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      What do a mysterious necklace, forbidden Blood Magic rituals, and a tall, sarcastic Nocturne boy with the face of a fallen angel all have in common?

      Me, apparently.

      Because ever since I started school at Nocturne Academy, strange things have been happening to me. There's the weird key necklace I found at a flea market and put on...which starts to choke me when I try to take it off. Also, the fact that I met a boy—a tall, beautiful, bitingly sarcastic Nocturne—who has a necklace that matches it, only his has a lock. His name is Griffin Darkheart and I can't seem to stay away from him, even though he's being Censured for mysterious crimes nobody seems to know the details of. Add that to the fact that the student body is composed of vampires, witches, were-dragons, and fairies and I no longer know what my future holds.

      Right now I'm just hoping to graduate alive, but that may not be possible.  Because Nocturne Academy is full of deadly dangers...

      And I've already got a target on my back.
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      “Blood stones.”

      “Excuse me?” I looked up from the heap of jewelry, laid out the rickety folding table. It sparkled like plastic diamonds under the hot Tampa sun.

      “Blood stones,” the old woman who stood behind the table said again. She nodded at the necklace I’d been examining. It stood out in the glittering, tawdry jumble, maybe because it didn’t glitter—at least, the necklace itself didn’t. The fine-linked chain was made of some matte black metal I had never seen before. Hanging from it was an unusual pendant—a single key made from the same black metal and studded with four tiny crimson stones. The key was about an inch long and felt unusually heavy in my hand.

      “You mean these?” I pointed to the stones set in the head of the key. “I thought they were garnets.” There’s no way they could be rubies. Nothing that valuable would turn up at a flea market on the bad side of town. At least, I assumed this was the bad side of town. I’d only been in Tampa a few hours but so far I wasn’t impressed.

      “They’re rare.” The old woman nodded solemnly, as though imparting a piece of secret wisdom. “A piece like this…it’s not for just anyone.”

      “Riiiight,” I said skeptically. I could tell what the old woman was trying to do—she wanted to make the necklace seem special, unique. Doubtless so she could charge more for it.

      I was tempted to put it down and walk away. The flea market was crowded and loud and the heat from the Florida sun was oppressive—like wearing a fur coat I couldn’t take off. The long-sleeved Henley shirt I had on wasn’t helping but changing clothes wasn’t an option. All these minor aggravations added up and I was in no mood to be hustled, especially by a saleswoman who looked like one of the three weird sisters from Macbeth.

      But somehow I couldn’t let the necklace go.

      “Try it on,” the old woman urged, leaning forward. “You’ll know if it’s right when you try it.” She had straggly gray hair and a hooked nose with a wart on one side. Seriously, all she needed was a broomstick and a black cat to complete the image.

      “I don’t know…” I said. But already my hands were slipping the black chain over my head, moving independently of my reluctant thoughts.

      The necklace settled naturally around my neck and the key slipped into the open collar of my shirt and came to rest just above my breasts, almost as though it was coming home. Despite the fact that it had been lying out in the bright, hot sunlight, the metal felt strangely cool against my skin—almost cold in fact.

      “Looks good.” The old woman nodded approvingly. “The blood stones are almost the color of your hair.”

      “Not really. It just looks that way because of the light.” I put a hand to my long, wavy hair self-consciously. It’s auburn-brown but it looks wine-red in the sun—not that I got out to admire the effect very often. With my pale complexion, I exploded into freckles if I spent too much time in direct sunlight so I pretty much avoided it like the plague. It had never been too much of a problem in Seattle, where I grew up. But after just a few hours in the intense Florida heat, I was beginning to think it was time to invest in some serious sun block.

      “It looks good on you,” the old woman insisted, nodding at the necklace. “You should buy it.”

      “That’s really nice of you to say but I don’t have much money on me.” I tried to sound regretful but honestly, I just wanted to get away. The old woman was giving me the creeps and the sun seemed to have gotten even hotter in the last few minutes. It pounded against my skull like a golden hammer, making me feel vaguely nauseous.

      I hate being hot.

      “I need to go find my aunt,” I gave as an excuse, as I pulled the necklace over my head to return it. Or tried to anyway.

      Because the necklace wouldn’t come off.

      I tried again. Hadn’t it slipped over my head with the greatest of ease just a moment before? The chain had been long enough that the key pendant settled almost between my breasts. But now it didn’t seem long enough to come off and the key was higher—nestled in the hollow of my throat.

      “It likes you.” The old witch eyed me with bird-like interest as I fumbled with the necklace. “A lot, it seems.”

      “That’s ridiculous.” I slid the fine-linked chain through my fingers, feeling for a clasp of some kind. There wasn’t one. “It’s just a necklace.”

      “With blood stones in it. Very rare. Very precious.” She leaned forward, eyeing my neck in a disturbing way. “And it’s not the necklace—it’s the key, dearie. It’s the key.”

      “What about the key? Is this some kind of a trick?” I was beginning to panic. I yanked at the necklace, which responded by growing even smaller. It was almost a choker now, the cool black metal encircling my throat like icy fingers.

      “No trick,” the witch-woman snapped. “The key has chosen you.” She held out one gnarled hand. “I’ll give it to you for a hundred.”

      “Dollars?” Her words shocked me so much I forgot to fight with the necklace for a moment. The minute I stopped pulling at it, it loosened its grip and settled with the key in the hollow of my throat again. “I told you I don’t have much money on me!” I said.

      The old woman got an obstinate look in her faded brown eyes.

      “If you can’t give back the necklace, you’ll have to pay for it. It’s rare and precious—a hundred is a bargain.”

      “But I don’t have a hundred,” I protested. I was beginning to feel dizzy and the nauseous feeling in the pit of my stomach was growing. If only I could get out of this heat! Living in cool, gloomy Seattle all my life hadn’t prepared me for the muggy oven that was a Tampa late-September afternoon. Back home temperatures were in sixties—beautiful fall weather. Here summer still reigned supreme and it was in the high nineties.

      I yanked at the necklace again which tightened so much I suddenly couldn’t breathe. Stars danced in front of my eyes like phantom sunspots and I stumbled against the rickety table, knocking some of the fake jewelry to the ground.

      “Now look what you’ve done!”

      The old woman knelt stiffly in the sandy dirt, scrabbling to pick up her spilled treasure. Loops of glass and plastic beads hung from her claw-like hands, reflecting stray darts of sunlight into my eyes.

      “Please!” I twisted my fingers in the fine-link chain, feeling like I was being strangled. Or maybe garroted. If only the damn thing would let up for a minute so I could breathe…

      “Meggie, what’s wrong?”

      The cheerful voice of my Aunt Delilah made me spin around, still clawing at my throat. She was dressed in her usual thrift store splendor—a pale blue caftan dress imprinted with rainbows and clouds which floated around her plump figure like the robes of some strange priestess.

      “Aunt Delliee,” I managed to gasp. “This necklace…choking me. Won’t come off.”

      “Oh my, that is pretty.” Completely unperturbed by my distress, Aunt Delliee leaned forward to examine the key. “Let go now, dear—let me get a good look at it,” she said.

      She moved my hands gently but firmly out of the way. At once, and to my relief, the necklace quieted, the key settling once again in the hollow of my throat.

      I drew in a ragged, relieved gasp and then another. Now that I could breathe again, I was a little calmer. My hands still itched with the instinctive need to yank at the necklace, to get the strangling thing from around my vulnerable throat. But fear stopped me. What if it tightened up again the minute I touched it? Reluctantly, I kept my hands clenched into fists at my sides.

