I said. "I didn't see them at dinner."

      "You must start spending more time with mages," she said. "I do think it'll help your power return to full strength. We fae do better around our own. We feed from their power. That's part of why fae are so much more powerful in their realm."

      "Do you miss it?" I asked.

      She blinked, her large eyes searching my face in silence for a moment. "Of course. But there's no point in worrying over things you can't control."

      It was the first time I'd ever heard her speak about Faerie or about being fae. With her appearance, there was no way she could disguise what she was, but she had never come out and said it. This was the most personal she'd ever been with me. 

      "Do you think you'll ever go back one day?" I asked. 

      "Perhaps," she said. She looked like she was going to add something more but turned toward the door just as it opened.

      Matt and Zach walked in. They were both in jeans and tee shirts, having shed their school uniforms. And damn, they both looked amazing in their tight jeans. 

      I pulled my gaze up from their jeans and looked at their faces. Their identical, handsome faces. They were both smiling, but Zach's smile was a bit more crooked than Matt's. 

      I looked down for the freckle, and realized that for the first time, I'd identified them correctly without my cheat. The more I got to know them, the more I noticed their subtle differences. Matt was cockier and walked with a swagger that was different from Zach. Not that Zach wasn't cocky, he was. Just in a different way than his brother. 

      "What are we working on tonight?" Matt asked. 

      "I want to see what the three of you can do together with portal magic," she said. 

      "Really?" Matt asked. 

      Professor Halifax lifted her brows and gave him a look that seemed to dare him to question her. 

      "Alright, let us know what to do," Zach said.
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      "You two here," Professor Halifax pointed, "one on each side of her."

      The twins moved to either side of me. Zach on my right and Matt on my left. I wasn't sure where she was going with this, but I'd had some luck with lessons so far. If this was going to be the thing that finally unlocked my magic, I would go for it.

      "Stones?" Matt asked. "What are those for?"

      "Conduction," Professor Halifax said as she set the stones in a circle around the three of us.

      "Conducting what?" he asked.

      She set down a stone and looked up at him. "Do you want to help her get her magic back or not?"

      "I do," he said.

      "Then don't question the process," she said.

      "There's a process, Matt," Zach said, not hiding the sarcasm.

      "Your family might not allow us to fail you, but I can assure you that your mother would not be happy to hear you are not living up to her high standards," she said.

      "Can you two just trust her?" I asked. "When we tried this last time, she was able to find some of my magic. I even got a candle to light."

      "Without setting yourself on fire?" Zach asked.

      "What is with you today?" I asked.

      "Nothing," he said.

      "He's jealous," Matt said.

      "Of what?" I asked.

      "You sure spend a lot of time with that incubus," he said.

      "So?" I asked. "He's my friend. And you don't have any say over who I spend time with."

      "Can we get back to the lover's quarrel later?" Professor Halifax asked.

      "There's no lover's quarrel here," Zach and I said at the same time.

      Brow furrowed I looked on either side of me, wondering why the twins were being so strange today.

      That's when I noticed that there was a blue glow around the three of us. I'd been so busy watching Professor Halifax set up the stones that I didn't even notice that our magic had activated. Was the magic doing something to the twins?

      "Go ahead and hold hands," the professor said.

      Matt and Zach grabbed my hands and a rush of heat shot up my arms from the point of contact. My skin tingled and I felt more alive than I ever had before. Then the tingling sensation traveled to my core and I sucked in my lower lip, biting down to keep from moaning. What the hell?

      "Just as I suspected," Professor Halifax said. "The three of you formed a mage bond. You really shouldn't mess with magic you're not prepared for. I suppose we should be grateful for the fact that you did considering it's the best chance at helping Raven retrieve her magic, but it's going to keep you three bonded for the rest of your lives."

      "So it's real?" Matt asked.

      "It's real," she said.

      "What does that mean for us?" I asked, fighting against the sensual sensation of the twins’ magic caressing me.

      "It means you're experiencing a bond similar to a mating bond. It's rare in mages. The three of you are going to have a lot to talk about after this," she said. "For now, keep those libidos in check. Focus on the candles."

      I took a deep breath in, trying not to be too overwhelmed by all the sensations in my body. Apparently magic and sexual attraction were a dangerous combination. But there was no way in hell I was going to let it get to me while standing in a classroom.

      I looked at the candles in front of us. There were eight of them in a line at Professor Halifax's feet.

      "Raven needs to light these candles but she'll need your help. However, you need to focus on connecting to her magic and sending it through her. Don't use yours," Professor Halifax said.

      "Got it," Matt said.

      "Can do," Zach said.

      The warmth intensified in my hands and I felt the familiar shockwaves of magic as it filled my veins. Narrowing my eyes, I focused on the candles on the ground. I needed to find my magic and light them all.

      Behind the candles, I was vaguely aware of a sizzling sound but I ignored it, focusing on the wicks.

      Trying to send all other distractions away, I focused on the sound of my breathing and the feeling of my chest rising and falling. The harder I focused, the more clear things became. I felt like I was alone. Just me and the candles. Nothing else mattered. I couldn't hear anything else. I couldn't see anything else. I felt magic flowing through me, my hands acting as a conductor for the power.

      Urging the magic forward, I imagined the flames rising from each of the wicks, one at a time, down the row.

      Suddenly, the whole room went dark and I fell to the ground. Slowly, I blinked, adjusting to an odd weightless sensation. It was as if I was in a swimming pool, suspended in liquid.

      As my eyes adjusted, I noticed a row of lit candles in front of me. From somewhere far away, someone called my name.

      I looked up just as a hand grabbed me and pulled me up.

      All at once, the lights returned and I could breathe normally again. "What happened?"

      "You nearly opened the portal," Professor Halifax said.

      "I don't understand," I said.

      She smiled. "I made a tiny tear again to pull in some extra magic. It was too much. You're almost too strong with your mates."

      Brow furrowed, I looked at the row of candles. They were all happily flickering away. "I did that?"

      She nodded. "You did."

      "Does that mean her magic is back?" Zach asked.

      "It's close," she said. "I can feel it just below the surface. She'll need something big to push her over that last edge to bring it out."

      "Like what?" I asked.

      "I have a few things in mind that we can try," Professor Halifax said. "But for now, you should get some rest. While your friends were supporting you, that was your magic being used."

      "She's right," Zach said. "I don't even feel like I used any magic."

      "You're helping her find hers," Professor Halifax said.

      "Thank you both," I said.

      "Maybe you should come back to our room with us for a while and rest where we can keep an eye on you," Matt said.

      "I don't think so," I said. "We might have some kind of bond, but it'll take more than that to get into my pants."

      "That's fair," Zach said.

      I smirked at him, reading between the lines. He was looking at me as a challenge and part of me was looking forward to making him work for it. Just because they were spoiled and cocky, didn't mean they didn't have a chance. Especially given that our magic was practically begging us to get it on. If anything, it would be a test of how long I could go before I broke.
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      The Wolf Moon party was in full swing. Tomorrow night, we'd all be running in the woods in our shifted forms. It was the biggest night of the year for shifters. The Wolf Moon was almost impossible to resist. Many of us had our first shift on that night and as we got older, we still felt the pull. It was the one night of the year when shifters yielded to their feral side and ran free.

      It's probably where all the werewolf myths came from. The forced shifting on the full moon and all. Most of us had control, but the Wolf Moon could break the control of even the most reserved shifter.

      I had always credited myself on my ability to keep my emotions in check. The last few months had challenged me in ways I'd never experienced before with Raven.

      Leaving class to go to her aid, nearly attacking a student who insulted her, none of that was like me. And tonight, I was on edge. With the moon nearly full, it called to me. It called to my wolf. I knew I was the closest I'd been since I was a kid to losing myself to the monster within.

      I took a deep breath, trying to push the thoughts of Raven from my head. The school was empty tonight. Everyone was either at the party in the dungeons or out doing normal Friday night activities.

      Tomorrow, only the shifters would be out. It was too dangerous for non-shifters.

      I'd ducked out of the dorms so quickly, I didn't even catch wind of Raven's scent, but she had to be there. Where else would she be tonight? I was sure Makayla was with her and I was sure they were having a great time. Thank gods for Makayla. I'd trust her with my life and since she and Raven were inseparable, I knew she'd keep Raven safe.

      My wolf growled sending a low rumbling vibration through my chest. He wanted out. He felt the pull of the moon already. Not yet. That was the other part of Wolf Moon. We held off on shifting for the five nights prior. It was challenging, but that shift tomorrow night would be the most liberating feeling in the world.

      He growled again and my skin prickled as if someone was nearby. I glanced around the empty hallway. Dark classroom doors and a few emergency lights were all I saw.

      It was probably just the pull of the nearly full moon. I glanced at a clock on the wall. I had a few more hours to kill. Maybe I should go to the library. The trolls running it kept it open round the clock.

      I turned around and headed back the opposite direction. If nothing else, I could find a spot to take a nap. It might make the night go faster.

      Just when I'd convinced myself that a nap in a quiet corner was the perfect solution, I caught the distinct scent of honeydew laced with hints of burning sage. As soon as the roses hit me, I knew I was in trouble.

      There was only one person in the world who carried that scent and as I turned the corner, I was face to face with her.

      Raven's lips parted in surprise and she jumped. "You scared me."

      I could hear her heart racing. "I'm sorry."

      "It's okay, I'm glad it's you and not someone else," she said.

      "Were you expecting someone?" My wolf tensed, ready to take out any other male who might be a threat to our mate.

      "No," she said. "I was just walking back to my room."

      "You smell like magic," I said, then regretted it. Who says that?

      She smiled and cocked her head to the side. "You can smell my magic?"

      "Wolf thing," I said.

      "Wow," she said.

      "You're out late." I could smell another male on her. Two if I wasn't mistaken. It was taking every ounce of control I had to keep myself from pushing her up against the wall and taking her right here.

      "They're making me take extra lessons to get my magic back," she said. "Actually, I've been wanting to talk to you about that but you've been avoiding me."

      "I haven't been avoiding you," I said.

      "Liar," she said.

      "Fine," I said. "What did you want to know?"

      "How did you shift again?" She combed her fingers through her hair, a trait I'd noticed she did when she was nervous.

      I didn't like that I made her nervous. I was supposed to protect her. I was supposed to make her feel safe. I took a step back from her in case I was too close.

      "You did lose your magic for a while, right?" she asked, taking a step closer to me.

      My wolf clawed at my insides, desperate for release. Begging me to move closer to her. I wanted to feel her warm skin under my hands and my lips on hers. I wanted to slide my cock inside her. I wanted to claim her.

      Swallowing, I tried to ignore my desires. "Yes. I couldn't shift until that day in class. When I felt like you were in danger. I had to respond."

      "Why?" she asked, moving closer to me again.

      I could feel her body heat from here. She was too close. I was going to lose control.

      "Why did you do that and then stop talking to me?" She moved closer again. We were nearly touching now.

      I could smell her arousal. She was just as drawn to me as I was to her.

      "Raven, I can't," I said.

      She didn't respond, she stood there, staring at me with those green eyes. I couldn't take it anymore.

      With a growl, I advanced on her, pushing her up against the wall and boxing her in with my arms.

      I didn't wait. My body took over. All I could think about was making her mine.
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      He moved so fast I didn't have time to react. Suddenly, I was against the wall and his mouth was on mine.

      Matching his force, I pressed my lips into his, my breathing already shallow. Everything about the kiss was passion laced with desperation. It was hungry and brutal and holy shit I was wet already.

      I couldn't deny that I'd wanted Ben from the moment I saw him. Everything felt so right. Our breaths in synch, our lips moving in rhythm, everything felt just as it should be.

      I felt one of his hands on the side of my head, pulling me even deeper into the kiss. I pressed my body against him, wanting more.

      He shoved me back against the wall, pinning me there with his hips. I could feel his erection through our clothes. The feel of him against me made my breathing even more rapid and I slid my tongue into his mouth, hungry for more.

      I laced my fingers in the tangles of his dark hair, pulling him down a little lower. He grabbed my wrist and tugged it away, moving it to the wall.

      Breaking free of the kiss, he pulled back so he could look at me. Using my free arm, I reached for him to bring his lips back to me. He grabbed my other wrist and held it against the wall, keeping me pinned in place.

      Panting, I looked up at him. "Why'd you stop?"

      He smirked, then he moved my wrists in front of me and used one hand to hold them in place. "I'm just getting started."

      His mouth was on mine again. His kisses almost painful. I welcomed it, pressing back harder. My lips were swollen and his stubble scratched my face, but I couldn't stop. I didn't want to stop.

      Dropping my hands, he moved his hands around my waist, then lower to my ass. Without breaking the kiss, he lifted me and I wrapped my legs around his waist.

      Effortlessly, he carried me to the nearest classroom door, using one of his huge shoulders to push it open.

      He dropped me on the teacher's desk.

      My ass hit the desk hard, but I didn't care, I was already reaching for Ben's fly. He batted my hand away, grabbing hold of my wrists again and this time, pinning me down on the desk. 

      I groaned in protest, lifting my head to try to nip at Ben's lips. He smirked down at me, unyielding in his hold on me. "You're not getting away this time."

      "I don't want to get away," I said.

      "That's what you say now," he said. 

      "I think I can handle it," I said.

      He climbed on top of the desk, straddling me. Then he lowered his face and kissed my neck. He nipped me and I moaned. I never thought I'd be into that. In fact, this whole thing was something I never thought I'd be into, but I was up for him holding me down any time.

      I tried to lift myself enough to kiss him, but he pulled away again, sending a surge of frustration through me. 

      "Not yet," he said. 

      Still holding my wrists with one of his huge hands, he slid the other down my chest and down my hips to my upper thighs. Goosebumps spread across my skin as he tugged the skirt up around my waist. 

      His fingers slid under the waistband of my black panties and he stopped before he got any deeper. 

      I whined in frustration, bucking my hips in encouragement. In a single motion, he tore my panties off and tossed them aside.

      I gasped in surprise but it turned into another moan as his fingers found my clit. I lifted my hips, enjoying the sensation of his fingers on my body.

      Just as a finger entered me, he silenced my moans with a kiss. I pressed into him, my bruised lips still sore from the hallway. Releasing my arms, he started working on the buttons on my shirt. 

      I took the opportunity to feel for his buttons and fumbled with them while he slid his tongue into my mouth. 

      He broke away from me, then climbed off the desk. I sat up, watching him though an intoxicated haze. I felt almost drunk on desire. Practically panting, I scooted toward the end of the desk, not wanting to be too far from him. I had to have his hands on me. I had to feel his skin against mine. I needed him inside me. 

      He locked his gaze on me, drawing me into him as if he were a hypnotist. I couldn't look away. He grinned, an expression that made my heart soar. After weeks of him pulling away from me and avoiding me, I hadn't realized how starved I'd been for him. 

      It was like he was the only sustenance I needed. I had to have him. "Ben," I whispered. 

      He slid his pants down, freeing his erection. 

      My eyes traveled down and my lips parted in surprise. He was a huge man, he towered above me and he was solid muscle, and oh so sexy. I shouldn't have been surprised that his cock matched the rest of him. Especially considering his hand was the size of my whole face. 

      He tossed his shirt aside and moved closer to me, setting his huge hands on my upper thighs. 

      My heart raced in anticipation, my breathing shallow. I'd never been with anyone this big before and I was a little nervous, but I wasn't going to let that stop me. Somehow, I knew this was supposed to happen. We were supposed to be together. 

      He pulled me to the edge of the desk so my ass was barely on it and I wrapped my thighs around his waist. 

      Leaning down, he slid his hands up my stomach toward my breasts, cupping each with his hands gently. Then he lowered his lips to my right nipple, pulling it into his mouth and sucking. At the same time, he pressed his cock to my entrance, teasing me. 