      “It won’t come off,” I said, trying to keep my voice even. “It went on fine but now I can’t get it off.”

      Instead of expressing concern, Aunt Delliee smiled. “Well, it suits you. Just leave it on.”

      “But…” I stared at my aunt, uncertain how she could miss the obvious point. “But it won’t come off. And she wants a hundred dollars for it.” I nodded at the old witch-woman who had risen and resumed her former place behind the folding table.

      “Blood stones,” the woman snapped. “They’re not cheap.”

      “I see,” Aunt Delliee said thoughtfully. “As one practitioner to another, would you take fifty?”

      The woman gave her an appraising look. “You walk in the ways of the Goddess?”

      “Always.” Aunt Delliee beamed at her. She had never made a secret out of being a pagan, even though the rest of the family mocked her for it. I didn’t mind her weird religion, although to me she looked less like a witch and more like one of those eccentric ladies who lives alone and keeps about a thousand cats for company.

      “Ninety then,” the woman said, nodding as though she was doing Aunt Delliee a favor.

      Aunt Delliee didn’t bat a lash. “Sixty.”

      The woman got a mulish expression on her wrinkled face. “Eighty and that’s my last offer.”

      “All right then.” Aunt Delliee reached into the oversized bag printed with uber-cute kittens she carried everywhere and dug around in it. A look of concentration creased her plain but kind face and at last she pulled out three crumpled twenties, a ten and two fives. “Here.” She held out the bills to the old witch-woman who snatched them and made them disappear.

      “Thank you,” she muttered. “Blessed be.”

      “Blessed be,” Aunt Delliee said gravely and took me by the arm. “Come on, Meggie honey—we need to get going.”

      I’d asked her again and again to call me Megan or at least Meg but she seemed to think I was still six instead of sixteen. She started off into the crowd, pulling me along behind her.

      “Aunt Delliee…” The key around my neck felt heavy and the heat made me dizzy. I stumbled and nearly fell but my aunt dragged me up by the arm.

      “Are you all right?” She dropped her voice, scanning the busy booths of the flea market around us. “Are you on your cycle, Meggie?” she asked, her green eyes concerned.

      “No,” I hissed back in a horrified whisper. I had always been what people call “mature for my age.” If asked, I would have said that I was well past the age where everything an adult said was mortally embarrassing. But though I can deal with my aunt’s weird religion, loud clothes, and kitten bag, this topic was beyond the pale.

      “All right then, sorry.” Aunt Delliee patted my arm. “I just thought that might be why you were looking so peaky.”

      “It’s the heat. And this necklace.” I reached for the black chain again and dropped my hand to my side when I remembered the consequences of yanking on it.

      “Yup, it’s a scorcher.” Aunt Delliee looked up into the remorseless blue sky and shrugged. “Better get used to it, honey. Now that you’re gonna be living here, I mean.”

      My heart sank down into my shoes and for a minute I forgot all about the necklace. Living here—I was going to be living here.

      I was going to be stuck.

      And not even stuck in Tampa which was at least a decent sized city. I was going back with Aunt Delliee to Frostproof.

      Frostproof was a tiny town right in the middle of central Florida. At the last census, it had less than three thousand residents. Which meant my old high school in Seattle had more students than my new hometown had people. Great.

      It was located right between two lakes—Lake Clinch to the west and Reedy Lake to the east—and the main industry was the orange groves that surround it. According to the Wikipedia article I read, that was how it got its name. The town fathers were trying to lure citrus growers there by promising the weather would never get cold enough to ruin their crops—hence the name “Frostproof.”

      So I was pretty sure it would probably be hot there all year round, which I was going to hate.

      The only interesting thing I had found when researching my new home was the cultural make-up of the town. It was mostly White and African American and Hispanic—which came as no surprise—with some Pacific Islander, Asian, and Native American thrown in for flavor. Which was great—being from a big city I craved diversity. But 14.35% of the residents listed themselves as other.

      I could be wrong, but that seemed like a large percentage of the population that claimed to be different in such a small town. I couldn’t help wondering what nationality they were. What exactly did other mean? And what would I find when I finally reached my destination, the freaky little town of Frostproof?

      Well, if Google Earth was any indication, mostly just a lot of orange trees.

      “Yup, looks like we’re stuck together for the next couple years,” my aunt said, mirroring my thoughts in that uncanny way she had sometimes. “Come on, let’s get back to the car and crank up the AC. Now that you found something nice to wear on the first day of school, I need to be getting back home.”

      I followed her, picking my way through the milling crowd, my arms crossed tight across my chest. The key sat like a lump of ice in the hollow of my throat but it wasn’t going to be there for long. The minute we got back to Aunt Delliee’s house, I was going to find some pliers and cut the damn thing off.

      There was no way in hell I was wearing the weird key necklace to my new school or anywhere else.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The pliers broke.

      I sat there on the faded blue bedspread of the room Aunt Delliee had designated as mine and stared at them in horrified fascination. There was a huge notch carved out of the rusty metal, as though I had tried to cut a diamond instead of the thin, fine-linked chain. And these weren’t dainty jewelry making pliers either—they were heavy duty. I had found them in the tool shed out behind the drafty old antebellum mansion which Aunt Delliee called home. My home too now, I guessed.

      What the hell was going on here?

      I lifted the pliers to try again but the necklace chose that moment to tighten warningly. I put the pliers down and it loosened, the key settling in the hollow of my throat like an unwanted lump of ice.

      I laid the pliers on the bed and stood up, crossing the creaking wooden floor to the full-length mirror in the corner of my new room. I wasn’t sure who had stayed in this room before me, but it was made up like an old-fashioned nursery. There was a rocking horse in the opposite corner and several china dolls with blank faces crowded each other on top of the bookcase.

      Actually, it was kind of spooky.

      Ignoring the blank stares of the dolls, I examined myself in the mirror. A girl with long, auburn-brown hair and green-gray eyes looked back. All the woman in my family had the same eyes. My mother had them too, but she’d been dead almost two years now.

      I pushed the morbid thought away and looked at the necklace which felt heavy and cold around my throat. If I painted, I would have done a self-portrait and entitled it Girl with Key. Or maybe Girl with a Freaky Necklace that Won’t Come Off. Ha-ha, Megan, very funny.

      Hesitantly, I reached up and brushed just the tips of my fingers against the jewel-studded black metal. The key throbbed at my touch like a live thing and I jerked my hand away with an indrawn hiss of breath.

      I’d read the entire Lord of the Rings trilogy—not because of the movies or for AP English but because they were the kind of books my Dad used to recommend to me. Before Mom had died and he became an absentee parent, that was. Anyway, the key around my neck reminded me of Tolkien’s one ring. Especially the way he described it as Sam and Frodo got closer to Mordor. The way it got heavier and heavier—the way it seemed to have a mind of its own…

      The comparison freaked me out. It was bizarre and more than a little scary.

      I thought about trying to talk to Aunt Delliee again, but when I opened my bedroom door, I heard the faint sounds of Middle Eastern music drifting up the broad central staircase. Oh right, she had told me she was teaching a belly dancing class this evening—that was the whole reason she was in such a hurry to get home. Well, that and the fact that she wanted me to get plenty of sleep on the night before my first day of school.

      Like that was ever going to happen.

      I closed the door and decided to try and forget about the necklace and its weird key and concentrate on my clothing options for tomorrow instead. Not that I was some kind of a fashion maven, but school had already been in session here in Frostproof for a couple of weeks so I was walking into hostile territory.