      I gasped as tingles shot through me, all the way down to my center. Wetness grew between my thighs. 

      He moved to the other nipple and I threaded my hand into his dark hair. I tossed my head back as I gasped in pleasure. Between the feeling of his cock pressed against me and his tongue expertly caressing my nipple, I was already nearing climax. 

      Leaving the nipple, his lips traveled up to my neck, kissing along the way. He stopped, his face above mine. Panting he locked his gaze on me again and I felt like I was being pulled into those dark eyes. I never wanted to leave. 

      We didn't need words. I could feel his want and I knew he could tell how much I needed him. 

      He moved slowly, entering me a little, then pausing. I gasped as I adjusted to his large size. He moved in more and my pulse raced in anticipation. I'd never been filled this much before. 

      His gentle tempo was excruciating after everything else. I wanted him now. I didn't want him to be gentle. 

      I sat up a little, which moved my hips closer, and I grabbed his back, pulling him to me. 

      He thrust in completely and I cried out, at first, in pain, but he thrust a few more times and I adjusted until the pain was replaced by gasps of pleasure. 

      Digging my fingernails into his back, I held him close to me as he continued to thrust. Both of us were damp with sweat, breathing heavy in unison. My back arched as the pleasure increased with each thrust. Unable to contain it any longer, I cried out as an orgasm burst through me. 

      Ben pressed his lips to mine, claiming my mouth as I came again, moaning into the kiss. 

      He wrapped his arms around my back and lifted me so I was sitting, the two of us pressed together as he continued to thrust. 

      As a third climax simmered I dug my fingernails into his back as I tossed my head back, gasping for air. 

      Ben buried his face into my shoulder and just as I cried out with another orgasm, he bit down on me, sending shooting pain into my shoulder that mixed with the pleasure in a way that made my eyes roll into the back of my head. Gasping, I fought to take breaths so I didn't pass out. 

      Ben leaned his head on my chest, breathing just as heavy as me. I kissed the top of his head. He looked up at me and when our eyes met, something changed. 

      Something snapped into place and suddenly, it all made sense. All of my feelings for him rushed through me at once. None of it was logical but every primal thought I'd had about him seemed validated. 

      "Raven," he whispered. 

      I brushed his hair away from his eyes, taking in his handsome face. "I know."

      "I wanted to tell you," he said. "I was trying to protect you."

      "I don't care what you were doing, please just don't ever do it again," I said. 

      He stood, backing away from me. "We shouldn't have done this."

      "I don't think we had a choice, unless I'm reading this wrong," I said.

      He moved closer to me and took my hands in his. "I've put you in danger by claiming you."

      "I don't care," I said, knowing it was true. I slid off the desk and my skirt fell back down around my legs.

      "You don't know what I just did," he said. "But I swear on my life, I'll keep you safe."

      I smirked. "You do realize I'm the one who has a thief after me."

      He smiled. "We make quite the pair."

      I touched his cheek and he looked down at me. I could tell from his expression that he was still conflicted.

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "My father," he said. "He blamed you for my loss of magic."

      "But your magic isn't gone anymore," I said.

      He pressed his hand on top of mine against his cheek. "That's true." Then his brow furrowed and he lowered my hand. "What about yours? I could smell it on you when we met in the hallway."

      "I was working on it with Professor Halifax and the twins," I said.

      He growled a little.

      "Jealousy isn't a good look on you," I said.

      "You're mine," he said.

      "I am," I said. "But you don't own me."

      "You might be the most difficult mate of all time." He set his hands on my upper arms, then pulled me closer to him. "But I have a feeling you're worth it."

      "I assure you, I am," I said with more confidence than I realized I had.

      He leaned down to kiss me and as soon as our lips met, I felt sparks shooting through my body. It was the same way I felt when my magic was activated.

      Gasping, I pulled away from him.

      "What is it?" Ben asked.

      I looked down at my hands and quickly moved through the motions for creating fire.

      A little flame burned in my palm. Orange and gold flickered in my hand, steady and soothing.

      "Does that mean?" Ben laughed.

      I closed my hand around the flame before it could go out of control. "My magic. That's the first time I've used it on my own."

      Brow furrowed, I looked at Ben. "When you shifted, you said it was because of me?"

      "Our mating bond, I've been feeling it for a while, but it flared, then all I could do was protect you at any cost," he said.

      "You bit me," I said.

      "It sealed the bond," he said.

      I laughed. "We used magic when you did that, I suppose?"

      He nodded. "Don't ask me how, but I know there's magic involved."

      "Ben, you freed my magic. I just needed to tap into it to unlock it all." This whole time, I thought it would be the magic meld with the twins. Who knew sex was the answer?
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      I woke up in Ben's arms, still not believing that last night had been real. I got my magic back and Ben and I made up. Twice.

      I turned so I was facing him. His dark hair hung over his eyes and he was breathing slow and steady. In the time I'd known him, I'd never seen him look this peaceful.

      As I watched him, his eyes fluttered open and a lazy smile spread on his lips. "I wondered if I was dreaming."

      "I thought the same thing," I said.

      He tugged me closer and I breathed him in, memorizing the feel of his strong arms around me. We had a bond, that was clear. And apparently, he'd been feeling it for a while, but I still didn't know exactly what that meant for me. Ben wasn't the only one I'd felt a pull to.

      Plus, there was that whole avoiding me thing and the veiled warnings about his father. "Ben, how long have you known?"

      "That you were my mate?" he asked.

      I nodded.

      "Almost since the day we met," he said.

      "Why didn't you tell me?" I asked.

      "Would you have believed me? You had just found out magic was real," he said.

      That was true. "You have a point. But why did you wait? After poker that night..."

      "I was trying to have you come to me," he said. "You can see how well that worked."

      This was the most open I'd ever seen him. Hell, it was the most open anyone had really been with me since I got here. I had to take advantage of it. "What about your dad?"

      He frowned and I could feel his muscles tense. "He's bad news, Raven. We're going to have to keep this between us."

      "Everyone saw us walk through the party toward my room last night," I said.

      "Everyone saw us walk toward our rooms," he said. "We are right next door."

      "True, but how are you going to get out of here?" I asked.

      "One at a time," he said.

      I shook my head. "We're both adults. How bad can it really be?"

      He laughed. "You've seen The Godfather?"

      "Yeah," I said.

      "You won't get a horse head as a warning. He'd just kill you and probably me. Give me some time to figure this out before we go public, okay?"

      "Okay," I said. For once, I found myself fully trusting a man who asked me to do something for him. There were no warning bells, no intuition screaming at me. Things with Ben felt right.

      I wasn't looking forward to going back to not speaking to each other, but it helped knowing that I had him in my corner. I sat up, my body instantly protesting against leaving his warm embrace. I knew we couldn't stay here all day.

      "You in a hurry?" he asked, sitting up next to me.

      "My magic came back last night, I'm officially obligated to inform Dr. Green when that happens. I have no intention of giving my PO anything else against me."

      "Go figure that the son of the biggest mob boss in the supernatural world tries to go legit and ends up mated with a criminal," he said.

      "You know it turns you on," I said, giving him a wink.

      He lunged toward me, knocking me back onto the bed. I squealed in surprise but he quickly silenced me with a kiss.

      Dr. Green could wait.
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      I should have taken a shower before I headed to Dr. Green's office. At least I was in fresh clothes. That was going to have to do.

      Ben bolted from my room right after I left, and it was heartbreaking listening to him walk away from me without turning around to say one last goodbye. Though, we'd definitely made up for it in our morning tumble.

      Three times in less than twelve hours. Ben was going to keep me on my toes. In the best possible way.

      I moved through the nearly empty halls toward Dr. Green's office. I'd been here every week over the last few months to see my parole officer and I wasn't looking forward to having to explain my returned magic to him. However, returned magic was my ticket out of here, eventually. And surely, they wouldn't make me continue to meet with him once I was a graduate, right?

      The thought of no longer having meetings with the sweaty, pink-faced whatever-the-hell-he-was made me walk a little straighter. Now that my magic was back, I could prepare for the practice trials. I could move on with my life. I didn't realize how much of a holding pattern I'd been in. It was a liberating feeling.

      Plus, I felt more like myself again. I'd missed the hum of my magic just below the surface. It was comforting and reassuring to have it back.

      I passed a few students in last night's clothes, likely walking back from a late-night rendezvous in a different dorm than their own. We greeted each other with silent nods of understanding. Though, I was far more put together than them.

      The main office was empty, Dr. Green's secretary missing from her usual post at the front desk. I should have expected that. It was a weekend after all. I frowned, wondering if I wasn't going to find anyone here at all.

      Taking a chance, I knocked on Dr. Green's door. Then I waited.

      Noises came from behind the door and I knew it was occupied. Then more noises. The sounds of shuffling and hurried footsteps. Something fell to the ground with a thud.

      My heart raced and I grabbed the door handle, worried that something was wrong. "Dr. Green? You okay?"

      I turned the handle, prepared to enter if he didn't respond.

      "Wait," he called.

      I let go of the handle and stepped back. A second later, he opened the door, his pink face nearly red from exertion. His hair was mussed and his shirt was buttoned unevenly.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a female sitting in one of the chairs facing his desk. Her back was to me but she was smoothing her own disheveled hair.

      I pressed my lips together, trying to keep from laughing awkwardly. I'd clearly interrupted something. My cheeks burned in embarrassment. The last thing anyone wanted to do was walk in on their dean getting busy. I silently thanked whoever was watching out for me for making me drop my hand from that door handle.

      I couldn't even imagine the therapy I'd need if I had seen my demon dean getting it on.

      "Ms. Winters, what can I do for you?" He cleared his throat.

      "I'm sorry to interrupt," I said. "You told me to come to see you if my powers returned."

      "Your magic has returned?" A woman's voice asked.

      I looked from Dr. Green to the woman and then back again. He didn't seem to object to her asking the question. "Um, yes."

      "Well, well," the woman said. "That is reassuring to hear."

      My brow furrowed. Who the hell was this woman? She looked like she was in her mid-forties, though with magic, I was learning that age was a tricky thing to pin down. She was wearing a black pencil skirt and a white blouse. Her long brown hair hung loose around her face and had probably been sleek and straight before her activities with Dr. Green.

      "Raven Winters, I'd like you to meet Madeline Obscura, your benefactor," he said.

      My jaw dropped open and I quickly recovered, forcing a smile on my face. Now I really wished I had taken a shower. Though, from the looks of it, Ms. Obscura was in the same position as me.

      "It's lovely to meet you," I said.

      "You too, dear," she replied as she walked closer to me. "And might I add that you are even more beautiful in person. My sons have told me a lot about you, but I thought they were exaggerating. I'm thrilled to know they were not."

      Uncomfortable with her compliment, I shifted on my feet and tried to maintain my smile. "Thank you."

      "Why don't you come in, Ms. Winters?" Dr. Green asked.

      Relieved to have a reason to break eye contact with Ms. Obscura, I stepped into the room and settled into the chair next to the one she'd been occupying. She sat down next to me and Dr. Green took his place behind his desk.

      "Explain what happened," Dr. Green said. "Was it something from your session with Professor Halifax?"

      "Not exactly," I said. There was no way I was going to tell them that unlocked my magic by having sex. That was not the conversation you wanted to have with your friend's mom. Especially when you were interested in your friends. As it was, it was going to be hard enough if they ever found out the truth. I didn't need it to come from their mom.

      "So how did you do it?" Ms. Obscura pressed.

      "It was shortly after my training session last night," I said. "It sort of just returned."

      "Just returned?" Dr. Green said, lifting a skeptical eyebrow.

      "Yes," I said.

      "Ms. Winters, please, I've come to know when you're withholding," he said.

      "Seriously?" I said. "Can't we just be cool with the fact that it came back?"

      They both looked at me, unspeaking, waiting for an answer. The silence was heavy, weighing on me.

      Fuck.

      "Fine. I had sex, okay?"

      Dr. Green's face turned crimson. "You're right, we didn't need to know that."

      "Not with that incubus, I hope," Ms. Obscura said, her nose wrinkling.

      "Madeline, I don't think we need the details."

      "Of course, Max," she said.

      I lifted an eyebrow. "Max?"

      "Dr. Green," he said.

      "Got it," I said. "The point is, I'm here to tell you that my magic is back so I'm not violating my parole."

      "Thank you, Ms. Winters. I'll send a message along to Officer M."

      I sat in the chair for a second as another round of awkward silence filled the room. "Well, if that's all, I can go."

      "Wait a moment, Ms. Winters," Ms. Obscura said. "Dr. Green, would you mind if the two of us had a chat?"

      My pulse quickened. I didn't really want to be alone with her in here, though I knew I owed her everything. If not for her paying my tuition, I wouldn't even be here.

      "Of course," he said. "I'll wait outside if either of you need anything, let me know."

      Ms. Obscura sat quietly while Dr. Green walked away from his desk. I heard the door shut and knew the two of us were alone.

      She leaned closer to me. "By now, I'm sure you've learned that I'm paying your tuition, yes?"

      "Yes, and thank you," I said. "It's beyond generous and I want you to know that I'll do what I can to pay you back one day."

      "I'm sure you will, dear," she said, her voice saccharine sweet. "However, I think it will be a different way that you envision."

      "Oh?"

      "I know you're close with my sons," she said.

      I swallowed, bracing for the stay away from my kids talk. I was from the wrong side of the tracks, for sure. They were practically royalty and I was like the hired help.

      "I want you to know that you have my full support with whichever son you choose to be with. In fact, I'd be happy to see you with both, if that's your preference."

      "I'm sorry, what?" My words weren't polite, but I was honestly lost.

      "As you know, finding pure blood mages is rare, especially in this day and age. Your parents were both mages. That makes you quite the find."

      My lips parted but I couldn't think of what to say to her. 

      "You're still new to this world, but you'll soon learn, this is how we keep magic alive. If my sons were to join our house with a human family or with another supernatural, our magic would fade. Mages are dying," she said. 

      "Is that why you're paying my tuition? So I'd marry one of your sons?" I couldn't believe that was what the reason was. It seemed insane. 

      "Among other things," she said. "Your mother and I were close when we attended the academy in our youth. When Dr. Green passed along that you'd been found alive, well, I wanted to pay tribute to her in the only way I could."

      Her and my mom as friends was all I could think of now. "Can you tell me more about her?"

      She smiled, her face softening for the first time. I could actually see some resemblance to her sons now. 

      "I'd be happy to tell you anything you want to know. I even have photos of us together. Don't you see? Her death is part of why it's so important for us to keep the mage bloodline alive. She was hunted for her magic, killed in cold blood as was your father."

      My gut twisted at her words. She was so much more candid than anyone I'd met so far. 

      "I thought it was for the time magic," I said.

      She frowned. "I suppose so. But your parents weren't the first to be taken down by a magic thief and they won't be the last."

      "Well shouldn't we be focusing on that then instead of making more mages as the solution?" I asked. 

      "Of course, and we are. But there's no reason not to consider the future of our family. A future I'd very much like you to be a part of."

      Her words struck a chord with me. Family. Wasn't that what I wanted? A place to belong? People to love me and support me? 

      Her sons and I did share a bond. I probably could be happy with them. Then my thoughts traveled to Ben and Luka. I wasn't about to walk away from either of them. 

      Besides, her obsession with a pure blood line was gross. Even her own sons didn't seem to support it. And there was the whole thing about having fae blood.

      "Thank you for your kind offer, but I have to be honest with you," I said. 

      "Please don't tell me you're pregnant from one of the other boys you've been seeing," she said.

      My eyes widened. "How did you know I was seeing anyone? Never mind, don't answer that. I don't want to know. And no, I'm not pregnant." 

      "What is it, then?" She leaned closer to me. "Did one of my sons do something? I swear, I will set them straight. They can be cocky little assholes."

      "Well, that's true, but also not what I was getting at," I said. 

      She leaned back, her lips pursed. 

      "I'm not full mage, at least, I don't think I am," I said. "Professor Halifax says I have fae blood."

      Her eyes widened. "Are you sure?" 

      I nodded. "I mean, that's what she said."

      "Welcome to the family," she said, leaning in and wrapping her arms around me. "You have a place with us anytime."

      What the hell just happened? I tensed under her embrace. 

      Deciding that going with it was the best way to end this awkwardness, I patted her on the back before pulling away from the hug.

      "When you're ready, you let me know," she said. "And if you need anything, you tell Max and he'll connect us."

      I forced a smile. "Thanks."

      Finally, Dr. Green came back in the room. He looked just as uncomfortable as I was, but I doubted it had anything to do with having someone's mom proposition you on behalf of their son. Ugh.

      "I want you to meet with Professor Halifax. She'll run a few tests to see if you're ready," he said.

      "Ready for what?" I asked. "I've been doing classes for months now without magic."

      "Yes, but the trials are something else, even if they are practice," he said.

      "You can't be serious about making her go through those?" Ms. Obscura said. "What if she gets hurt? What if she dies?"

      I would have been flattered if I thought she was concerned about me for any reason other than breeding. "I'm sure I'll be fine. I need to see what I can do and I still have a few weeks, right?"

      "Right, but straight to Professor Halifax. She's waiting for you."

      I nodded, grateful for the dismissal. This had been the strangest conversation of my life and I was ready to leave the room.

      As I pulled open the door, Ms. Obscura called to me. "Don't forget what I said, dear."

      I lifted a hand to wave to her. "I won't forget."
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      "This better be good," Professor Halifax said as I walked into her classroom.

      "I got my magic back," I said.

      She scoffed. "Just like that?"

      "I guess," I said, not sure what to say. She was wearing sweatpants and a hoodie and her hair was in a messy bun. I'd never seen her look so normal. Usually she was dressed like she was ready to walk the runway. This morning, she looked like she was getting over the flu.

      "Are you feeling okay?" I asked her.

      "I'm hung over, if you must know," she said. "Weekends are supposed to be my days off."

      Wow. Okay. That wasn't what I expected. Especially not from a teacher. Though, I supposed it wasn't high school like I was used to in the human world. "I'm sorry, this wasn't my decision."

      "No, but it took you long enough to put two and two together from the book I left in your room," she said.

      My brow furrowed. "You left that book in my room? Why?"

      "I wanted you to figure it out on your own," she said. "I can't exactly go around suggesting a student get it on with another student."

      Again, speechless.

      Professor Halifax let out a sigh. "Look, I knew there was a chance that if you explored that mating bond with one of the twins, you'd unlock all your magic."

      "I didn't have sex with one of the twins." And while the idea was appealing, meeting their mother had taken off some of the allure.

      She cocked her head to the side and narrowed her eyes. "But you did have sex with someone."

      "Why is everyone here so obsessed with who I'm having sex with?" I asked.

      "Interesting," she said. "The incubus?"

      Now that she mentioned it, I had felt something when I was with Luka. Like part of my magic had unlocked. Then, when I was with Ben, it was like a floodgate.

      "Well, not just him," I said.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose. "Oh, Raven. You're getting in over your head, aren't you."

      "Look, I didn't ask for any of this," I said.

      "I don't think I want to hear any more," she said. "I'm your teacher. Not your friend."

      "Tell me about it," I mumbled.

      She ignored my comment though I was sure she'd heard me. "Let's try the candles again. See what you can do without the help of the twins or the portal."

      She set the candles out in front of me, then looked up at me, brow furrowed. "Not the twins?"

      "No," I said. "Not the twins."

      "Huh," she said. "Not yet, then."

      "Can we not?" I said. Getting it from their mom was bad enough. Throwing in a teacher on top of it was too much. I knew there was attraction there. I knew my body was drawn to them. And if I was being honest, I knew it was a matter of time before I caved. But today was not that day.

      She smirked. "Magic. Just the magic."

      "Thank you," I said.

      "Go ahead," she said.

      I looked at the candles. "Just like that? Just light them?"

      "You're a mage with a fire affinity. You don't just light them, you command them," she said.

      I wasn't feeling very much in command of anything at the moment, but those candles were starting to feel like a taunt. Like they were judging me. And I had just about enough of that for today.

      Reaching within, I felt for the spark of my magic. It came to me quicker now that it was easier to recognize. It was as if the time spent without it had helped me to realize what I'd missed. I suppose it had always been there with me, even when I didn't know what it was. It wasn't until it was stripped from me that I even knew what to look for.

      Pulling from that source, I went on instinct, reaching my right hand out in front of me toward the candles. I wanted them all to light up. Not explode, just flicker on.

      Tempering the urge to throw everything I had at the candles, I held my breath, holding back on the magic and sending a small portion of it. Somehow, I was able to control it better now.

      The candles in front of me flickered to life, a dozen dancing flames winking back at me all at once.

      I dropped my hand and laughed at the sight. It was amazing that something so simple sent such a huge rush of joy through me.

      "Well, it seems that you've found your magic. And you've gained some control." Professor Halifax stood behind the candles, looking down at them. Then she looked up at me. "You didn't by chance find a partner you bonded with, did you?"

      More questions about my sex life? "Maybe."

      "You must have more fae blood than I gave you credit for," she said. "I know you were raised human, where talking about these things seems taboo, but it's normal for us. Most mages don't form mating bonds, that's the fae side that's bonding with someone else."

      "What does that have to do with my magic?" I asked.

      "Aside from helping it find its way back to you, mating bonds are a unique kind of magic in their own right. When you open that source of magic, you strengthen your base magic. In your case, your elemental mage magic."

      "What if I have more than one mate?" I asked.

      She lifted an eyebrow. "Then I'd say you are about to become a very, very powerful mage."

      I thought back to Dr. Green and Ms. Obscura discussing the practice trials. "Do you think I can pass the practice trials?"

      "If you work on your magic over the next few weeks, it's possible you'd be ready to pass the actual trials," she said.

      "In weeks?" I was surprised that she thought I could learn that quickly.

      "You have an advantage that others don't with your time magic," she said. "And before you object, hear me out. Learning to use it in subtle ways is going to help you learn to not accidentally unleash it. You have to be able to tame it and control it."

      "How?"

      She sighed. "I suppose you'll have to keep working with me. But this can't go anywhere else. Nobody can know."

      "What if I get caught?" I wasn't keen on risking a trip to prison. "I've got a parole officer breathing down my neck."

      "Like I said, you either learn how to control it in small, undetectable ways, or you eventually lose control and end up in prison anyway."

      When she put it like that, it didn't sound like I had much of a choice. "What am I supposed to tell people?"

      She shrugged. "That's your call." She walked toward the door and opened it, holding it for me. "I'll see you tomorrow after dinner, Ms. Winters."

      During our short session, I went from thrilled that my magic was back to crushed and overwhelmed. There were so many things to consider and so many ways this could go wrong.

      I walked down the hall, absorbed in my own thoughts. What was I going to tell Luka or Ben? What would I tell the twins? They'd all want to know. Then there was Makayla who'd been cheering me on the whole time. And Violet and all the shifters I ate lunch with. They'd all want to know about my magic and wonder why I was still in sessions.

      Professor Halifax had a point, though. I had no control of the time magic. While I'd somehow developed at least enough control of fire to not light myself on fire, I didn't have any clue how to tap into the time magic, let alone control it.

      I had to be able to manage the magic I held.

      "Raven," someone called my name.

      I turned to see the twins walking toward me. My insides squirmed. I was not ready to talk to them yet. The discussion with their mother was too fresh in my mind.

      "We are so sorry," Zach said.

      "For real, if we knew our mom was here, we would have hidden you away," Matt said.

      I relaxed a little, relieved that they were likely just as embarrassed as I was about their mom. "So I take it that my name has come up at home?"

      "She's super old fashioned. They used to do the whole matchmaker thing in the mage community and if she had her way, she still would," Matt said.

      "We shot her down," Zach said.

      "Well, she's ready for me to have babies with one of you. Or both of you," I said.

      "While I wouldn't turn down some alone time with you, I can assure you, I'm not ready to have kids," Matt said with a smirk.

      Zach elbowed him.

      I chuckled despite myself. "While I appreciate the offer, I'm not in the right place for anything like that."

      "We heard you got your magic back," Zach said.

      "Yeah," I said. "Looks like I won't be holding back our group anymore."

      "You were never holding back the group," Matt said.

      "And you're still trying to get into my pants," I said.

      "Always," Matt said.
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      Spellcasting class was a lot more fun when you could use your magic. I went through the exercises with Zach and Matt, practicing turning water to ice to steam. The three of us all identified with fire, but we were responsible for demonstrating at least basic levels of working with the other elements.

      I was amazed how quickly the magic came to me, though it wasn't any different than it was for Matt and Zach. I supposed I was finally using my magic correctly. Whatever the mating bond magic had done to me, it had an incredible impact on my magic. Though, I wasn't about to tell Matt and Zach the details.

      They didn't mention it and I wondered if their mom left that part out so they would keep hitting on me. Which they did, relentlessly.

      I kind of liked it.

      "Very good, Ms. Winters," Professor Halifax said as she walked by our group. My cup of water had a massive inverted icicle sticking out of it after I successfully turned the water to ice.

      "You think that's good," Matt said, "check this out." He threw the cup of water at Professor Halifax and froze it mid pour. The water hardened into a frozen splash before it could hit the professor. The ice fell to the ground, cracking into dozens of pieces.

      "Impressive, Mr. Obscura," Professor Halifax said.

      "Lucky, more like," Zach said.

      The professor smirked, then turned away from us to visit another group.

      "That was ballsy," I said. "What if you didn't freeze it in time?"

      He shrugged. "Worth it if it impressed you."

      "You're not going to give up, are you?" I asked.

      "No way," he said. "When you give in, you'll get to experience just how incredible sex can be. You can't connect magic with a shifter the way you can with a mage."

      My cheeks burned. He'd never given any sign that he knew I'd been with Ben, but now I knew. "I'm sure there are plenty of mages here who would happily take you up on the offer. Mages who weren't set up by your mom."

      "Burn," Zach said.

      "Class, please clean up your supplies before you go," Professor Halifax said just as the bell rang.

      Quickly, we cleaned up everything and I grabbed my backpack and walked toward the door. Luka was standing in the hallway waiting for me.

      "I was going to ask if you wanted to meet up later but I can see that you're busy," Matt said darkly.

      I didn't get a chance to respond before he and his brother took off down the hall. I turned back to Luka. "That was weird."

      "Not really," he said. "There's some bad blood between our families."

      "Seriously?" I asked. "Why is everything in this world so fucking complicated?"

      "It can't be that much different from the human world, can it?" Luka asked. "How was your first day back?"

      "Having my magic back is so, so good," I said.

      "I do miss you in the library," Luka said. "But I'm glad you got your magic back."

      "At least we have gym together," he said, his voice heavy with sarcasm.

      "You have gym. I have to meet my parole officer," I said.

      "Lucky girl," he said.

      "Right, so lucky." I honestly think I'd prefer gym to the conversation I was in for today.

      "Meet me in the library after dinner?"

      I groaned. "I can't. I have to meet with Professor Halifax."

      His brow furrowed. "I thought you were done with that."

      I shook my head. "I've got catching up to do."

      "Alright. I'll wait till you're done. Find me in our usual place?" he asked.

      "Sounds good," I said, expectant flutters swimming in my chest. Time with Luka was always good.

      He pressed his lips to mine, then flicked my upper lip with his tongue as he pulled away from the kiss. "See you later, kitten."

      Tingles spread low in my belly just from his kiss. I couldn't wait for our time together tonight. "See you then."

      My next few classes seemed to crawl by as I counted down to lunch. Usually, I looked forward to seeing my friends, but today was going to be a quick bite and straight to Dr. Green's office.

      My stomach twisted into knots at the thought of how Officer M would glare at me once he knew my magic was back. Would it change anything for my meetings? Would he come more often or make me keep meeting with him? Would he make me show him what I could do?

      The whole thing made me beyond uncomfortable.

      I could barely taste my food and lost the thread of the conversation at lunch.

      "You okay, Raven?" Makayla asked.

      "Yeah, just dreading this meeting," I said.

      "I'm sure it's just worse in your head," she said.

      "I hope so," I said.
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      I fidgeted in the chair, wondering what was taking them so long. Dr. Green had let me in his office to wait while he spoke with my parole officer in the hall.

      I stared at the tree clock. The leaves were gone now. It was back to its usual dead, black branches. The owl face seemed to stare out at me, and I could hear the gentle tick, tick, tick of the second hand as it moved around the numbers.

      After six minutes, which felt much longer, the door opened and Dr. Green walked in. He gave me a look that made me shrink in my chair. Like I'd done something terribly wrong.

      He settled into the chair next to me, which surprised me. He hadn't been in attendance for my last several meetings. Why today?

      Officer Malone waddled over to the chair, setting a briefcase on the desk before settling into Dr. Green's usual place.

      "I hear some of your magic has returned," he said without preamble.

      "Um, yes," I said, risking a glance at Dr. Green.

      He was staring straight ahead, not looking at me.

      "Dr. Green says you're working with an instructor after classes to bring it up to full strength. How are those sessions going?" he asked as he opened his briefcase.

      "Good," I said.

      "Good?"

      "Yes, it's basically just extra class time, you know?" I said.

      "Sure," Officer Malone said. He scribbled something on a notepad. "And at this time, are you planning to attempt the practice trials?"

      I glanced at Dr. Green again, hoping for some support here. Something was obviously going on, but I wasn't getting it. He didn't look at me, so I turned back to my parole officer and tried to get a read on him.

      His face was flushed as usual and he was breathing through his mouth, his sharp yellow teeth clearly visible. I still had no idea what he was. All I wanted was for him to stay as far away from me as possible.

      "If my professors think I can safely participate, I'll join my classmates," I said. "Honestly, it's up to them."

      "Good. You've learned your place, it seems," he said.

      I gripped the armrests of the chair, squeezing them to prevent myself from saying something I'd regret. The sooner I got through this meeting, the sooner he'd be gone. And I'd have another whole week before I had to put up with him again.

      "And your extracurricular activities?" he asked.

      I lifted an eyebrow. Here came the part where he tried to find out about my personal life. It was so creepy. Why the hell did he care what a twenty-one-year-old girl was doing or who she was doing it with?

      "Same as last week," I said. "I rarely do anything other than schoolwork."

      "Ms. Winters is a model student, as I told you before," Dr. Green said.

      "We received reports that she's recently been spending time with the Obscura twins and time in the demon dorm," he said, keeping his beady eyes on me.

      I nearly choked in surprise. "You're spying on me?"

      "I told you, we are keeping a very close eye on you," he said. "If you so much as use one ounce of time magic, we'll know."

      "I told you that I'm not doing anything wrong. Is it illegal for me to have friends?" I asked.

      "It's not illegal but it is suspicious considering the attack on campus resulting in a dead guard and a possible intruder in the demon dorm the same time you were there," he said.

      My mouth dropped open in surprise. "Are you accusing me of something?"

      "Should I be?" he asked.

      "As I told you before," Dr. Green said. "Raven is not a suspect in that attack."

      "That's not for you to decide," Officer Malone said.

      "I was with a friend during that incident," I said. "I wasn't prowling around outside."

      "What were you doing with your friend?" he asked.

      I swear his breathing quickened. It was like he already knew and wanted me to say it out loud. Pervert. "I don't think that's any of your business."