      It’s always best to be prepared.

      Of course, I had always gotten along fine back home in Seattle. I more or less blended into the background—just another college fast-track academic nerd. But there was only one small high school in Frostproof and I was sure most of the kids there had been friends since kindergarten. Any hope I had of fitting in, or at least going unnoticed and being left alone, might depend on a good first impression—or maybe no impression at all.

      What I needed was a nondescript outfit that didn’t draw attention to me, I decided. I began to unpack my one large suitcase, hanging clothes in the single dusty closet. I considered my options as I went along.

      Unfortunately, everything I owned had long sleeves.

      There was a good reason for that. I pushed up my Henley’s sleeves and looked at myself critically. The neat rows of tiny pinkish-white scars marching up and down my inner arms looked like a ladder. They were much too visible against my pale skin—much too noticeable.

      I didn’t need to spend my first day at school being labeled and judged. So it looked like I’d be wearing a long-sleeved shirt no matter how hot it was. I sighed as I look at the scars again. But I didn’t regret a single one of them.

      Yes, I was a cutter—or I used to be, anyway. But not for the reasons you might think.

      I had started back when Mom was dying. Dad and I both knew she was going and she knew it too. That was awful—too awful to think about and yet it was all I could think about. I literally couldn’t turn my mind off.

      That was why I started cutting. The physical pain seemed to release the emotional hurt somehow. When the blade sliced my flesh, I had a brief moment of respite from the never-ending loop of Mom’s dying, she’s leaving me, I’ll never see her again, she’s dying that ran over and over inside my head constantly. It always came back, of course, but in that brief moment of bright, sharp pain, I was free of it.

      I’ll take physical pain over emotional agony any day.

      So yes, I did start cutting for the usual reasons. (Well, if you can call your mom dying of terminal lung cancer usual.) But that’s not why I kept it up.

      Near the end, Mom was in so much pain that nothing they gave her helped. The cancer had metastasized which is a technical way to say it spread all over and it was eating her up from the inside out. She would lie there in bed, her face shiny with sweat, and try to talk to me like nothing was happening. But I could see the pain in her gray-green eyes. And I could hear her moaning when she thought I couldn’t hear.

      It was awful.

      One day it was too much. I was sitting with her when she woke up crying, the pain was so bad. I rang for the nurse and then ran to the bathroom. I knew I ought to wait until I got home but I couldn’t help it—I needed to cut.

      I took out the tiny, thin razor blade I had wrapped in tissue and hidden in the folds of my battered Choco Cat wallet. Mom had given it to me for my twelfth birthday when I was still into all things Hello Kitty. Remembering that made me want to cry, made me need to cut even more.

      With trembling fingers I drew the blade across my arm, making a shallow slice just below the crook of my elbow. And suddenly, I felt it—an agony so deep and throbbing it took my breath away. It filled me like water fills a cup, pouring into my body until I didn’t think I could stand any more.

      But at the same time, my mother’s cries lessened and then ceased. Despite the weird pain, I had a moment of blind panic—was she dead? Feeling like I was one big ache, I opened the bathroom door a crack to reassure myself that she was still all right. To my surprise, she was breathing peacefully, a look of relief on her thin, wasted face.

      “Mom?” I made her name a question and she turned her head to look at me and smiled.

      “Megan,” she whispered, smiling. “It’s gone. I don’t know why but the pain is gone.”

      I frowned. “Did the nurse come already to give you something?”

      She shook her head. “No, no one came. They’re giving me everything they can but up until now it wasn’t helping. Maybe…maybe it just kicked in.”

      I had my doubts about that. But it seemed too far fetched to believe anything else.

      “Maybe so,” I told her. “I’ll be right out.”

      I retreated back into the bathroom and washed the shallow cut in the sink. I still felt the dull, aching pain but it seemed to lessen as the water ran clear and the blood stopped flowing from my wound. By the time I put a tiny bandage on the cut, the weird pain was almost gone.

      I went out of the room, hoping to have a real conversation with my Mom for once, instead of just asking her if she was all right when I could see clearly that she wasn’t. But she was already asleep.

      I kissed her forehead and left but the incident had planted an idea in my mind. An idea which refused to be uprooted or pushed aside, no matter how crazy it seemed.

      Could it be that I had somehow eased my mother’s pain? Had I transferred it to myself in some way and given her a moment’s release? If so, would it be possible to do it again?

      It was and I did.

      I cut more often after that, but not because I needed to relieve my own emotional pain. The horrible feeling of helplessness was gone. Yes, my mother was still dying, yes I was going to lose her, but until that happened, I had found a way to ease her anguish and that stopped the endless loop in my head. So the cutting was no longer for me—it was for her.

      I came to see her every day after school, cut in the bathroom, and then sat with her until visiting hours were over. I usually cut once more before I left, to give her a few more hours of peace. The effects of my strange little ritual seemed to last anywhere from two to five hours, depending on how bad the pain was and what state of mind she was in. Feeling her agony inside me every time wasn’t pleasant but I took it gladly. As I said before, I’ll take physical pain over the emotional variety any time.

      Mom lasted another three months that way. I ran out of room on my forearms and started on my inner thighs instead. I knew I’d have the scars for life but I didn’t care. I didn’t care because it helped her. I didn’t know how—I didn’t believe in magic or witchcraft or things that go bump in the night—but somehow it helped.

      I never regretted the scars—they were all I had left of my mom.

      But that didn’t help me now. Now that I was staring at my limited, mostly winter weather wardrobe, and realizing that I had moved to a place where tank tops and short shorts were probably the local uniform of choice. And tomorrow I would be going to school in long sleeves and jeans.

      God, the first day of school was going to suck. Hard.

      The key at my throat throbbed as if in agreement or maybe just to remind me of its hateful presence. I brushed it with my fingertips again and I swore it jumped at my touch.

      Right. I would be going to my new school in long sleeves, jeans, and a freaky magic necklace that wouldn’t come off.

      I didn’t see how things could get any stranger.
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      “Meggie are you up? Are you getting ready? I have such wonderful news!” Aunt Delliee’s voice echoed down the hallway and I opened the door to my room to see her standing outside, nearly dancing with excitement. She was holding an oversized envelope made of some thick, creamy cardstock. It looked like a wedding invitation of some kind and she shoved it into my hands as though I should know what to do with it.

      “What’s this?” I asked, looking at the envelope blankly. It had my name—well, sort of—in gorgeous calligraphy on the front, Miss Meagan Latimer.

      Only Latimer was my mother’s maiden name—my last name was Foster. I said as much to Aunt Delliee but she waved a hand in dismissal.

      “Never you mind that, Meggie. You’re a Latimer and you come from a long and distinguished lineage through your great-great-grandmother’s line.”

      Which was kind of weird, but the envelope itself wasn’t exactly normal. Turning it over, I saw it was closed with an honest-to-God wax seal, like you’d see in a movie about kings and counts in the 17th century or something.

      Someone had actually dribbled scarlet wax on it and stamped it with an elaborate crest that looked like a castle with battlements and towers. Curving over the top of the castle in flowing script were the words, Nocturne Academy. Under it, in what I assumed was Latin, I read, Qui Dominatur in Omni Noctem.

      “What does this mean?” I asked, pointing to the phrase.

      “The Night Reigns Over All,” Aunt Delliee said quickly, as though such a weird motto was of no consequence. “It’s just the Nocturne crest—quickly Meggie, open it!”

      “Okay.” I sort of hated to break the elaborate wax seal but it peeled easily up off the paper as I lifted the edge of the envelope, so I didn’t have to worry after all. Inside was a single sheet of creamy paper folded in threes. I pulled it out and opened it.

      
        
        Dear Miss Latimer, (it read)

        It is Nocturne Academy’s very great pleasure to inform you that you have been admitted to our venerable institution of Superior Learning and Other Studies, said admittance effective immediately. Please present yourself to the North Tower at Nine of the Clock on Monday the Tenth of September, the Year of our Lord, two thousand and twenty.

        Very Truly Yours,

        Isabel Nightworthy, Headmistress.

        

        Post Script: Despite your current Null status, a strong case has been made for your distinguished lineage and the possibility of talents which may emerge in the future. Therefore, no remuneration will be required for your tuition. Your room, board, books and uniforms will likewise be provided completely gratis. We welcome you.

        Qui Dominatur in Omni Noctem.

        

      

      I stared at the paper and its strange message. I had never seen a letter which actually spelled out “post script” before. Then again, I had never been summoned anywhere in “the year of our Lord” before either. What was going on?

      “Oh, they gave you a full scholarship! I knew they would. You see? You’re not a Latimer for nothing, my dear!”

      Aunt Delliee had been reading over my shoulder. Her gray-green eyes—the same color as mine and all the women in our family—were shining with excitement.

      “But what is Nocturne Academy? I never applied there.” I turned the paper over as though I might find something else on the back—maybe a history of this strange place which had apparently accepted me out of the blue. There was nothing though—just creamy blankness.

      “My dear, it’s only the premier Learning Academy for Other Studies in the entire Southeast quadrant!” Aunt Delliee exclaimed. “I applied you for admittance the minute your father promised he was sending you here to live. I didn’t want to tell you before because I wasn’t quite sure about you getting admitted,” she added. “And they certainly took their time about deliberating but the envelope arrived just in time!”

      “But where is it?” I asked, frowning. “Today is September the tenth and it’s eight o’clock now. How can I possibly get there in time?”

      “Oh, that’s easy,” Aunt Delliee said, plucking the letter from my hands and putting it carefully back in its envelope. “The Academy’s just down Orange Blossom Lane in the old Pearson orchard. Come on, Meggie—we have to go.”
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      “But I thought there was only one high school here in Frostproof,” I protested, as we drove past the building in question. It was a dull, dusty brown structure squatting a little way back from the main road with a few dirty, beaten-down pick-ups parked out front. The Florida state flag drooped listlessly from the flagpole and the few students I could see going into its flat brick front looked sullen and resentful that they had to be there.

      I couldn’t exactly say I would rather be going to Frostproof High—in fact, I had been dreading it. But at least it hadn’t suddenly popped into existence in the last fifteen minutes, complete with a fancy letter, an elaborate crest, and a weird Latin motto about Night conquering all.

      “That’s what most people think,” Aunt Delliee said comfortably. She had taken a moment to dress up, exchanging her regular brightly flowered cat-lady clothes for a dark blue business jacket and matching skirt. The outfit was only a little marred by the long white hairs of her two pampered Persian cats, Mork and Mindy, who had apparently been laying on it before she put it on.

      I had asked if I should change my clothes too, but my aunt had waved away that idea.

      “Of course not, Meggie. The admission letter said everything is gratis—that means free.”

      “I know what gratis means,” I pointed out. “But I’m wearing jeans and a Henley and you’re in your best interview suit.” At least, that was what I assumed she wore it for.

      “Don’t worry—you’ll be fitted for a uniform once you get there.”

      She seemed so certain that I had allowed myself to be bundled into her old car and now we were on our way to the mysterious Nocturne Academy, which I had never heard of until less than an hour ago.

      I thought about asking if it was prestigious—if it would look good on my college applications. But really, what could be less prestigious than Frostproof High? Nocturne must be a step up from that. In fact, just having the word “Academy” in the name of my new high school was bound to get some colleges interested right away.

      I looked down at my faded jeans and long-sleeved t-shirt again. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about showing my scars. Probably anyplace swanky enough to make the students wear uniforms would have a blazer I could put on to cover them. So that was good.

      There was one part of my wardrobe I wouldn’t be changing when we got to the mysterious Academy, though. The black key necklace with its dark red Bloodstones was still firmly around my neck, the key hanging like a lump of ice between my breasts. It seemed to feel extra heavy this morning. I thought. Extra solid. Almost as though it was anticipating my new destination.

      I thought again of Frodo taking the ring to Mount Doom and shivered.

      Trying to take my mind off my sense of foreboding, I opened the acceptance letter and looked at it again.

      “I still don’t understand,” I said to Aunt Dellie. “What does it mean, ‘your Null status’?”

      She frowned as she turned the car down a long dusty road with rows and rows of bright green orange trees on either side.

      “Oh, that’s nonsense, Meggie. Don’t you pay it any attention. It isn’t your fault you haven’t manifested yet. I’m sure you will soon.”

      “Manifested? What are you talking about?” I demanded. “Manifested what?”

      “Oh—here we are!” Aunt Dellie exclaimed, as she took a final hairpin turn in the dusty road and came to a small parking area. And there, in the distance, I caught my first glimpse of Nocturne Academy.

      It was in the middle of a lake that shouldn’t have been there.

      I knew this because of my time spent on Google Earth and Wikipedia before moving to Frostproof in the first place. There were only supposed to be two major bodies of water in the area—Lake Clinch and Reedy Lake. But what I was seeing wasn’t listed or shown in anything I had looked at beforehand.

      The lake situated in the middle of the orange grove was huge—as in, it had to take up most of the orchard it was occupying. Its waters were flat, opaque black—as black as the key around my neck—and it somehow managed not to reflect any sunlight back at all, though a bright Florida sun shone overhead.

      But it wasn’t so much the lake which caught my eye. Nocturne Academy, sitting in the middle of it, looked just like the wax seal stamped on my envelope.

      “It’s a castle,” I gasped, staring at its high battlements and stone turrets. It was made of immaculate, velvety gray stone with four tall towers, one on each corner of the square structure and looked like something straight out of a Medieval fantasy. “A freaking castle!”

      “Yes indeed, imported stone by stone from Wales and set up here in central Florida at great expense,” Aunt Dellie said with satisfaction. “Of course, that was the Nocturnes’ idea. They’re never ones to pinch pennies and since they were footing most of the bill for the construction, the rest of the Others had no objection. The Sisters would never have done such a thing—we’re much too frugal. And though the Drakes are almost as rich as the Nocturnes, they don’t have quite the same flair for style. The Faes on the other hand—well they wouldn’t even be seen someplace third rate when they’re visiting from the Realm so in the end, the Nocturnes had to make everything nice—not just their own little corner. And that’s why they brought the entire castle,” she finished in a rush.

      I shook my head, bewildered. Faes? Drakes? Nocturnes? Sisters?

      “I don’t know any of these people you’re talking about. And I don’t understand how such a huge lake and castle could have been hidden from view when I was looking up Frostproof online,” I said blankly.

      “Never mind about that. Here we are—be sure you bring your acceptance letter.” Aunt Dellie patted my knee comfortingly and parked the car next to a few others scattered around the small parking area on this end of the lake.

      We got out and I saw that there was a kind of bridge—almost like an extended pier—stretching from the land to the castle, which sat in the very middle of the black waters. It looked like kind of a long walk but Aunt Dellie started down the bridge briskly, her sensible low heels tap-tap-tapping on the smooth planks.