      "As I told you before, we have witnesses who place her nowhere near the incident," Dr. Green said.

      "I've heard stories like this before," Officer Malone said. "Don't think that you're above the law just because the Obscura family is paying your tuition."

      "I don't think that," I said.

      "You're on strike two, Ms. Winters," he said.

      "What?" I scoffed. "That isn't even fair. I didn't do anything wrong."

      "That's my decision. As far as I'm concerned, your alibi lines up too nicely. You even think about time magic and I'll get you locked up for not just illegal magic but for murder as well."

      "Wait a minute," I said. "I had nothing to do with all of that. You can't do that."

      "I can and I will," he said. "Do you want to test me?"

      I opened my mouth to object but wasn't sure what to say. Somehow this had gone from a typical meeting to me being accused of murdering a guard. It didn't even make sense. Why would he jump to that? Especially since we'd met since it happened? Why bring it up now?

      I closed my mouth and clenched my teeth. Something must have happened. Something shifted, someone somewhere wanted to hurt me or get me in trouble for something. I didn't get it, but I had to hope Dr. Green had my back.

      "Any other questions, Ms. Winters?" Officer Malone asked.

      "No," I said, the word coming out more defiant than I meant.

      "Good. Now play the game like you should and everyone will be fine," he said.

      My brow furrowed. I had no idea what he was talking about, but I stayed in my seat as he walked out the door. I wasn't about to leave this office till Dr. Green gave me an explanation.

      As soon as the door closed, I turned to see Dr. Green walking back toward me.

      "What the hell was that?" I asked.

      He frowned. "Careful, Ms. Winters, I am still the dean."

      I blew out a frustrated breath. "Fine. What just happened in here?"

      "Apparently, someone isn't happy that you're cozying up with the Obscuras."

      "So they want to pin a murder on me?" I asked. "That's insane."

      He shook his head. "I think it means our thief has infiltrated the justice system."

      "What do you mean?" I asked, my heart suddenly pounding against my ribcage.

      "If you get kicked out of here, it's easy for you to disappear. But with the Obscura family watching over you, they'd have to make it look legit. Someone is calling the shots and they want you out of here. You better keep your nose clean. I'm doing the best I can but there are certain things I can't save you from," he said.

      "If she's impersonating someone high up, can't they just catch her? I mean, doesn't anyone notice?" I asked.

      "She's got decades worth of stolen magic. Including the magic from both of your parents. I'm pretty sure she's capable of convincing anyone of anything at this point," he said.

      I looked back to the office door. "Do you think that was her?"

      "Officer Malone?" he asked.

      I nodded, feeling the blood drain from my face as I turned back to Dr. Green.

      "It's possible, but I have a feeling she's replaced someone higher up. He's always been a weasel, willing to do whatever they tell him. He wouldn't need much convincing to do someone else's dirty work."

      "So what do I do?" I asked.

      "Stay in the castle, keep working on your magic and don't do anything stupid. They have no reason to arrest you if you do what you're supposed to do," he said.
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      Nervously, I entered the classroom. Somehow, I had to tell Professor Halifax that I couldn't risk using my time magic. Not now that I knew the thief was monitoring me so closely.

      Her classroom was lit only by the emergency light. Empty and desolate. It was creepy as hell in the dark. "Professor?"

      I heard some noises from the back of the room and there was a stripe of light on the floor coming from a closet door. "Professor, is that you?"

      The door opened and Professor Halifax stepped out, a huge bundle of black fabric in her arms. "I'm here."

      "Professor, I can't do this," I said before I lost my nerve. "My parole officer threatened me today and they're watching me more than I realized."

      "Which is exactly why you have to be able to control your magic," she said. "If you let it slip, you're screwed."

      That was true. But how was I supposed to practice it if the use of it set off something they could track? Officer Malone seemed confident that he could trace even the smallest time magic. "I don't want to go to jail."

      "That's why we're doing this," she said with a sigh. "I always thought you were one of my smarter students."

      "Wow, thanks for that," I said. "Look, I get why this is important, but they said they can track it."

      "I suppose, in theory, they could." She set the bundle of fabric down on her desk. "Though, I haven't met anyone who could track magic from a distance in the last century. They'd have to actually be in the room where the spell was cast to trace it. And they'd have to be there within twelve hours of the casting."

      "Really?" I asked.

      She nodded. "Like I said, it's possible, but if they had people with that skill working for them, they wouldn't need to send people like your Mr. Malone to make threats. They could just sit back and monitor you from a distance."

      Her words didn't make me feel more confident about messing with time magic. But I knew there was probably more of a risk of me screwing up big, possibly in front of people if I didn't learn to control it. Last time I'd used it, I was in a life or death situation. The time before it felt like a life or death situation. 

      What was to stop someone from pushing me too far just to see if they could get a rise from me? Or worse, what if I got scared during the practice trials?

      Professor Halifax smoothed out the fabric on her desk so it draped over it like a tablecloth. It was black and looked soft. Velvet maybe. My brow furrowed as I watched her tugging on it to even the sides. I wasn't sure what it had to do with our lesson, but I had a feeling she had a reason for it. 

      "Okay," I said. "Just enough to learn how to keep me from using it accidentally. Nothing more."

      "Of course," she said. "I wouldn't dream of teaching you how to actually use your time magic. That would be illegal. Teaching you how to contain it, however, is my duty as your instructor. I'm morally obligated, right?"

      "Uh, sure," I said. 

      "Over here," she said as she placed her palms flat on the velvet fabric. "Like this."

      I walked over to the desk and set my hands down on top of the fabric, copying her. My hands tingled instantly from contact. It felt similar to the way my own magic felt, but this wasn't mine. It was different. "What is this?"

      "It's my last connection to Faerie," she said. "It's woven with fae magic and will make our session easier to complete."

      "How is that even possible?" I asked. 

      "The magic there far surpasses what is possible here," she said. "Compared to the Fae realm, this place is stuck in the stone ages when magic is concerned."

      "You must miss it terribly." I was guessing it was like us going to a place where cell phones and television didn't exist. Not that I had time or use for those things here, but I did miss them.

      "Let's just focus on the magic," she said. 

      "Alright," I said. "What do you want me to do?"

      "You're going to attempt to call your time magic, but I can't have you slowing the time around us or risking a time bubble," she said.

      "A time bubble?" I repeated.

      "That's a lesson for another time," she said. 

      "So if I'm not slowing time, what am I going to do?" 

      "You're going to create a tear," she said. "A portion of a portal."

      "I thought portals were crazy dangerous for people who don't know what they're doing," I said.

      "We've been through this," she said. "Your magic is basically a portal key. Besides, you have me to help. I wouldn't ask you try it alone."

      "I have no idea how to open a tear," I said.

      "Close your eyes and concentrate on the magic you feel in the room. My magic will be amplified by the fabric. I'm going to guide you for this first time."

      I closed my eyes and focused on the tingling in my hands. As I did, it intensified until it was nearly a burning sensation that didn't cause pain. It was an odd feeling, uncomfortable, but tolerable. Was that from the fabric or was that Professor Halifax's magic? "I feel something."

      "Good, concentrate on connecting to that feeling. You need to be able to channel it through your veins. Pull it into your own magic, weave them together."

      I took a deep breath and focused on the unfamiliar magic, urging it to come into me. Slowly, I felt it seeping up my arms, toward my chest. My own magic flickered like a pilot light deep in my belly. 

      Then I felt something else. Another magic that I didn't recognize. It felt like it was pulling me toward it, somewhere beyond the black cloth my hands were on.

      "Don't fight it," Professor Halifax said. "Embrace it."

      I steadied myself, leaning into the new magic, letting it mingle with mine the way I had with the twins. But this felt cold and dark and foreign. It wasn't familiar and welcoming the way the magic meld had been.

      "That's your time magic coming to the surface," she said. "Feel that? You have to harness it, control it. Don't lose focus."

      I held the magic, following the other magic's lead, urging it downward into the cloth.

      Suddenly a bright light split the fabric and I could see what could only be described as a tear. It opened in the fabric, a blue light around the seams. Inside was a black void. Nothingness staring back at me.

      It was cold and terrifying, sending a rush of ice through my veins.

      Gasping, I let go of the magic and in a burst of energy, I was thrown from the table. I landed on my ass nearby, panting and sweaty.

      "What was that?" I asked.

      "You created a tear," she said. "You held your magic and channeled it successfully. Without stopping time, I might add."

      "So what does this mean? How does this help me?' I asked.

      "That feeling you had when it called to you, how was it?" She asked.

      "Uncomfortable," I said. "Dark and unwelcome."

      "Interesting." She walked over to me and offered her hand.

      I took it and pushed myself off the ground with her help. Her hand was like ice. As cold as the magic that had run through me. "When you felt that, though, instead of panicking, you embraced it. You controlled it. You didn't succumb to fear."

      She walked back to the black fabric and started to fold it up. "Next time you feel the time magic threatening to rise, you embrace it and command it until you can send it away."

      I nodded, the exercise finally making sense. It wasn't about opening the portal, it was about control. "I can do that."

      "Good. We'll keep working on it, but in the meantime, remember if you feel it coming, embrace it, don't fight it."
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      The next two weeks were a blur of learning how to use my magic and fitting in sessions with Professor Halifax.

      I was getting stronger. Keeping up with the twins during class and holding on to my time magic for longer when I practiced with the portal tear.

      Even my meeting with my parole officer couldn't bring me down. I was feeling like I finally had some control over how things were going in my own life.

      The only downside was sneaking around with Luka and Ben. Since I couldn't leave the school to go to the demon dorms, and I didn't want to bring Luka to my room - where I shared a wall with Ben - the two of us had been creative in our meetings.

      The library was our usual meeting place, but we'd even ducked into a few classrooms from time to time.

      Ben on the other hand, was completely different. With him, it was late night sneaking around because he was so worried one of the other shifters would see us.

      In fact, he'd been so worried about it, the two of us hadn't seen each other in days.

      And I was getting antsy.

      I mean, it wasn't like I wasn't getting action, but every time I walked past him in the common room or saw him in class, my sex drive went into high gear. I needed him. Bad.

      There had to be a better way.

      As I was leaving the office from another round of threats by my parole officer, I stopped at the secretary's desk.

      She looked over her reading glasses at me. "Yes?"

      "Is there any way I could get a new keycard for my room?" I asked.

      She pursed her lips. "What happened to your old key card?"

      "I thought it was in my backpack, but I must have left it in my room this morning."

      She scowled at me. It was as if no student had ever left their key card in their room before.

      Finally, after what felt like minutes of silence, she pushed herself away from her desk on her wheeled desk chair and opened a file cabinet behind her. After a moment of digging through the drawer, she rolled back to her desk, a card in hand.

      She lifted the card to me. "Don't lose it."

      "I won't, thank you," I said.

      Her lips were still puckered as if she'd eaten something sour when I took the card from her hand. I wasn't sure why she worked here. She certainly seemed to hate people. Then again, I supposed working at a school could do that to you. Maybe she'd been a people person when she started here and was stuck here.

      I shuddered and silently vowed to cross teaching or customer service off my list of post academy occupations. All day interacting with people was enough to leave anyone jaded and angry.

      Quickly, I shoved the card in the pocket of my black pants and left the office before anyone could say anything else to me.

      I didn't actually lose my card. In fact, it was safely tucked away in my backpack. And I had a sneaky suspicion she knew that. But I had a plan.

      Beelining it to class, I hurried to get to my seat before the rest of the students settled. This was my only class with Ben and if I played my cards right, I could get this to him without drawing attention.

      He entered with another shifter, the two of them chatting as they came through the door. He glanced toward me, his eyes lingering on mine a second longer than they should have before he looked away.

      My chest hurt every time he did that. I knew we had to keep everything a secret. At least until we figured something else out, but it was wearing on me.

      He took his seat and I kept my gaze forward, not wanting to draw attention to myself. It took all my willpower to keep from looking back at him.

      Finally, Professor Hurd walked into the room, carrying a stack of blue exam books.

      I bit down on the inside of my cheek as I braced for what I was about to do. I still wasn't great at magic, but I was pretty sure I could cause a distraction.

      We'd been working on air all week in Spellcasting and I was okay at it. Decent enough that I could probably send a gust to blow the books out of his hands.

      Silently, I called to my magic, letting it flood through me, gaining in momentum as I pushed it out toward Professor Hurd in a rush of wind.

      To my surprise, it worked, the books went flying, pages open all over the room.

      The students near the front jumped up and started helping while the rest of the class either moved to help or laughed at the situation. Quickly, I left my seat and casually walked toward Ben, picking up a book that had fallen right at his feet.

      He bent down, his fingers brushing mine as we both picked up the book. Quickly, I slipped my key card into his hand. He closed his fingers around it.

      "I got it," I said, taking the book.

      He took his hand away and sat back in his chair.

      I carried the book to the front of the room and handed it to Professor Herd.

      "Very funny, whoever did that," he said with a frown. "Whoever it was, you cost your classmates an essay. You no longer get to choose from one of the three essays, you'll now complete them all."

      I winced as I walked back to my chair. The class booed around me and I quickly joined in, trying to cover up my own involvement.

      "That's not fair. Just make the mages do it," one of the shifters said.

      "You'll all do it," he said.

      I settled into my seat, feeling guilty. Though, knowing that I might have a visitor later tonight made it all worth it.
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      It was cold and dark. Water dripped somewhere nearby. My bare feet were freezing against the cold stone floor. 

      Wake up, wake up. I was back in the dungeon of my dreams and I knew it was a dream this time, but I couldn't get myself to wake up. Shivering, I dropped to the ground and pulled my knees to my chest. I had to wake up since I knew it was a dream, right? Wasn't that how it worked?

      Leaning my forehead on my knees, I took deep breaths. I pictured meadows full of sunshine and sunflowers. I imagined sitting at the beach and feeling the sand under my toes. 

      Fear crept down my spine in icy tendrils. I was stuck here in this dream. How long would I have to wait until I woke up? It was the same dream I'd been having since I was a kid. Nobody ever came. I was always alone. And terrified.

      Trying to distract myself again, I thought of Luka's dream world. The temple with a roof of starlight. The soft pillows and cushions where we'd had our first romantic interlude, even though it hadn't been real. 

      For the first time, I found myself wishing I had his magic. If I could control dreams, I could get out of this one. I wondered how he did it.

      "Did you call for me?" Luka's voice came from behind me and I turned to see him standing in the dungeon with me. 

      He was dressed in his uniform, his hair in that perfect mussed look that made him look like he woke up looking that good. 

      I stood and turned to face him. "Are you really here or am I imagining you?"

      "I'm here," he said. "I could hear you thinking about me."

      "Thanks," I said. "I hate this dream."

      "Should we improve it?" The room spun around me and when it stopped, I was in Luka's temple. It was just as beautiful as I remembered. 

      Suddenly, his brow furrowed. "You're not alone."

      "What do you mean?" I asked.

      "Someone else is in your room, I can feel them. Wake up, Raven."

      Luka vanished and I was left alone and terrified in the dream temple. It didn't last long, though. Before I could even process what just happened, I was back in the cell.

      I started screaming.

      "Raven, wake up." Ben's touch on my arm was gentle as he shook me awake. 

      I sat up, gasping. 

      "You were having a nightmare," he said.

      "Yeah, I guess I was," I said. 

      Ben put his arms around me and pulled me close. "Come here."

      I snuggled into him, feeling my heartbeat slow as I settled into his embrace.

      Suddenly, a loud thumping sounded on my door. "Raven, open up."

      "Oh, shit," I said. 

      "Who is that?" Ben asked.

      I ran to the door and opened it before Luka could wake the whole dorm. 