      I followed her, my sneakers squeaking on the polished gray wood which matched the stones of the castle. I wondered how they kept everything in such pristine order here. There wasn’t a single scuff-mark on the bridge as far as the eye could see and the green hedges which surrounded the perimeter of the castle were perfectly trimmed too.

      The bright sunshine meant it was already hot, even though it wasn’t quite nine in the morning yet, but there was a brisk breeze blowing across the lake which seemed to cool things down some. I clutched the acceptance envelope tightly in one hand, not wanting it to get blown away.

      One thing that made me nervous was the fact that there were no guardrails on either side of the bridge and that the bridge itself, which was about five feet wide, was only about a foot above the impenetrable black water. I could hear it lapping beneath the wooden planks, a quiet, somehow ominous sound.

      “Aunt Dellie?” I asked her as we walked. “Isn’t it dangerous to have a bridge over a lake so close to the water and with no guardrails too? I mean, this is Florida—there could be gators, couldn’t there?”

      “Gators?” She spoke without even looking around. “Don’t be silly, Meggie—the Guardian would never allow that.”

      “Guardian?” I asked but as the word left my lips, I saw something from the corner of my eye that made me catch my breath.

      A broad, scaly head breached the water far out in the lake to the left and vast nostrils flared as though catching our scent. Then a huge golden eye the size of a dinner plate winked open and stared at us with a slitted cat’s pupil for a long moment before the immense head disappeared once more below the surface of the lake with scarcely a ripple.

      “Aunt Dellie!” I gasped, snatching at the back of her jacket. “Did you see that?”

      “See what, dear?” She was completely focused on getting to the other end of the long bridge where a rounded stone arch framed a truly massive set of double wooden doors bound in black metal.

      “That…that thing in the lake!” I exclaimed. “It was huge. I mean, if that was an alligator, it was the size of twenty regular-sized ones.”

      “I told you, Meggie, there aren’t any alligators in the Nocturne Academy Moat. Ah—here we are.”

      We had reached the double doors at last. Without a trace of uncertainty, Aunt Dellie lifted the heavy iron knocker, which was shaped like the head of some strange animal with horns and teeth straight out of a nightmare, and let it fall. The knocker boomed sonorously against the wood and the door swung silently open at once, almost as though someone had been expecting us.

      But when we stepped through the vast doorway, no one was there.
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      “Welcome to Nocturne Academy. And you are?” The receptionist in the North Tower, which turned out to be the administration building—or at least the bottom of it was—looked over the rims of her horn-rimmed glasses at me with obvious disapproval. She was wearing a severe black suit and her hair was pulled tightly back from her high forehead into a bun at the back of her skinny neck.

      She was staring at me like I was something she’d scraped off the bottom of her shoe.

      Crap—knew I should have changed my clothes!

      I shuffled my feet and tried not to look as shabby and insignificant as I felt.

      “I’m Megan Foster—I mean Latimer,” I hastily corrected myself. “And I’m here because I got a letter—an acceptance letter.”

      “Let me see.” She snatched it out of my hand rudely and began to scan it. I crossed my arms over my chest and wished miserably that Aunt Dellie was still with me.

      After wandering our way through a huge deserted courtyard which seemed to be divided into several sections—a flower garden in one corner, a vast grassy lawn in another, and an area with a café and seats under broad, spreading umbrellas to keep the merciless sun at bay in a third, Aunt Dellie and I had finally come to the North Tower.

      And there my aunt abruptly deserted me.

      “Well, this is where I leave you dear,” she said, smiling at me.

      “What? But why?” It wasn’t that I couldn’t go on alone. I was used to going it alone since my mom had died. But it felt weird to be left in a place I hadn’t even known existed an hour ago—a place which shouldn’t exist, at least according to the all-knowing Internet.

      “I can’t stay with you all day, Meggie—I have an herbalist class to teach in an hour,” she said kindly. “Besides, I’m sure you’re going to fit in here just fine.”

      Looking around at the grand, immaculate castle and then down at my own way-too casual outfit, I doubted that she was right. But if she had to go, she had to go.

      “All right,” I mumbled. “Um…will you pick me up after school then?”

      Not that I relished the idea of walking down that long bridge to meet her on my own. I was sure I had seen something in the black waters of the lake—the huge golden dinner-plate sized eye was burned into my memory. But still if it was the only way to get home…

      But my aunt was shaking her head.

      “Oh no, Meggie—you’ll be staying here at the Academy. Except on the weekends, when you can come home of course—if you want to,” she said, smiling.

      “I’m staying here?” I said stupidly, not quite believing it. And then I remembered that the acceptance letter had said that “room and board” were free. I had thought it was just a formality—a way to say I wouldn’t have to pay for anything. But apparently they meant it—I would be living at Nocturne Academy, at least Monday through Friday, anyway.

      “You’ll be fine.” Aunt Dellie patted my cheek, her own plump cheeks pink with enthusiasm. “Oh, I’m so excited for you, Meggie! I remember my own days here at the Academy! You’ll make friends and coven-sisters here that will last your entire life—just see if you don’t.”

      “Coven-sisters? Aunt Dellie, you know I’m not into Wicca like you are. I mean, if you want to do it, that’s fine with me—I won’t judge. But I’m not—”

      “Not a witch?” she finished for me, arching an eyebrow. “No, not yet anyway. But the Academy is going to change all that.”

      “Aunt Dellie,” I said, frowning at her. “Please don’t tell me you enrolled me in a religious school just to teach me about Wicca and Paganism. Because that is not going to look good on my college applications at all!”

      “Oh no, my dear!” Her gray-green eyes opened wide. “No, of course not! Nocturne Academy is a very prestigious institution and fully accredited. After you attend here, any door you want will open for you—I promise you that.”

      That made me feel a little better and I nodded reluctantly.

      “Well…all right. Then I guess…I guess you’d better get going.”

      “Yes, I really must.” Aunt Dellie looked down at her watch, which had an oversized face with a fuzzy yellow kitten batting at a butterfly on it. (The kitten’s front paws were the minute and hour hand and the butterfly was on the tip of the second hand.) She shook her head when she saw the time. “Oh my, class starts in half an hour and I still have to change. I can’t teach my class in this!”

      She winced, as though the conservative blue suit was the worst thing she owned. It was certainly the most constrictive—you could actually see her figure in it which wasn’t half bad, unlike the flowery muumuus she normally wore around the house.

      “All right. I’ll see you this Friday afternoon then?” I said, making it a question.

      “Unless you find some friends and don’t want to come home for the weekend. If that happens, just call me,” Aunt Dellie said. She hesitated. “Not that cell phones always work here at Nocturne. You might have to find a non-spelled spot for that, but I’m sure you’ll manage.”

      Great—so the freaky castle in the middle of the lake-which-shouldn’t-be was also a dead spot for cell phones. Inwardly, I sighed—it wasn’t like I had anyone to call anyway.

      Also, I was pretty sure me finding a bunch of friends I wanted to spend the weekend with wasn’t going to happen. Even at my own school, I had always been a loner. Somehow, I just never quite fit in anywhere so I never belonged to a group. But it was nice of my aunt to think I could suddenly find bosom friends, even if it was never going to happen.

      “I’ll see you Friday afternoon,” I said firmly. “As soon as school lets out. You’ll be here?”

      She nodded. “Of course.” Then she hugged me again spontaneously. “Oh Meggie—I’m so excited for you! Your whole life is about to start!”