      "Raven!" Ben whispered behind me. 

      Luka stood in the doorway, his gaze quickly moving away from me to where I could only assume Ben was standing behind me.

      "I was right, you weren't alone," he said. 

      "Luka, I can explain," I said. 

      "She's busy tonight, demon," Ben said. 

      He wrapped a protective arm around me and I shrugged it off. "Hold on now."

      "Did you try to slip into her dreams?" Ben asked. 

      "I've been in more than just her dreams," Luka said with a grin. 

      I could feel the temperature in the room rising and I knew Ben was pissed. It was like his emotions were vibrating through me. He felt hurt and jealous and a little murderous. 

      On the other hand, I could practically feel Luka's come at me thoughts. His cocky grin was just the right kind of ammo. He was doing exactly what he needed to piss off Ben.

      Shit. This wasn't going to end well if I didn't do something quickly.

      "Okay, first you need to get in here." I grabbed Luka and dragged him into my room. Then I peeked out into the hallway to make sure we didn't have an audience. Thankfully, the coast was clear. I closed the door, then flipped on the light before I stepped in between the two of them.

      "First of all, you both need to calm down," I said.

      "I'm calm," Luka said. 

      I glared at him. He really was calm. None of this seemed to bother him. 

      "Now that I know you're not in here with a killer, I'm good," he said. "Well, that's not true, I'd be better if I was in Raven's bed, but I suppose it's not my turn."

      Ben growled, and I turned toward him and set my hands on his chest. "Ben, don't do anything stupid."

      He looked down at me. "Have you been with the demon?"

      "I thought you knew that," I said.

      "I didn't know for sure," he said. 

      "Ben, I share a bond with both of you," I said.

      "Wait, you have a bond with him too?" Luka asked.

      I looked over at the incubus and saw the first sign of concern on his expression since he realized I wasn't in danger. "I do."

      "Wow. I've never heard of that before, have you?" He was looking at Ben, waiting for him to respond.

      "No," Ben said.

      "Then again," he said, "You rarely hear of a mage having a mating bond at all. Especially not with a shifter or an incubus."

      "I'm sorry I didn't tell you," I said, looking from Luka to Ben. "I need you both."

      "We haven't been exactly keeping things a secret," Luka said. "Why hide the shifter? Are you embarrassed that you're with a wolf?"

      Ben growled again.

      "I'm serious, I'm not trying to insult you," he said. "I never thought of Raven as the type to hide things unless there's a good reason."

      "My father can't know about this," Ben said.

      "Your father?" Luka's brow furrowed, then his eyes widened as realization dawned on him. He took a step closer to Ben. "What have you done?"

      "He didn't do anything," I said.

      Luka wasn't listening to me. He moved closer again. "You're putting her in danger. Did you think about anything other than your cock?"

      "Hey, stop." Now I had to diffuse Luka. And to be honest, seeing him mad was a little scary. He was standing tall, his upper body tense, his hands balled into fists. Flames danced in his eyes. What the fuck? 

      Shaking off my own fear, I grabbed Luka's arms, squeezing gently. "It's okay. I'm safe."

      He looked down at me, his eyes returning to normal. He still looked pissed, but he looked calmer. "It's not okay, Raven. Do you know who his father is? Do you know what he does to people?"

      "Yes," I said. To be fair, I didn't fully know, but I had a general idea. And I knew it still didn't matter. I didn't have a choice. Ben was mine and I was his. The same as it was with Luka. I couldn't walk away from either of them even if I wanted to. And I didn't want to. I needed them. We were bonded in a way I couldn't explain. 

      "Listen," I said, rubbing my palms up and down his upper arm. "I didn't get to choose him any more than I chose you. But I'm glad for it. I need you. I need him too."

      Luka's eyes flicked past me. I could feel Ben's body heat moving closer to me. I turned so I could see them both, releasing my hands from Luka. "You two don't have to like each other, but you're both going to be in my life and you're going to have to at least pretend to get along."

      Both males let out low growls.

      "That doesn't sound like pretending to get along," I said. 

      The growling stopped. 

      "Look, you know none of us chose this. But you both have to know that I wouldn't trade either of you for anything. You're going to have to be okay with this." I held my breath as I waited for them to respond. 

      "At least he can be out with you in public," Ben said. "He can keep you safe when I'm not able to."

      "You know I will," Luka said. 

      "See? We can make this work," I said. 

      "I'll play nice if he does," Luka said.

      "Ben." I looked over at my handsome shifter, wondering if he was going to go along with it. "I need you."

      He reached his hand out toward me and I took it in mine. He squeezed my hand. "I need you too."

      "Well, I suppose since it's your turn tonight, I'll be on my way," Luka said. 

      My face heated. I never imagined I'd be in a position where I was juggling two males. At least it was all out in the open now. 

      Ben pulled me closer to him, wrapping his arms around me. "You can show yourself out."

      "See you in the morning, Kitten," Luka said as he slipped out the door.
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      Makayla was waiting for me outside the cafeteria and I hurried to meet her. I'd skipped breakfast this morning. Luka had joined me in a dream, and I didn't want to wake up. 

      My stomach grumbled at the smell of food. "I hope it's good today, I'm starving."

      "Yeah, I wondered where you were during breakfast," she said. "Ben seemed to be looking for you too."

      "Sorry, I overslept. Those magic sessions with Professor Halifax wear me out." I ignored the comment about Ben. The two of us managed to get quality time a few times a week at least. Yesterday, we'd skipped lunch together and met for a quickie in his room. Between him and Luka, I was getting quite the workout.

      "How come you have to keep doing that now that your magic is back?" she asked. 

      "Just helping me catch up," I said. "I did miss quite a bit while my magic wasn't working."

      "That's true," she said. "Hey, pizza day."

      I grabbed a tray and pulled two plates of pizza slices onto it. The cafeteria made the best pizza I'd ever had. After picking up a bowl of salad and a bottle of iced tea, I left the line and followed Makayla to our usual table.

      Ben was sitting with us again, though the two of us never sat next to each other. He smiled at me quickly, then went back to his conversation with Jessica. 

      I was pretty sure all the shifters at the table had figured out what was going on between us, but they never said a word. I didn't know if he'd talked to them and asked them to keep quiet or if they were just following our lead. I wasn't sure I wanted to know. It was almost easier to feel like I had to hide it from them too. If I got used to being open about our relationship in front of them, I might slip in front of someone I shouldn't.

      Just as I took my first bite, Luka slid onto the seat next to me. He planted a kiss on my cheek as he did every day. At this point, the fact that Luka and I were an item was old news around the school. Though, I knew Ben hated every second of Luka's affections. I felt bad about it, but I tried to make it up to Ben in our private time.

      "Hey, I have something lined up for tonight. All of you should come," Luka said to the table.

      "What is it?" I asked. "I still can't leave the main building."

      "You won't have to leave." He lowered his tone, making everyone have to lean in to hear him. "But meet at the gym at midnight."

      "Why?" Jamal asked.

      "Or don't, your choice." He shrugged, then took a bite of his pizza. "Hey, did you all hear about Remi and Dolores?"

      "What about them?" Jessica asked. 

      "I guess someone walked in on the two of them in a classroom last night and they were not studying," he said. 

      "I knew it," Jessica said. "I knew those two were sneaking around campus. Students always try to hide it, but their relationships come out into the public sooner or later."

      My stomach churned and suddenly I wasn't as hungry as I was before. She was right. It was difficult to hide anything at this school. 

      "I'm sure there are lots of secrets at this school," Luka said. "That's what makes it so much juicier when one breaks."

      The table broke into conversation about past rumors and secrets that had come out. Most of the stories were new to me and they helped take my mind off of Ben and me. I knew I didn't want to keep our relationship hidden forever, but until we had a better way of dealing with it, this was how it was. 

      The rest of the day flew by. Even gym was tolerable today. I'd gotten pretty good at running laps on days when Coach Miller ignored us while he lifted in the corner. He recruited some of the larger shifters to lift with him or spot him and seemed to be enjoying their sessions. I was happy to run around the circle with Violet.

      "How are things with the demon?" she asked.

      "Good," I said. 

      "Good, that's all I get?" she asked.

      "How are things with you and Scarlett?" I asked.

      "Let me tell you, the things that woman can do with her tongue. I mean, she's a handful and sometimes I wonder why I put up with her shit, but once we get naked, I stop thinking completely."

      "Oh, that's what you were looking for," I said. 

      "Of course," she said. "Like I could give two shits about how you feel or what your bond is or whatever. I just want to know how he is in bed. I hooked up with a succubus once. Best night of my life. Wasn't sure if the male version was the same way."

      "Well, I've never been with a succubus, but I can confirm that Luka is incredible. In my dreams and in the real world."

      "Dream sex, I'm jealous. That means you could literally doze off in class and have the most amazing wet dream ever," she said.

      I laughed. "I hadn't thought about it like that, but I guess I could."

      After class, as I changed in the locker room, I couldn't help but wonder what Luka had planned for tonight. He'd never invited the whole group to anything before. In fact, the only time he was part of the shifter group was at meals. When I hung out with them, it was usually in the common room. 

      I left the locker room thinking about how I'd pass the time till dinner when I ran smack into one of the twins. It took me a second to shake off the surprise to realize I was staring at Matt. "Hey, what's up?"

      I'd been avoiding them lately, which I felt bad about after all they'd done to help me. But their mom freaked me the fuck out. It was one thing to be interested in someone, it was another thing to have their mom ready to throw you a baby shower before you've even decided you want to have sex with her kid. 

      "I heard a rumor," he said. 

      My heart raced. How did he find out about Ben? 

      "I heard you and your friends have some plans for tonight and frankly, I'm hurt." He frowned in a playful, exaggerated way. 

      "What are you talking about?" I asked. 

      "Word travels," he said. "Gym at midnight?"

      "Oh, that," I said. "I don't even know what Luka is planning."

      He frowned again briefly but this one wasn't forced. It was real. And I had a feeling it was in response to me dropping Luka's name. Since I'd been more public in my affections with the incubus, Matt slowed on his flirting with me. There was a part of me that missed it. 

      "We want in," he said. "I thought we were friends."

      "We are," I said. "But I feel like I'm missing something here. What do you think we'll be doing?"

      "The gym is being set up as we speak for the practice trials. If your friend wants you to meet here tonight, my guess is he figured out a way to get a preview. We want in."

      "Oh, yeah." I hadn't even thought about the fact that they might set up for the trials early. We took them Monday.

      "Any peek is going to help," he said. "I take mine Monday. I drew the first position."

      "You must be so nervous," I said. "I'm so sorry."

      He shrugged. "Someone has to be first. But I'm not thrilled that it's me. It gives me a huge disadvantage. I don't get to ask anyone about it before my turn."

      "Of course you can come with us," I said. "

      He smirked. "Nice to see you still care about me even if you're spending all your time with that incubus."

      I winced. His words hurt. Just because I'd been avoiding him didn't mean I didn't still feel dawn to him and Zach. I just wasn't ready for the pressure of his family. And I couldn't afford to mess things up. His mom was paying for me to be here. What if we hooked up and he dumped me? What if he decided he didn't want his family helping me anymore?

      Also, right now, his mom's help was charity. Granted, I knew she had ulterior motives, but I could try to ignore that. If I started sleeping with her son, there was so much more pressure.

      "I do care about you," I said. "But things are complicated right now."

      "I worry about you, Raven," he said.

      "Why?" I asked. "I'm fine."

      He shook his head. "It's not just jealousy that I'm not in your bed, which, trust me, is a thing. I do want to be in your bed. But Ben isn't exactly the type of guy you should be sneaking around with."

      I felt like a bucket of cold water had been thrown on me. He knew. Which meant other people had to know too.

      "You don't need to deny it or tell me anything, really," he said. "I won't say anything."

      "Matt, there's a lot going on," I said.

      "I'm sure," he said. "But his father isn't a joke. People say my mom's bad, or that Luka's mom is bad. I mean, she is a princess of hell."

      My eyes widened. I'd never discussed Luka's family with him but now I was thinking I needed to. If his mom was royalty, didn’t that make him the same? What had I gotten myself into? Luka and I needed to have a serious talk. Soon.

      I sighed. It didn't change anything. I knew I'd be with both of them no matter what their parents were like.

      Matt leaned closer. "Ben's dad is so much worse than either of them. You need to be careful."

      My throat bobbed. Ben himself had tried to warn me but I'd blown it off. Now that we were sneaking around the school and people were starting to find out, I was a little nervous.

      "Thanks for looking out for me," I said.

      "You know where to find us if you ever need anything," he said, a forced smile on his lips. "I can't say I'm happy that you chose someone else over me, but I'm still here if you need me."

      It was a rare, real moment with Matt. Usually, he was all self-confidence and laughter. I'd never seen this side of him before. And honestly, it was both terrifying and sexy as hell.

      "See you later tonight." He turned and walked away before I could process what just happened.

      It seemed the word was getting out about me and Ben. And that Matt was still interested in me even after I'd been blowing him off.

      Things at the Academy were never easy. Complicated was a way of life here.
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      I skipped dinner that night. I wasn't sure yet how to handle the Ben situation until I knew how many people were on to us. Instead, I grabbed a few snacks from the stash in my desk drawer.

      Swiss cake rolls and beef jerky sure weren't healthy, but they were perfect when you were trying to work out what the hell you'd gotten yourself into.

      I knew I couldn't walk away from Luka or Ben. Ever. We were connected, bonded in a supernatural way that I didn't want to break. But that didn't make it easier to comprehend. I'd been raised in the human world with most of the world telling me I got one partner.

      It was odd because the concern from Matt wasn't over the fact that I was with two males, it was regarding the dangerous family one of them came from. Though, it turned out Luka's mom was apparently pretty badass. I sure hoped she liked mages.

      Even Ben and Luka, who hated each other, were going along with it. For me. It was a lot to wrap my head around.

      I woke with a start to someone pounding on my door. My room was dark and I knocked the box of cake rolls to the ground when I crawled off my bed.

      Running a hand through my hair, I walked toward the door. "Who is it?"

      "Makayla," she hissed in a loud whisper. "Raven, open up."

      I flipped on the light and then opened the door, letting my friend in.

      "You look like hell," she said. "What happened? Did one of those assholes say something to you?"

      "I fell asleep. Wait, what assholes?" I asked.

      "The Obscura twins stopped by the common room after dinner and asked to talk to Ben," she said.

      I lifted my eyebrows in surprise. "Seriously?"

      She nodded. "I didn't get to hear the conversation, but Ben was pissed when they left. I was surprised he didn't shift and chase them down."

      I scrubbed my face with my hand. "Fuck."

      "You weren't in here because of them, were you?" she asked. "Oh, love, the snack cakes? What happened?"

      I walked over to the box and scooped the fallen cellophane wrapped cakes back into it and then offered the box to Makayla. "Want one?"

      She held up a hand. "No, thank you."

      I set the box on my desk. "Matt stopped by after gym."

      "And?"

      "And he told me he knew about Ben," I said.

      "That asshole," Makayla said. "You can't trust those mages."

      I cleared my throat.

      "Present company excepted," she said.

      "He didn't threaten anything and I don't think he'd tell people, but if he figured it out, everyone probably has." I narrowed my eyes at her. "Wait, I never told you about Ben."

      She smiled sheepishly. "He told me."

      "Of course, he did," I said.

      "But just because I'm his best friend, doesn't mean I'm not yours, too," she said.

      "I don't want to put you in the middle of anything," I said.

      "You're not," she said. "Ben didn't even tell me what the twins told him."

      "It probably had to do with the fact that they're worried about me," I said.

      "Worried? Ben could kick anyone's ass who tried to hurt you," I said.

      "Except his father, apparently," I said.