      She gave me a smacking kiss on the cheek and pointed at the heavy wooden door set in the base of the North Tower.

      “Go on now—get in there.” Then she turned and trotted away, her low heels clacking on the flagstones that led back to the stone arch and the entrance to the castle.

      I watched her until she was out of sight and then, taking a deep breath, I had pushed open the North tower door and let myself inside.

      

      Which was how I now found myself being scrutinized by the glasses-wearing receptionist who was had on an immaculate black suit and an expression of distain.

      She looked up at last from the acceptance letter she’d snatched from my hand and shook her head.

      “I don’t know what the Headmistress is thinking, admitting a Null Talent student on a full scholarship but she is known to like hard-luck cases. You’ll have to be housed with the Norms of course—unless you can manage to get into the Sisters’ dormitory in the South Tower. But I doubt that, so I’ll have your things sent to the dungeon.”

      “The dungeon?” I exclaimed. “Why would you send my stuff there?”

      “Because it’s where the Norms have their dormitory, of course,” she snapped briskly. “The Others have their quarters in the four towers. Sisters in the South Tower, Faes in the East Tower, Drakes in the West. And of course, Nocturnes in the North Tower, just above us here.” She pointed at the arching stone ceiling above her head.

      “Okay,” I said. I’ll try to keep that straight when I’m finding my way around the different towers. Do you have a map of the campus I could have?” I asked hopefully.

      But I seemed to have said the exact wrong thing.

      The receptionist glared at me.

      “You will never enter the towers,” she spat. “A student must never enter the dormitory of a group he or she does not belong to. Others avoid those of dissimilar origin, except for during classes, of course. That is unavoidable.” She sniffed. “But on the whole, Others do not mix. That is the number one rule here, at Nocturne Academy. You will do well to remember it, even if you lack Other status yourself.”

      I stared at her uncertainly. Was this school segregated in some way? Wasn’t that illegal? Before I could ask any questions, she went briskly on.

      “All right, now that you know the rules, let’s get you some uniforms and a meal ticket.”

      She led me from the reception area—which was set up like a normal office, except it looked strange to have a normal office in the grand setting of a castle—and through a stone archway.

      We walked into a room with racks and racks of clothing—all of them uniforms. I saw rows of neat white shirts, black pleated skirts, and black blazers with blood-red trim. There were slacks hanging neatly from hangers too, which led me to believe that there were male students here as well—though as yet, I hadn’t seen any students at all. Maybe they were all in classes?

      “All right, let’s see…” The receptionist sized me up with her sharp black eyes and began pulling hangers off the racks. She got five skirts, two blazers, five crisp white blouses, and two blood-red ties and hung them all on a rolling gold luggage cart, like the kind you see at fancy hotels.

      To these, she added a pair of plain black Mary Jane shoes, (after inquiring my size) some white socks, and even a bundle of plain white underwear and bras and some long, lacy nightdresses. Last, she added an indeterminate pile of folded black and white clothing and a new pair of pristine white tennis shoes. “For physical education,” she explained, as she put them on the bottom of the cart. “All students must dress out every day or risk disciplinary action.”

      I nodded meekly. “Okay, got it. Thanks.”

      “Now, on to personal toiletry items and your backpack for classes. It will come fully equipped with all the pens, pencils, notebooks, and paper you will need for each class,” she announced but I stepped forward to stop her.

      “Wait—the uniform blouses,” I began hesitantly.

      “Yes? What about them?” Her eyes flicked over my worn Henley shirt. “Are they not to your liking? Not the right size?” She indicated the white, short-sleeved uniform shirts hanging in a starched row from the gold bar at the top of the luggage rack.

      “They’re the right size,” I said, lifting my chin. “But I would prefer those.” I nodded at another row of shirts—ones with longer sleeves—hanging in a row further down the line of uniforms.

      “These?” She strode briskly over and pulled one out, to be sure she understood me. When I nodded, she frowned. “But these are winter uniform blouses,” she said, speaking slowly, as though to a slow child. “It gets very hot here in Florida, even with the weather incantations and the moat to keep things cool. You’re going to be extremely warm if you insist on wearing long-sleeves until around January when it gets chilly for a bit.”

      “I’d still like them,” I said firmly. “Please.” Good manners are important, my mom always used to say. They’ll get you things and places that rudeness can’t.

      It wasn’t the first time my mom had been proved right. With a huffy sigh, the receptionist put back the short-sleeved uniform blouses and pulled out five of the long-sleeved ones to hang on the rolling luggage cart instead.

      “Fine—here you are. But don’t come crying to me that you’re too hot in a day or two. These are all you get for this semester so I warn you, you’d better be sure.”

      “I’m sure,” I said, keeping my voice steady with an effort of will. I wasn’t going to snap back at her or react to her snotty attitude. And, I had decided, I wasn’t going to let myself care that she was treating me like a charity case.

      Nobody can make you feel inferior unless you let them. Eleanor Roosevelt said that, I think. Anyway—it was true no matter who said it. If this receptionist was any indication of the rest of the school, I was going to have to remind myself of it on a daily basis. I might even get it tattooed on my arm when I went back into town this weekend—if dumpy little Frostproof was big enough to have a tattoo parlor, that was.

      “All right—winter blouses it is,” the receptionist said, breaking into my thoughts. “Now let’s get you a meal ticket.”

      She went to a far wall, where a long line of hooks were neatly fixed to a long wooden board. They all had lanyards with different colored plastic tags hanging from them. The colors were emerald green, sapphire blue, ruby red, and royal purple.

      Her long skinny fingers hovered over the lanyards with blue tags for a moment but then skimmed over to a hook far in the corner which hadn’t caught my eye before. Probably because the tags hanging from those lanyards were a dull, ordinary gray.

      “Here—you’ll have to be ranked with the Norms due to your Null status,” she said, taking one of the lanyards with the gray tags. “However, since the Headmistress herself is sponsoring you…”

      Her hand skimmed on to another hook, which held five rolls of colored tape—green, red, purple, blue, and a thick roll of black. Tearing a piece of red tape off, she applied it to the middle of the gray tag on either side.

      “And since you are supposed to be with the Sisters if you ever manifest…” she went on, grabbing another roll of tape—the blue one this time. Tearing off a piece, she applied it across the red tape so that my gray tag had a red and blue cross on it Well, at least it was more colorful than it had been, even though I still wasn’t sure what all the colors meant.

      Satisfied at last, she gave me the lanyard carefully, as though she was bestowing a diamond necklace.

      “This is very important—never take it off. All of our distinct groups must be marked and preserved. The lanyard is a constant reminder of your place in the Academy hierarchy and your adherence to our rules.”

      “Um, okay.” Shrugging, I draped the lanyard over my head where it rested against my Henley. Beneath the shirt, I felt the black key shift and grow even heavier but I tried to ignore it.

      “Now you can’t go to class wearing that,” the receptionist pronounced, eyeing my clothes distastefully. “So I’m going to send you to the restroom to change and then it’s off to the guidance councilor for your class schedule. Er…” She frowned. “Well, off to the school secretary, anyway. Our old councilor, Mrs. Rosenstein, had to quit and we haven’t had time to replace her yet. But you’ll be fine with Mrs. Vernon. You should be in time to make your second class of the day, if you hurry. The rest of your things will be sent to the dungeon.”

      I didn’t protest the idea of my clothing going to the dungeon this time. After all, since Nocturne Academy was located in a castle, it stood to reason that they would try to utilize every bit of available space. Though it seemed kind of unfair that the “Norms” whatever that meant, got sent to the dungeon.

      But I had no idea of how truly unfair things could get at Nocturne Academy—though I was about to find out.
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      “You can’t put me in remedial English! I was in AP Literature in my old school.”

      I leaned forward across the oak counter which separated the guidance office into two parts, staring earnestly at the middle-aged school secretary, Mrs. Vernon. She sat behind a heavy wooden desk, while I had to stand like a supplicant, as though to emphasize who had the power in the room.

      If the receptionist had been intimidatingly perfect and precise in her personal appearance, Mrs. Vernon was the exact opposite. Her hair was a strange, reddish-purple shade that clearly came out of a bottle and she was wearing a too-tight blue blouse with big pink flowers printed all over it.

      Also, she very clearly didn’t give a damn about what I was saying.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Latimer,” she said with a shrug of her plump shoulders. “That’s the only spot I have open. Honors classes aren’t normally available to Nulls. Besides, there are only fifteen seats in our honors English class and all of them are filled.”

      “But…but this is going to affect my college applications. I’m going to major in English Literature—how can I do that if I’m in remedial English?” I exclaimed.

      “Well now, a degree like that won’t get you very far,” Mrs. Vernon objected. “You should forget about honors English and take something practical honey, like Home Economics,” she told me, with the air of someone older and wiser imparting valuable advice.

      What so I can wind up as a school secretary? I wanted to ask but somehow I bit my tongue.

      “I want to get a doctorate and teach someday,” I said stiffly. “I want to concentrate on Fourteenth Century English Literature. You know—Chaucer? The Canterbury Tales?”

      “Ah yes, The Canterbury Tales,” a sarcastic voice murmured behind me. “Scintillating reading with the emphasis on sin.”

      I whirled around to see a boy about my age or maybe a little older leaning against the door jam. There was something about him—something that momentarily took my breath away. He was tall and had a swimmer’s physique—muscular without being bulky—but that wasn’t what drew a little gasp from my lips.

      He had the face of a fallen angel—perfectly chiseled with an angular jaw and cheekbones that looked like they could cut glass. I felt like I had seen that face before—perhaps in my dreams.

      Or maybe in my nightmares.

      For whatever reason, I couldn’t look away.

      Despite his model looks, his beauty was somehow purely masculine. The hair that fell carelessly over his high forehead was so black it was almost blue but I couldn’t tell what color his eyes were because of the dark sunglasses he was wearing.

      “Very funny, Griffin,” the secretary snapped at him with obvious dislike. “I was just explaining to Miss Latimer here that getting a degree in English isn’t the most practical career path.”

      “Well it’s the path I’ve chosen,” I said, turning back to her and trying to keep the frustration out of my voice. “And I need to be in AP English to get to it.”

      “I’m sorry, Miss Latimer, but as I have explained that class is full.” Mrs. Vernon crossed her arms over her ample pink-flowered bosom and glared at me.

      “You could let her sit in the back,” the boy called Griffin said, still lounging against the door jam. “She doesn’t look like she would bother anyone. Let her find out the hard way that AP English isn’t nearly as exciting as say, being a school busybody—I mean, secretary. After all, the greatest scholars are not usually the wisest people.”

      I glanced at him, frowning. Had he just quoted Chaucer?

      If he had, it clearly went right over the secretary’s head.

      “That’s enough, Mr. Darkheart,” she huffed, her doughy cheeks turning an angry red and her tone going formal as she reverted to his last name. “I make the class schedules here and I won’t tolerate any sass about it.”

      “So you’re in charge and what you say goes, even if it ruins someone’s future. Is that it?” he taunted. “Who are you, Mrs. Vernon, to stand between someone and their dream of higher learning? Who are you to ruin her futile little fantasy of getting out of this dump of a town forever?”

      Mrs. Vernon’s face got even redder. “Mr. Darkheart! That is enough. You will shut your mouth at once if you don’t want more demerits than you can handle.”

      I cast another quick glance at him. He was saying exactly what I was thinking, but he wasn’t helping my case at all.

      “It’s okay,” I told him. “I can handle this myself.”

      “You can, can you? How potent is the fancy!” he murmured, giving me what I assumed was a sardonic look from behind his dark shades. “People are so impressionable, they can die of imagination.”

      This time I recognized the Chaucer quote at once. “You’re hilarious,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest. Mrs. Vernon didn’t appear to agree.

      “Leave now, Mr. Darkheart,” she said, pointing at the door. “And since you’re so interested in her fate, you can take Miss Latimer with you to remedial English.”

      He gave me a disinterested look.

      “Now why would I want to do that? Let her find her own way.”

      But despite his mocking words, he held the door open for me and nodded me through it.

      I was reluctant to leave with my schedule still screwed up, but a look at the secretary’s red, angry face convinced me I wasn’t getting any further in my quest to get into the honors English class. Not at the moment, anyway. With a sigh, I left the office, which meant I had to pass within inches of Griffin’s tall frame.

      I tried to give him plenty of room—he was blindingly gorgeous and bitingly sarcastic—not a combination I was comfortable with. But he was wearing a white button-down uniform shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows and despite my best efforts, my hand brushed his bare arm as I went past him.

      At the brief contact, a tingle went up my arm. No, not a tingle—an electric shock. At the same time the necklace I was still wearing, safely hidden inside my long-sleeved uniform blouse, tightened and went from ice cold to red hot in an instant.

      I stumbled, suddenly dizzy, and Griffin caught me, the fingers of one long white hand curling under my arm and lifting me easily, as though I weighed no more than a kitten.

      “Don’t trip, beautiful. You wouldn’t want to wind up as a laughingstock on your first day at the prestigious Nocturne Academy,” he drawled sarcastically.

      “I…I…” I didn’t know what to say. Had he felt it too? The shock when our skin touched? The key was throbbing against my chest like a live coal. I was sure it was burning me but I couldn’t look away from his perfect face.

      “What are you, anyway?” He leaned forward and lowered his glasses a little, giving me my first look at his eyes. They were a pale arctic gray—almost white—that reminded me of the color of lightning, with a pitch-black ring around the outside.

      Striking eyes. Startling and somehow feral.

      “I…I’m j-just Meg Latimer,” I stuttered, feeling like a complete fool. “I’m new here,” I added stupidly.

      “Yes, I can see that, but I can also see you’re no ordinary transfer. There must be something about you—why else would you come to Nocturne?” Those piercing eyes scanned me again, narrowing in concentration as they flicked over my lanyard with its gray tag and blue and red cross. “You’re not a true Norm and you’re not a Null either—not really, no matter what this says.” He flicked the tag carelessly with his long white fingers, making my heart jump.

      “I…I don’t know what you mean,” I said, and it was the truth. I still had no idea what the terms “Null” and “Norm” meant, especially when applied to me personally. Never mind all the other names that had been thrown at me lately—What were Nocturnes, Drakes, Faes, and Sisters, anyway, other than just groups at this strange school who weren’t supposed to mix?

      Griffin’s own lanyard had a red tag with a wide stripe of black tape almost obscuring the red. Whatever that meant—I didn’t dare to ask him.

      At last, he straightened up and released my arm.

      “Never mind—it doesn’t matter. English is this way,” he said, jerking his head in the direction of the main hallway.

      “I…um…okay, thanks.” I stumbled over the words. His perfection was making me stupid. I told myself to stop looking at his lightning eyes and that sensual mouth of his. But it wasn’t easy.