      She was quiet for a moment. "Yeah, there is that."

      "Is he really that bad?" I asked.

      She nodded, her expression grim.

      I supposed there were perks to not being plugged into the supernatural world. If I knew everything about Ben's dad, would I have tried to stay away from him? Would it have even worked? Somehow, I doubted it.

      "Well, I guess we'll have to figure out how to deal with that once we get there." I glanced at my clock. It was almost midnight. "But now, I guess we should get going before everyone else comes looking for me."

      "Just be careful around the twins," she said. "I don't trust mages."

      "Again, mage here," I said.

      She winced. "I always forget you're a mage. You're not like the rest of them."

      "Yet, Ben's murderous dad is okay?"

      "No, he's not," she said. "But none of us are our parents."

      "True," I said. Those were heavy words. I didn't remember my parents, but they were apparently very powerful and well liked. I wish I knew them. I'd been left instead with someone I didn't ever want to be like.

      I grabbed a hair tie and pulled my hair into a messy bun. "Ready?"

      "Let's go." Makayla opened the door for us.

      We walked quietly through the dungeon and crept through the silent halls of the school. Occasionally, I heard the sound of students talking in the distance, but we never encountered anyone on our walk to the gym.

      The gym was on the opposite end of the school from the cafeteria, common room and other social gathering places. This time of day, it was a ghost town.

      Luka, Jessica, and Starla were already waiting for us.

      "Hey, kitten, you okay?" Luka asked.

      "Yeah, I decided to rest for a minute on my bed..." I let the words trail off.

      "Took a nap, huh?" Jessica asked.

      "Yep. Thankfully Makayla came to get me."

      I heard the sound of footsteps and turned to see Ben walking over to us with Jamal. He avoided eye contact with me which told me the twins had probably talked about our relationship with him.

      With the practice trials hanging over our heads, dealing with relationship issues was the last thing I wanted to think about. I pushed the thought away and turned away from Ben. I would deal with it later.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed more people walking toward us. I looked up to see the twins.

      "You invited them?" Luka asked.

      "They heard about it somehow," I said. "Better to have them in on it than telling others, right?"

      "Did they threaten that?" Luka asked without taking his eyes off of them. He didn't look happy.

      "No, they didn't, they just asked to come. They're my friends and they have helped me a lot."

      Luka blew out a breath and then turned to look at me. "You're right. I'm grateful to them for helping you with your magic."

      "Is that everyone?" Makayla asked.

      "I think so," I said.

      "No more surprise guests?" Luka asked.

      "Not from me," I said.

      "Well, here goes," Luka said, holding up a key card. "I'm guessing you all figured out why we're here. I swiped this from the office. Figured it wouldn't hurt to get a peek at what they had in store for us."

      "You know this will get us kicked out if we're caught," Makayla said.

      "You want to fail the trials again at the last minute?" Jessica said.

      "No, I'm just reminding you all. If we get caught, get yourself out. Nobody try to be a hero," she said.

      "Good point," I said. "Don't linger, just run."

      "Here we go." Luka slid the card into the slot by the door and the light turned green.

      All of us filed into the gym and my jaw dropped open in surprise as I stared at the transformation. It no longer looked like a gym. Instead, it was like something out of a reality television show. Climbing walls and zip lines and tunnels filled with who knew what.

      In the dim light of the emergency lights, the whole thing looked like something humans would do to prove their athletic prowess. The thing was, on top of that, there would be magical elements added.

      From somewhere in the back of the room, something growled. Low and threatening, the sound was joined by several more growls.

      And it wasn't coming from any of my friends.

      We weren't alone.
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      "Please tell me that was one of you wolves," Luka said.

      "You know it wasn't," Ben said.

      "Are there usually other creatures in the trials?" I asked. "Or guards?"

      "There weren't last year," Luka said.

      "You snuck in here last year and still didn't pass," Makayla said.

      "Hey, some of us didn't want to graduate right away," he said.

      "Alright, everyone stop arguing. We should go before whatever it is finds us," I said in a loud whisper.

      "Too late," Starla said. "Run."

      I turned toward her voice and my mouth dropped open in shock. There was a dragon looking down at us. A fucking dragon. It opened its mouth and roared. 

      Someone grabbed my arm and pulled. I turned and ran, Ben dragging me along with him.

      We raced toward the door we'd come in. A rush of air passed overhead and the dragon landed in front of the door, roaring again. The sound made every hair on my body stand on edge.

      "Dragons are fucking real?" I screamed as we took off running in the opposite direction.

      Nobody answered and I didn't really expect them to. It was obvious from our current situation that dragons were fucking real, but it was still a lot to take in. You'd think humans would know if dragons existed. How the fuck did they keep them hidden all this time?

      I risked a glance behind me and saw a second dragon swoop in and join the first. They both screeched in unison as if communicating something. I wasn't sure I wanted to know what it was. 

      Grateful for all the running I'd been doing the last few months, I kept pace with Ben as we bolted around a climbing wall and around a few platforms.

      I caught a glimpse of the rest of our friends as they dove under a structure. Tugging Ben's hand, I dragged him in that direction so we could catch up to the others. 

      We slid under a platform structure just as the first round of fire blasted the gym floor. I tucked my legs under me to move farther into the back of the little enclosure. 

      Panting, I looked around at the terrified faces of my friends. "Anyone got a plan?"

      "Can't you use fire?" Makayla asked. 

      "Yeah, but that's a dragon," I said. 

      "I'm going to cause a distraction," Luka said. "The rest of you, run."

      "Luka!" I shouted after him as he darted toward the dragon.

      "Come on," Ben said, grabbing my arm.

      The dragons flapped their wings, sending stray hair flying into my face. I turned toward them staring in horror as they followed Luka.

      "Run, Raven," Ben pulled me toward him but I was paralyzed. I couldn't leave Luka like that.

      The rest of the group ran toward the door, reaching it before I even moved.

      "We can't leave him, Ben," I said.

      "Fuck." Ben dropped my arm. "Come on, then."

      The two of us raced toward the dragons. Luka was running up a ramp, ducking from another round of fire. He disappeared and I screamed. "Luka!"

      My heart pounded against my ribs and I felt my own magic rising to the threat. It surged through me, demanding that I release it. I breathed in through my nose, doing my best to keep the time magic contained. At least my lessons with Professor Halifax had helped me with that. A few weeks ago, I would have already frozen time on instinct.

      Next to me, I heard a familiar growl and I turned to see a huge wolf where Ben had been. He took off, moving faster than I ever could even with all the running practice I'd had lately.

      He charged one of the dragons, snapping at its leg.

      "Ben, be careful," I yelled. My heart felt like it was splitting in two. On one hand, I had Luka somewhere nearby, possibly hurt. On the other hand there was Ben actively chasing down a fucking dragon.

      I stopped moving, trying to decide where to go next. I couldn't choose between them any more than I could choose to breathe.

      Suddenly, a fireball shot past me and I lunged to the side, risking a glance behind me. I expected a dragon, but what I got instead was the twins.

      Both of them were facing down the dragon that had turned on Ben.

      "Go get Luka," Matt said. "We've got the dragons."

      I nodded. At least Ben was getting help.

      The second dragon flew over me, joining his friend just as Matt and Zach arrived next to Ben. The three of them had a chance, I supposed.

      Moving fast again, I raced toward the drop off where I'd last seen Luka.

      It didn't take long to find him. He was on the ground and he wasn't moving. A pool of blood was spreading away from him, leaving a red stain on the floor.

      "No." I felt like my heart had been ripped out through my chest. He had to be okay. He just had to be.

      I ran to him, collapsing onto my knees at his side. "Luka, say something. Please be alive. You have to be alive."

      He didn't move.

      I pressed my fingertips to his neck, feeling for a pulse as I watched his chest for signs of breathing. His pulse was weak, but it was there.

      Leaning down, I moved my ear above his mouth, listening for breath. It came, but it was strained and rattling. I wasn't a doctor but even I knew he was running out of time.

      "Raven."

      I turned to see Ben. He was covered in blood and his clothes were burned and falling apart. But he was standing and he was taking to me. I allowed myself a second of relief for his safety before turning back to Luka.

      "We have to get out of here," Ben said. "The twins got the dragons back in their pen. We have to go now before they break out again."

      "He's dying, Ben," I said. "I don't know what to do."

      Ben dropped down next to Luka and pressed his fingers to his neck. "He still has a pulse. He probably needs to feed."

      "Like sex?" I asked.

      Ben slid his arms under Luka and lifted him. Luka's head rolled back, his eyes still closed.

      "Ben we can't let him die, please, you have to help me," I said, tears welling up in my eyes.

      "Come on," he said. "I have an idea."

      I followed Ben to the gym doors where Matt and Zach were holding them open for us.

      "Is he?" Matt asked.

      "Not yet," Ben said. "But he doesn't have long."

      Ben turned and walked toward the nearest door, the women's locker room. "Open the door."

      I opened the door and held it while Ben carried Luka in. He paused just inside the room and turned back to the twins. "I need you two to let us know if anyone shows up."

      "You got it," Matt said.

      My heart swelled as I looked at the twins. They'd come back for us and they were still helping. I owed them more than they'd ever know.

      "Thank you," I said.

      "Go, help your friend," Zach said. "We've got this."

      I nodded then followed Ben into the locker room.

      He set Luka down on the ground inside the massive group shower, then he turned to me. "You're going to need to get him some magic."

      I looked at Luka. He was laying there unresponsive. How was I supposed to do anything to help him?

      "Kiss him," Ben said.

      Leaning over the injured demon, I pressed my lips to his. Then, I cupped his cheeks and gently kissed his forehead. He took a breath and it sounded better than it had before.

      I looked up at Ben. "I think it helped."

      "He needs more." Ben moved closer to me and then grabbed the back of my head, pulling me in for a kiss.

      I broke away from him and looked at him, my eyes wide. "Now is not the time."

      "It's exactly the time," Ben said. "He feeds off sexual energy. Not just his. But those around him. You want to save him?"

      "Of course I do."

      "Then kiss me." Ben pulled me into another kiss, pressing his lips hard against mine.

      My body responded almost instantly as tingles shot right to my core. I leaned into him and weaved my fingers into his hair.
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      Ben's hand slid up under my shirt and my skin felt like it was on fire from his touch. Heat spread through me and my desperation climbed. Just from his touch.

      Quickly, I worked the buttons of my shirt and shrugged it off, leaving me sitting there on the shower floor in my bra. Ben's large hands cupped my breasts. One of his hands traveled up to my neck then went around to the back of my head, pushing me deeper into the kiss.

      His other hand left my breast, and I whined into his mouth, missing his touch. He grabbed hold of my hand and guided it to Luka, then he broke away from the kiss.

      "Kiss him," Ben said.

      Panting and already wet from Ben, I turned back to Luka and lowered my mouth to his.

      This time, he stirred under my kiss, turning slightly toward me. I moved my hand to his chest, then lower until I reached his cock. It was already hard through his pants.

      I pulled away and Luka blinked up at me. Laughing, I planted another kiss on him.

      "Easy, kitten," he said.

      Slowly, he sat up and I could see the wound on his head where the blood had come from. His blonde hair was matted and filthy.

      Gently, I touched the injury. "We need to get you to the hospital."

      "No need," he said. "You keep doing what you were doing and I'll heal just fine."

      A hand grabbed mine and I turned toward Ben. He pulled me into him and pressed his lips against my shoulder, then up to my neck. His tongue teased my earlobe as his hands went around my back to my bra.

      In a flick of motion, my bra was unsnapped and Ben leaned back, pulling the lacy garment off of me and tossing it aside.

      Luka's hands came around from behind me and he caressed my exposed breasts. He squeezed my nipples before going back to feeling my body. A moment later, his lips gently brushed against the back of my neck.

      I gasped as a shiver of pleasure moved down my spine.

      Ben stood, then held his hand out to me just as Luka's touch left my body. I took Ben's offered hand and he pulled me to standing. Without waiting, he unbuttoned my pants and slid them down my hips.

      I stepped out of them.

      From behind, I felt Luka's fingers hook under the waistband of my panties and he slid them down.

      I was naked now. Vulnerable and completely exposed. I should have been terrified but everything felt so right.

      Standing on my tiptoes, I tilted my face so I could reach Ben's mouth. I gave him a quick kiss, then I turned back to Luka.

      He looked better now but was still more pale than I'd like to see him. Plus, there was all that blood.

      I went to work on his clothing, removing his soiled garments. Then I walked over to one of the showers and turned it on. I turned the next two showers on also. While they warmed up, I walked over to Ben and quickly stripped him of his destroyed clothing. To my surprise, he didn't object.

      I guided him to the middle shower which was now nice and hot. A cloud of steam rose around our feet.

      Filling my hand with soap from the dispenser, I went to work lathering up Luka's hair. He grabbed my arm, kissing the inside of my wrist. "Thank you."

      "You're the one who charged after the dragon to save us all," I reminded him.

      "Yeah, but I'm the asshole who took you all there in the first place," he said.

      "We're okay, though," I said. "We're all okay."

      He let go of my hand and leaned back in the hot water, rinsing the suds from his hair.

      I turned to Ben, my hands still full of soapy bubbles and I spread the lather on his firm chest. He grinned and scooped the bubbles off of himself and rubbed them onto my breasts.

      I grabbed more soap and got to work lathering up every inch of exposed skin I could find on him.

      He laughed, doing the same to me.

      When I bent down to get soap on his lower legs, I felt someone come up behind me. A hard cock pressed into my ass cheek and I stood quickly, startled.

      Luka's arms wrapped around me and I looked over my shoulder at him. His head wasn't covered in blood anymore and his color had returned.

      "You look better," I said.

      "I feel better," he said.

      His hard cock pressed against my hip as he held me in his embrace. I felt tension I didn't even know I was holding release. I'd been so worried about him and now I could relax. He was going to be okay.

      Just then, Ben moved forward, the bubbles on his rock-hard body washing away under the running water of the shower. His huge cock pressed against my stomach.

      Wetness spread between my legs as my body reacted to being between two sexy men.

      He leaned down and kissed me. I moaned into his mouth, feeling intoxicated with lust. I didn't even care what they did to me. I just wanted them both.

      Ben broke free of the kiss and Luka's mouth replaced his. I could feel the sexual energy radiating from him, filling the shower room. It was as if the three of us were in a spell we couldn't break free of.

      Ben's mouth found my nipples and someone's fingers teased my clit. I gasped into Luka's kiss as an orgasm threatened.

      A finger slid inside me, but I was too far gone to even notice who was doing what. Hands explored my breasts, while another hand cupped my ass.

      A second finger joined, and I gasped as my pleasure peaked with each pulsing moment.

      I came hard, breaking away from Luka's kiss to cry out. But they weren't about to let me have time to rest.

      Suddenly, Ben lifted me up and I wrapped my legs around his waist. Slowly, he lowered me enough to enter me. I bit down on my lower lip as I held my breath in anticipation. His huge cock slid into me quickly. "Fuck!" He felt so good inside me, hitting in just the right place to nearly take me to climax again.

      Luka's hands caressed my ass and I panted hard as the little movements from Ben's cock sent me closer and closer to orgasm.

      Then I felt pressure at my asshole and my eyes widened. I'd never done that before. Despite all my experimenting with sex, the back door wasn't something I'd ever explored. I wasn't sure it was a good idea and was just about to say so when Ben adjusted his position, thrusting in a way that sent chills through my whole body as I cried out in ecstasy.

      That's when Luka's cock slid into my ass.

      I gasped, feeling fuller than I ever had before. I turned so I could look back at Luka and he leaned closer, kissing my cheek. I rested my head on his shoulder for a second as I adjusted to the new sensation. Both males were still, breathing in time with me, as if waiting for my queue.

      For a moment, I felt like I couldn't handle it. It was too much. Then just before I thought I couldn't take any more, my body adjusted. Taking a deep breath, I leaned forward, and kissed Ben.

      Both males began to thrust slowly and the pleasure began to build again. I gripped Ben's back, digging my nails into him as I fought against the intensity as a rush of heat low in my belly began to surge through me.

      It didn't take long before it exploded, making me scream as both males continued to thrust.

      The orgasm rolled through me in waves, over and over. I'd never felt anything like it. Intense and overpowering, I was useless against it.

      Finally, both males joined me in their release and they set me back down on the ground.

      My legs wobbled and the room was spinning. I lost track of how many times I'd come. "Wow."

      "I get that a lot," Luka said.

      "Don't think it'll ever happen again," Ben said.

      I knew Ben had done this for me and I knew how hard it must have been for him to do considering the way he felt about Luka. But I had to admit, I was hoping it would happen again.
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      Despite the excitement the night before, the practice trials were going on as planned. 

      I paced the locker room, waiting for my turn. Makayla and Violet had both already taken their turns, making my wait feel even longer.

      "Hey little mage," Delores called. 

      I let out a sigh as I turned to face her. I wasn't in the mood today. "What?"

      "You have a plan to get through this thing alive?" she asked.

      "Same as you," I said. "Go through it and do my best."

      "Right," she moved closer to me, "except for the fact that you saw it last night. I know you did. Zach may have mentioned it. You know, pillow talk."

      My insides seized, then twisted until I felt like I was going to throw up. I couldn't stand the thought of Zach curled up with this bitch. "You're bluffing."

      "Wanna try me?" she asked. "You do know what my magic does, right? I have the ability to get people to sing."

      "You wouldn't," I said. 

      "Not if you give me something I can work with. Otherwise, you'll be confessing your sins to Coach Miller," she said with a grin.

      I rolled my eyes. What did Zach see in her? And how was I ever going to look at him the same way again? 

      Really, all I wanted to do was claw her eyes out but that was irrational. I had zero claim on Zach. If anything, I should be thrilled that he was done flirting with me. Instead it felt like a punch in the gut. 

      "What do you have for me, little mage?" she asked.

      "Fine," I said. 

      She leaned in so her ear was near my lips. "I'm waiting."

      "There are two dragons out there," I said. 

      She pulled away, her eyes wide. "Are you serious?"

      I nodded. "We nearly died. Did Zach fail to mention that part?"

      Her brow furrowed. "He might have."

      "Well, now you know."

      "Raven Winters, it's your turn," Professor Halifax called from the doorway.

      "Good luck," Delores said. 

      "You too," I said, calling it out on reflex. I kind of hoped the dragon swallowed her whole.

      Professor Halifax closed the door behind me, and I stood next to her facing the gym. The scorch marks from last night were gone. 

      "I'm proud of you," Professor Halifax said.

      I turned to look at her, confused. "I haven't done anything yet."

      She smirked. "Last night you faced down a dragon and you didn't resort to your time magic. Do that again today. You can get through this while keeping yourself in check."

      My cheeks heated. Did everyone know about last night? 

      "Go on," she said. "You have to ring the bell on the other end. However you get there is up to you."

      Taking a deep breath in through my nose, I squared my shoulders, staring out at the ladders and ramps and rock walls ahead of me. The whole room was a mess of obstacles. 

      However, she didn't tell me I had to use them. She just said I had to get to the bell. "Just ring the bell?"

      She nodded. "That's the only rule."

      It seemed too easy. Why the hell would anyone choose to climb all the obstacles if they didn't have to? Feeling like I was missing something, I walked out onto the gym floor. 

      A low rumbling sounded behind me and I knew the dragon was on its way. I didn't look back. I ran.

      Going around the climbing wall, I ducked under a bridge just as a wall of fire hit the ground next to me. 

      The room smelled like burning paint and campfire. Did they clean it up after every candidate? It seemed like a lot of work to go through every year. But then again, they had magic. 

      The dragon swooped past my hiding spot, then landed nearby. Its claws tapped along the wood floor as it moved closer to me. In a few seconds, it would sniff me out. 

      I glanced behind me to find that I was in an enclosed space. Fuck. I might have been spared for a few minutes, but now I was totally screwed. 

      I needed a plan. 

      My magic seemed to respond to my being trapped here. Heat flowed through my veins, reminding me of the way I'd summoned fire in the past. But would fire be helpful against a dragon?

      Thinking fast, I remembered how I'd knocked the test booklets out of Professor Hurd's hands. It wasn't enough to do damage, but it had sure given me a distraction.

      Channeling air, I pulled all my magic inside and held it tight like a spring ready to explode. 

      The dragon stuck its large head into my hiding space and blew out a burst of air from its nostrils. It smelled like brimstone. I honestly wasn't sure what brimstone even was, but I was sure it smelled like dragon breath. 

      With a yell, I released the magic, sending a huge rush of wind right in the dragon's face.

      The creature roared and pulled its head back. Then, it stumbled and landed on its back. It howled.

      It was pissed. 

      Really. Really. Pissed. 

      But it was down. 

      Not waiting to see if a dragon on its back could get up quickly, I ran from my hiding spot and darted around a few more obstacles. 

      I could see the bell. 

      It was on the top of a tower that was connected to a second tower via a zipline. 

      There was no way up except for the zipline. Fuck. I cursed under my breath and spun around to follow the zipline. 

      And there was dragon number two. 

      This one was quiet, creeping on all fours toward me like a fucking cat. "What the hell?"

      Whoever heard of a stealthy dragon. 

      My magic bubbled below the surface, calling to me. It wasn't the same magic I'd used before. This was darker magic. Something that was urging me to claim its power.

      I'd used this magic once before when I attacked the thief. I didn't know how it worked or what it was, but I was pretty sure it was connected to my time magic. Which meant, it was off limits. 

      Pushing the magic back down, I looked around for somewhere to go. The dragon growled and broke into a run.

      Time's up.

      Running as hard as I could, I race toward the tower. 

      Ring the bell.

      Ring the bell.

      Reaching inside, I called to whatever magic I could find. The dark magic happily rose up to the challenge. I didn't care. I didn't want to be eaten. Or burned alive.

      I threw the magic at the ball, urging it to ring.

      Like an invisible curve ball, something hit the bell and it sounded clear and strong, ringing out through the gym.

      I dove behind the bell tower, panting. 

      Other than the sound of the bell, the gym was silent. 

      I wiped the sweat off my brow then risked a glance around the tower. No dragons. 

      My heart was racing and my breathing was still too fast, but I was alive. For now.

      "She didn't ring it herself, it's not over," Coach Miller said.

      "The rules are clear, she has to ring the bell, she rang it," Professor Halifax said. 

      I walked toward the sound of their arguing, still breathing too fast to speak. 

      "She cheated. That's never been the intention of the trials. Otherwise a student could use magic to ring the bell the second they step foot in the gym," he said.

      "And there's no rule that says they can't," Professor Halifax said.

      "She's right," Dr. Green said. "Congratulations, Raven. You passed the practice trial."

      The whole thing felt surreal. I did it? I passed? I had to admit, I sort of agreed with Coach Miller. I did feel like I cheated, but I wasn't about to look a gift horse in the mouth.

      "Thanks," I breathed.

      "You won't get so lucky at the real trials," Coach Miller said.

      "I guess we'll see, won't we?" I asked, then I turned and walked away before he could say anything else. I probably just ensured that my next week in gym was going to be hell, but it was worth it.
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      I knocked on Makayla's Door. "You ready?"

      The door opened and Makayla stepped back, spinning in a slow circle. "What do you think?"

      Her long, red dress hugged her curves in all the right places. Her cropped brown hair was dusted with something that sparkled in the light and her fire engine red lipstick was perfect.

      "You look amazing. Jonah isn't even going to know what hit him," I said.

      "I'm still mad as hell that he didn't ask me," she said as she walked out of the door. "But at least I know he's going alone so he has a chance to make it up to me."

      She stopped in the hall and put her hands on her hips. "Did you even attempt to make yourself look good?"

      I scoffed. "Wow. You're the best ego boost I've ever had."

      "No, seriously. The dress is perfect. I told you you'd be hot as hell in it. But the makeup and hair are just sad. It's a ball, not a trip to a bowling alley or whatever the hell you did in the human world."

      "I haven't been to a bowling alley since I was a kid," I said defensively.

      "Well, lucky for you, I'm here to help." She swiped her key card then pushed me toward her door. "Come on."

      Knowing it was easier to just go along with her, I let her push me into her room. Makayla's room looked like a tornado had torn through it. There were shoes and clothes all over her floor and bed.

      She steered me toward her bathroom. The counter was covered in round powder compacts, lipstick tubes, liner pencils, brushes, and liquids I didn't recognize.

      I took in my reflection. I didn't think I'd done too bad. I had pulled half of my hair up and pinned it with a sparkly clip. I'd even put on some blush and lip gloss. Wasn't that enough?

      "Sit," Makayla commanded.

      I took the chair facing the mirror. "I'm not a big makeup person."

      "I know, but it's the Yule Ball. It's once a year. And it's a big deal. Besides, it might be your only one if you pass the trials in the spring."

      "I doubt I'll be that lucky twice," I said.

      She laughed. "None of us would survive if you got that lucky twice. I'm so tired of running up and down that tower."

      "Same." Coach Miller had made us run the obstacle course the way he wanted it to go all week for gym. That final tower to get to the zip line was only accessible through a hanging rope. You had to climb it while sliding down the glossy tower if you tried to use it for leverage. People who had better upper body strength just climbed the rope. I had to use the side of the tower and ended up falling on my ass more times than I could count.

      "I sure hope he's over that by Monday," I said.

      "That's the best part," she said. "Monday starts the holiday break. Solstice. Some of the students go home and others hang out here. It's basically a week of nonstop parties."

      I sunk a little deeper into the chair as relief washed over me. I could use the break.

      Makayla sprayed something in my hair then went to work with a brush and a curling iron. Ten minutes later, I had to admit, my hair was a gorgeous cascade of loose curls. "That looks amazing."

      "You're welcome," she said cheerfully. Then she spun me around so I was facing her. "Now close your eyes."

      I obeyed, nervous about what she was going to do. She didn't spend long applying makeup, but it was more than I usually did.

      "All done," she said. "Now that date of yours is going to lose it when he sees you."

      I turned to look at myself in the mirror. She'd kept the makeup subtle compared to hers, but gave me a muted smoky eye and a pink lipstick that enhanced the color of my lips. I looked like a better version of myself and I felt beautiful. "Wow. Thanks, Makayla."

      "Now, we're ready," she said.

      I stood and admired the finished product. I'd stuck to my standard black dress but this time, I'd gone a bit more dramatic in the cut. It was long and form fitting with an open back. A strand of rhinestones across my shoulder blades kept the straps from falling down. It belonged to Makayla and I had a feeling she'd ordered it for me and pretended it was hers. I was several inches taller than her and wore a size larger, but this dress fit me like a glove.

      I didn't question it, though. She was delighted that I agreed to be her date. It worked well for both of us because while her potential date never gathered the courage to ask her, mine was far too complicated.

      I'd seen both Ben and Luka separately in the days leading up to the ball and neither of them brought it up.

      I supposed it was hard to navigate when you were dating two males but one of them was a secret.

      The ballroom was only used for special occasions and as we climbed the stairs to the rarely used fourth floor, I wondered what it would look like. Most of our classes were on the first two floors and I'd been on the third floor once or twice to look around when I first arrived. The fourth floor was the ballroom, and guest suites for when people visited. Which, I supposed would be full come parent’s day in the new year.

      I shuddered at the thought of having to see Ms. Obscura again. Hopefully, things would be less complicated between me and her sons by then.

      Music wafted down the stairway as we climbed higher. It wasn't the usual party music with its loud, thumping bass. This was sweet and dreamy and a little bit sad.

      We arrived on the fourth floor and I saw several students milling about in the hallway outside of the massive double doors that led to the ballroom. Makayla slid her arm into mine and we walked inside, arms linked.

      A string quartet greeted us, their music filling the room louder than should be possible. It took on an eerie quality that reminded me slightly of the siren music I'd heard at the vampire party. But it didn't have quite the same pull to it.

      The dance floor was full of students moving to the music. They seemed to know the steps to a formal dance I wasn't familiar with. I wondered if I could spend the evening at one of the round tables along the wall.

      "Come on," Makayla said. "Let's grab a drink."

      We walked over to a bar and each of us took a glass of champagne. Sipping the bubbly, I looked around for any signs of Luka or Ben. The first people I spotted were Zach and Matt. I frowned, trying to tell myself that I wasn't looking for them or that I didn't care what they were doing, but I did. They were both dancing with other mages. Jealousy rolled through me and I forced myself to look away. I had no right to feel like that. They were free to dance with anyone they wanted. Besides, I was already in a complicated relationship with two males. I didn't need to add more to my dance card.

      "Do you see Luka or Ben?" I asked quietly.

      "Not yet, but I'm sure they'll be here soon," she said.

      "Hey, beautiful," a smooth male voice said.

      Makayla and I both turned and as soon as I saw who it was, I glanced at her in time to see her expression light up.

      "Jonah," she said. "You sure clean up well."

      "And you look good enough to eat," he said.

      "Just think, you could have had all of this if you'd bothered to ask me to the dance," she said.

      "I didn't ask you to the dance because Ben told me not to," he said. "But he didn't say anything about me not asking you to dance."

      "Wait, what?" she passed her champagne glass to me and I took it from her.

      "Ben asked you to?" I asked.

      He shrugged. "Guess he wanted to make sure his mage had company."

      Makayla scowled then turned to me. "It was his suggestion that I ask you."

      "I see." I threw back the champagne in one swig and then drank Makayla's glass too. "Seems he didn't want anyone else to ask me."

      I set the glasses on the bar. "If you'll excuse me, I have a wolf to find."
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      I expected Raven to be upset when she found me. I didn't expect her to look as sexy as she did.

      My inner wolf growled low as she approached. Raven was always hot as hell. She always made me want to tear her clothes off. But tonight she took that to the next level.

      It was taking all of my will power not to run to her and throw her over my shoulder and carry her out of here.

      She stopped in front of me with a hand on her hip. "For some reason you decided that if you couldn't be my date to the dance, nobody could? Did you tell Luka not to ask me too?"

      "Not exactly," I said.

      She lifted an eyebrow, clearly annoyed. "I'm waiting."

      "I might have called in a favor with him," I said.

      "You saved his life and your favor is for him to not ask me to a dance?" She shook her head. "You wasted your favor."

      I reached for her hand and was pleasantly surprised that she didn't pull away from my touch. "I don't think of it as a waste. It's time we make this official."

      Her brow furrowed. "What are you talking about?" She pulled her hand away. "We can't do that. You said so yourself."

      "I had a chat with my dad," I said, waiting for the realization to dawn on her.

      "So we went from my dad is going to kill us both to my dad is fine?" she asked.

      He laughed. "Turns out the only thing he wants more than his son being legit is a connection to the underworld."

      "How does that help us?" she asked. Then her eyes widened. "Luka."

      "Turns out having a mating bond with a girl who also has a mating bond with the most powerful demon in Hell is a good thing."

      "A good thing for whom?" She glanced around, probably looking for Luka. "Seems to me your dad and Luka's mom shouldn't be anywhere near each other for the sake of the world."

      "Normally, I'd agree with you." I took hold of her other hand and gently urged her closer to me. "But I'm willing to let them hash things out among themselves if it means I get to have you."

      "I'm not sure I’m worth it," she said.

      "You are, trust me," I said.

      "Please tell me you didn't cause the end of the world or something," she said.

      I laughed. "They might have a lot of power, but my dad is only interested in money, I doubt we've ushered in the apocalypse with their introduction. Besides, I just arranged for them to meet. They still have to get along on their own."

      "And if they do?" She bit down on her lip, a nervous habit of hers.

      "Then they'll figure out a way to form a business relationship." I shrugged.

      "And if they don't?"

      "We'll cross that bridge when we get there. But I don't want to talk about my dad tonight. Or Luka's mom. Or Luka." I slid my arms around her waist. "I want to have a dance with the most beautiful girl at the ball."

      She smirked and I could feel the tension releasing from her. She was probably still worried but like me, the pull toward her mate was overpowering her better judgement.

      She had a point that it might have been dangerous to introduce those two, but I wasn't worried about them. They'd figure it out. If anything, they were dangerous to each other. And if it allowed me to be with Raven, to really be with her, it was worth it.

      I led Raven onto the dance floor.

      "I don't know the steps," she said. "In the human world we just grind on each other."

      "Wow, never thought I'd be jealous of the human world," I said.

      "You'll have to come to the next vampire party with me," she said.

      "Sounds like a date." I led her through the motions, guiding her steps. After a few rounds, she had the dance down. She was graceful and a natural dancer.

      In this moment, I knew my favor with Luka and the agreement with my father had been worth it. Raven was everything I ever wanted. And she didn't know that my favor meant I got her for the whole night. Luka even promised to stay out of her dreams.

      Though, he did offer to join us if I wanted him there.

      I frowned momentarily and shook the thought away. Sharing Raven was the one thing I didn't like. But if that demon played fair, I'd do it for her.

      Suddenly, an ear-piercing scream broke through the ballroom and the music came to a halt.

      Mumbled chatter filled the room as everyone looked around in confusion.

      "What was that?" Raven asked.

      "I don't know." The two of us moved with the motion of the crowd, toward whatever the issue was. My heart pounded harder and I kept Raven slightly behind me, ready to protect her if needed.

      "Where is that time mage?" A female voice called.

      "Raven, get out of here. Run," another female voice called. It sent chills through me as soon as I realized who it was.

      "Makayla," Raven said, dropping my hand. She pushed through the crowd toward the voices and I ran after her, shoving people out the way to keep up with her.

      "Raven, get back here," I hissed. What the hell was she doing? Whatever was going on up ahead was a trap.

      I caught up to her and grabbed her arm, pulling her toward me. "We have to get out of here."

      "Run, Raven," Makayla said again. Her voice was shaky, and she sounded like she was fighting tears.

      "I won't run," Raven said. "I will never run."

      My jaw tensed as I stared at the determined expression on her face. "Then we go together. And you let me help."

      She nodded.

      As we moved forward, the crowd parted for us.

      Finally we reached the edge of the crowd and I dug my fingers into Raven's upper arm to keep her from running.

      In front of us, the time thief held Makayla in front of her. She had a blade on Makayla's throat. I could see a silver band on Makayla's wrist that looked like a magic lock. The kind they gave shifters to keep them from shifting. She was helpless to fight back, likely weakened from the magic lock.

      "Makayla, hang on," Raven said.

      "Well, well, how nice to see you again, Raven." The time thief flicked her eyes to me. "And you brought your pet dog."

      I growled, my free hand clenched into a fist. I was ready to shift. I wanted to rip that woman's throat out but I had to be careful not to hurt Makayla.

      "Before you complete that thought," the time thief said, "consider your friend here."

      She pressed the tip of the blade into Makayla's throat, drawing blood.

      Makayla gasped and then quickly locked her gaze on me. "Don't even think about it. That's what she wants. Don't let her win."

      "Let her go," Raven said. "Your fight is with me."

      "I have no fight with you, little girl," she said. "I simply want your magic."

      "You can't have it," I said, stepping in front of Raven.

      "Aw, aren't you the adorable protective pup," she said.

      "Ben, stay back." Raven set her hands on my back. "Let me handle this."

      "No," I said. "She's not getting you or your magic."

      The crowd shifted again and I saw Luka making his way toward us. I lifted my chin in greeting. I might not like the guy, but I knew he'd do anything he could to protect Raven, just as I would.

      What surprised me was that following behind him were the mage twins. I knew they were friends with Raven, but I didn't know they'd be willing to face a thief on her behalf.

      "You're going to have to go through all of us to get to her," Luka said.

      The thief shrugged. "As you wish."

      Then she dragged the knife across Makayla's neck.
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      I leaned into Ben, my hands on his back for support. I knew the thief was strong. I knew her magic was likely even stronger than it had been last time we'd met. I also wasn't sure if I was strong enough to get my magic back again if she took it from me.

      I needed a plan.

      There had to be a way to outsmart her.

      Like the bell. I didn't have to go through the extra obstacles, I just had to ring the bell.

      This time, I had to save Makayla. Whatever else happened didn't matter. I just had to keep my magic long enough to get Makayla away from her. I'd fought her before, but not while she was holding a weapon against one of my friends.

      A flicker of hope rose in my chest when I watched Luka and the twins break through the crowd. Maybe there was a way we could take her down together. Maybe between the five of us we could even catch this mad woman.

      My brain whirred, trying to come up with a plan as Luka faced the thief.

      "You're going to have to go through all of us to get to her," Luka said.

      The thief shrugged. "As you wish."

      Then she dragged the knife across Makayla's neck.

      My magic flared to life and I didn't fight it. I didn't care if it wasn't allowed. I embraced it, letting it explode out of me.

      And like before, time stopped.

      Before I lost control, I pushed past Ben and walked up to the thief. To my surprise, she lowered the knife.

      I risked a glance at Makayla. The cut didn't look too deep and I had to hope they'd get her medical attention as soon as time started again.

      "Your magic doesn't work on me," she said. "But I'm glad you froze your helpers. It'll be so much more satisfying to have them enter time again to see you dead on the ground."

      "I don't think so." I kicked her hand, sending the knife skidding across the floor.

      Then, I channeled my magic the way Professor Halifax had taught me. Holding onto it, I broke the time stop.

      "How?" the thief asked, her eyes wide.

      Ben, Luka, and the twins all slammed into her, wrestling her to the ground.

      I stepped back and ran to Makayla.

      Tears streamed down her cheeks and she held her hand to her injured neck.

      "Are you okay?" I asked, gently moving her hand so I could look at her cut.

      "I think so," she said. "I'm still alive so that's good."

      Dr. Green cut through the crowd. "Everyone back to their dorms."

      The students protested in grumbled murmurs.

      "Anyone who is still in the ballroom in two minutes will be sent to confinement," he said.

      The students shifted, moving away from us.

      Dr. Green stopped next to Makayla and looked at her injury. He frowned. "Head to the hospital wing. They'll get you cleaned up."

      She nodded.

      "I'll go with her," I said.

      "No, you stay," he said. "Matthew Obscura, please make yourself useful and accompany her to the hospital."

      "I'm fine," Makayla protested.

      "Just let him help," I said.

      Matt squeezed my hand on his way past me to Makayla and the two of them walked away.

      I turned my attention back to the pile of bodies that was pinning down the thief.

      To my great surprise, she wasn't fighting back.

      Several security guards circled the thief and Luka, Ben, and Zach stepped away.

      "You think this is over, time mage?" The thief asked as one of the security guards snapped silver bracelets on her wrists.

      "You've lost you sick bitch," I said.

      "That's what you think," she said. "But I always win."

      My pulse raced but I tried not to show her that I was afraid of her.

      "Get her out of here," Dr. Green said. "And don't let her escape this time."

      Ben wrapped his arm around me and pulled me next to him as we stood in silence watching the guards walk her to the doors.

      Then the lights flickered. No. Not again.

      I broke free of Ben's grip and ran toward the thief. "You are not getting away this time."

      In a burst of blue light, I was knocked backward onto my ass. Quickly, I righted myself and blinked to clear my vision.

      The guards were on the ground and the thief was bolting toward the door.

      "No! Someone stop her!" I ran after her. I was not going to go through this all over again.

      The thief ran right into Professor Halifax. In another burst of blue light, the thief was on the ground.

      I stopped just short of the fallen female.

      Professor Halifax glared down at her. "How dare you."

      "You," the time thief gasped up at her. "You traitor."

      Professor Halifax leaned down, sending another round of blue light through her hands onto the thief.

      When she stood, the thief was no longer moving.

      I stared at Professor Halifax in horror. I'd never seen anyone use that kind of magic before except for the time thief. "What are you?"

      I backed away, terrified that I'd traded one monster for another. "What did you do?"

      "She was never going to stop hunting you, and now we know how she kept evading them." She squatted down to the dead thief and brushed her hair away from her ears.

      My eyes widened as I watched the thief transform right there. Her body seeming to melt away into another form.

      She was tall and thin, with high cheekbones. And her ears were just as pointed as Professor Halifax's.

      "She was fae?" I asked.

      The professor stood. "She was. Which is why none of their weapons could hold her. I didn't have a choice."

      I was surrounded now by guards who quickly moved to the body.

      "So it's over, then?" Ben asked.

      "I guess so," I said.

      "Professor Halifax," Dr. Green called. "You'll need to come to my office. I'm sure the authorities will have a lot of questions for you."

      "Did she kill her?" Ben asked.

      "Yes," I said.

      "The thief looks fae," Luka said.

      "Apparently she was," I said.

      "That explains why they couldn't hold her," he said.

      "I'm glad she's dead," Ben said. "She can't hurt you anymore."

      He pulled me into an embrace and kissed the top of my head. "You're safe now."

      I took a deep breath, trying to let myself feel safe but it wouldn't come. I couldn't help but think there was more to this story. Maybe I needed some time.

      "I'm sorry I ruined your night," I said to Ben.

      "Are you kidding?" He kissed my head again. "I don't care what happens as long as you're safe."

      Suddenly, another set of arms wrapped around me. I didn't even need to see him to know it was Luka.

      Ben grunted as Luka squeezed harder.

      "We're doing group hugs now?" Zach called as he crashed into us.

      I laughed as the three of them squeezed me. I didn't get the night I expected, but this was a pretty good way to end it.
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      Tick. Tick. Tick.

      The tree clock was starting to become more of a comfort to me than it used to. I think that meant I spent too much time in this office.

      It was nearly midnight and I should be taking off my formal dress and crawling in between the sheets with my shifter.

      Instead, I was waiting for my parole officer.

      Talk about a mood killer.

      The door opened and I turned to see Dr. Green, followed by Professor Halifax and both of the Obscura twins. Nobody made eye contact with me.

      All of them looked the way I felt. Exhausted, a little broken, and really ready for this night to be over.

      The twins settled in on a bench in the back of the office. I wondered if it had been added recently as I didn't remember it being there before.

      Professor Halifax settled into the chair next to me. She looked over at me. "It's going to be fine."

      "Don't argue," Dr. Green said from behind me. "I know that will be a challenge, but you need to trust us."

      My brow furrowed. "Trust you?"

      "Raven, please," Matt said.

      "Just for once," Zach added.

      Something was going on and I was missing it.

      Before I could ask another question, the door opened again and Officer M walked in.

      An involuntary chill ran though me at the sight of him. Despite our weekly meetings, he still made me uncomfortable.

      "We've got quite the crowd gathered tonight." He set his briefcase down on the desk and settled into Dr. Green's chair as if he owned the place.

      I pressed my lips together to keep from scowling at him. Everything about him put me on edge. Tonight, he was wearing a button-down shirt but he'd left the first several buttons open. Tufts of chest hair filed the gap in his shirt. It looked more like fur.

      What the fuck was he?

      Whatever it was, it wasn't attractive.

      He dabbed his sweaty bald head with a handkerchief then turned his beady little eyes on me. "I guess tonight's the night, isn't it darling?"

      I winced at darling. Ew. "The night I stop worrying about the thief?"

      He grinned, showing his yellow fangs. "No, the night I arrest you and pull you away from this cushy existence and toss you into a cell."

      Ice cold fear filled my veins. "What?"

      "The time magic used here tonight is so thick I could feel it just walking into the door." His smile didn't waver. He was enjoying every second of this.

      "That's why we're here, actually," Matt said. He stood and walked toward the desk.

      "Officer, I'm afraid I have to make a confession," he said.

      Officer M gave an amused smirk. "Oh?"

      "Raven didn't use the time magic," he said. "I did."

      "What?" I asked, staring at him in disbelief.

      "Please don't try to cover up for me," Matt said.

      Professor Halifax squeezed my leg and I glanced at her. She gave me a tiny nod and I held my breath, remembering what they had said when they entered the room.

      "Young man, that's a heavy confession, and I have to say I don't buy it for a minute," he said.

      "It's true," Professor Halifax said. "The three of them completed a magic meld and I'm afraid some of her time magic was transferred to them. We've been working after hours to remove it as you'll see from my classroom logs."

      She kept classroom logs? That was news to me.

      "Dr. Green, can you confirm this?" Officer M asked.

      "I'm afraid so," Dr. Green said. "We've kept it quiet as you know how the Obscura family prefers to avoid the spotlight with unfavorable news."

      "Quite," Officer M said. "Though, I'll have to investigate this, you realize?"

      "I understand," Dr. Green said. "Ms. Obscura was here not long ago to discuss the additional training sessions for her sons. I'm sure she'll be happy to speak with you about it."

      Officer M tensed. I sort of knew how he felt. Thinking about Ms. Obscura did that to me too. She wasn't a woman you crossed.

      "Son, are you prepared to accept a punishment for what you did?" My parole officer wore a look of concern on his face. "You realize that if she takes the blame, she goes to prison. If you do, you're on parole and anything you do will get you tossed in prison."

      I glared at him. Was he really giving Matt the option to throw me under the bus? What an asshole.

      "We Obscuras hold to a strict code of honor," Matt said. "I must take responsibility for my own actions."

      The room was silent for a moment and I could hear my heart beating.

      "Very well," Officer M said. He turned to me. "Ms. Winters, you are dismissed. We will convene our meetings after the holidays."

      I hesitated, not ready to leave the others in this room with him. But he wasn't taking his gaze off of me.

      "Ms. Winters, you may go back to your dorm room," Dr. Green said.

      I glanced over at the twins, torn over what they were doing. Matt was going to be stuck in here with meetings every week. He was going to have this on his record, the same as me. Why would he do that for me?

      Part of me wanted to argue. To take responsibility. I was the one who had used the magic.

      But then again, I really, really didn't want to go to prison.

      "Ms. Winters," Professor Halifax said, "Makayla asked me to pass along a message."

      I turned to her.

      "She asked if you can sneak some real food into the hospital for her so she's not stuck with oatmeal."

      I laughed. "I doubt they'll let me in."

      "No, they won't, but I assured her I'd pass along the message so you knew she was safe." Professor Halifax's words were exactly what I needed to hear. It wasn't about oatmeal. It was about the fact that I'd made the right choice. Because I'd used my magic, Makayla was alive and the Thief was dead.

      It wasn't just me they were protecting. They were standing up for the good my magic had done.

      Finally getting it, I stood. "Thank you for letting me know."

      I glanced at Matt and Zach, giving them a small smile before I left the room. I had no idea how I was going to repay them for this.

      As I walked back to my room, a rush of gratitude washed over me. I had passed the practice trials, survived another thief attack, and successfully used and controlled my time magic.

      Things were looking up for me.

      But there was always next semester to consider. And I knew better than to get too comfortable when things seemed up.

      It was only a matter of time before the next crisis arrived.

      For now, though, I had a wolf to find. Or maybe a demon. Or maybe, if I was really lucky, I could have both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks For Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Book two is over but don’t worry, you can pre-order book three right now!

      

      Follow me on Amazon to get notifications about new releases.

      

      XO, Alexis
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