      “I too, am caught in the purgatory of remedial classes and believe me, it’s not easy being smarter than everyone else in the room,” Griffin continued carelessly. “Of course, that’s every class for me. Unless you’re planning to give me a run for my money in English, Miss Latimer?” He raised one pitch black eyebrow at me, pronouncing my name with that same, drawling sarcasm he’s used when he talked about the Academy.

      “I…I don’t know. I’ll certainly try,” I somehow managed to say.

      “Mmm-hmm. We’ll see.” He replaced his dark glasses finally freeing me from the intensity of his gaze. My eyes dropped from his gorgeous, remote features to the strong column of his neck…and stopped.

      Barely visible between the wings of his uniform shirt collar was a chain-link necklace held together with a padlock.

      It was a masculine looking piece of jewelry—something any high school boy might wear. Except that the thick links of the chain around his neck were pure matte black and the padlock that held them in place around his neck was the same color. When he moved, I saw a flash as the overhead lights caught the tiny red jewels set at the four corners of the lock.

      Blood stones. Exactly like the ones in my key.
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      The key under my shirt throbbed again, getting so hot I was sure I would have blisters. Yet I couldn’t look away. Couldn’t do anything but stare at the lock and wonder what the hell was going on.

      Griffin didn’t seem to notice my eyes on him. Probably he was used to being looked at. With a face and body like that, it was a wonder any girl in the whole school could look at anything else. He smelled incredible too—some cool, masculine scent I couldn’t put my finger on but which seemed to draw me to him. Not that I let myself get too close—I didn’t want to get shocked again.

      “Come on,” he said, and turned to lead the way down the long central hallway—one of the corridors connecting the four tall towers, which was apparently where the classrooms were located here at Nocturne Academy.

      I nearly stumbled as I hurried to keep up with him. All around me students in uniforms were digging in their lockers, shouting, laughing, flirting…and I could barely see any of them.

      All I could see was Griffin.

      He weaved through the crowded hall as gracefully as a dancer but it was clear he didn’t need grace to traverse the busy scene. Students stepped out of his way, almost instinctively avoiding him. This cleared a path for him and, by proxy, for me.

      We finally got to the English classroom and he led the way in without a second glance. Clearly he had forgotten about me or maybe he just didn’t care enough to say anything else. He went to the back of the classroom and sat in a desk in the corner, farthest from the window.

      I tried not to stare at him but it was hard—his lean, muscular frame looked even more seductive somehow when posed in that lazy slouch. He reminded me of a panther, all coiled strength and hidden power. What was it about him?

      Well, besides the lock around his neck.

      The key on my own necklace seemed to settle down some when the distance between us grew. It no longer beat like a second heartbeat under my new uniform blouse and it had gone from scorching hot to simply warm.

      I forced myself to look away from him and go to the front of the room to introduce myself to the teacher, an older lady with a heavily wrinkled face and faded, ancient eyes. Mrs. Wainright.

      Haltingly I explained the situation, how I used to be in AP English and how the secretary told me all the seats in honors English were filled here. Mrs. Wainright looked at me vaguely and I had the feeling she wasn’t comprehending any of what I was saying. How old was she anyway? At last she patted my arm and gave me a kindly, if distant smile.

      “Just have a seat in the front there, dearie and we can talk about it after class. We’ll be starting in a moment.”

      I thanked her, though I would rather have gone to sit in the back by Griffin. Which was stupid, I knew. He was so far out of my league we weren’t even in the same ballpark but something seemed to draw me to him. Could it be the key? Or was I just making excuses to get closer to him?

      He barely knows you exist, I reminded myself sternly as I chose a desk near the front and sat down, smoothing my new pleated uniform skirt over my knees self-consciously.

      But there was an itching sensation between my shoulder blades and I couldn’t help feeling like he was looking at me. I turned my head and saw that he was facing in my direction at least. His dark glasses, however, made it impossible to tell if he was actually looking my way or just staring blankly at the white board.

      I turned around quickly, hoping he hadn’t noticed my glance.

      Soon enough, other students started filing in. I saw a couple of giggly blond girls but the majority of the class was male.

      Four in particular stood out. They were big and brawny with brown eyes and black hair and they looked almost alike enough to be brothers. All of them were wearing lanyards with green tags on them.

      Since this was remedial English, I was pretty sure they must be on the football team—if the students at Nocturne Academy stooped to play such a mundane sport, that was. The rule at all schools in Florida, public or private, was no pass, no play. So these guys had probably been put into the easiest classes possible to keep them eligible for whatever sport they were playing.

      One of them seemed to notice me looking at them because he stopped right in front of my desk and stared down at me menacingly.

      “Hey girlie, you like what you see?” He did a little bump and grind and since his groin was on level with my face, I couldn’t miss the obscene bulge in his black uniform slacks. He wore them low and held them up in the front with one hand.

      Thug life at Nocturne Academy.

      My lips tightened and I leaned back in my seat, as far from him as I could get. Mrs. Wainright was writing on the white board, her marker screeching slowly across its blank surface, and she didn’t seem to notice what was going on. Probably she couldn’t hear it—I’d thought she seemed a little deaf.

      “What’s wrong, pretty girlie, can’t talk?” the asshole taunted me. “You’re new, right? Where did you move from—the North Pole? Is that why you’re all dressed up for winter?”

      His words brought home the fact that I was wearing a long-sleeved uniform shirt while most of the other students, with the exception of Griffin, had on short sleeves. I felt a sting of self-consciousness and wished I had worn my new school blazer to cover my choice of shirt. But the snooty receptionist had been right—it was warm, even in the stone hallways of the castle—too warm, I had thought, to wear the blazer which was currently draped over the back of my chair.

      “No, I’m from Seattle,” I said, lifting my chin though my cheeks were burning. “It’s a lot colder there.”

      “Well it can get kinda hot here in Frostproof. You might want to change into something more comfortable.” He did his little bump and grind move again and one of the other guys said,

      “Come on, Sanchez. Leave her alone.”

      “But she’s so pretty. Besides, I’m just talking to her, Reyes.” He licked his lips at me obscenely and made a rude kissing noise. “Thought maybe she might want some beefsteak for lunch.”

      Okay, I’d had about enough of this. I didn’t normally like confrontations but I had the sense that if I backed down, I’d have problems with this jerk forever.

      “Seriously?” I glared up at him. “Are you referring to your penis? Because I don’t think English class is the best place to make that offer.”

      “Oh yeah, chica? Where do you want to go then?” He bent down, sneering directly into my face.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I said, staring back at him. “Maybe the science lab? So I can get a microscope to try and find it?”

      His face darkened as the other green-tag boys howled in laughter.

      “Burn!” shouted one of them. “Oh, she burned you bad, Sanchez!”

      “Very funny, you little puta.” There was a growl in Sanchez’s voice that sounded almost animalistic and his eyes seemed to flash yellow for a split second. “Very fucking funny. You—”

      “All right now, class, settle down. Settle down.” Mrs. Wainright’s voice caused Sanchez to freeze. “Mr. Sanchez,” she said, frowning at him. “Are you bothering our new student?”

      Sanchez, who had been leaning over my desk, straightened up with a fake looking smile. “Of course not, Miz W. I was just welcoming her to Frostproof and Nocturne Academy.”

      “Well then, that’s all right.” Mrs. Wainright smiled benignly and I got the idea the she was completely and totally clueless. Not just about what had happened—or almost happened—between myself and the thuggish Sanchez, but clueless about the whole entire dynamic of this weird school, whatever it might be.

      “All right, dear,” she said to me. “Why don’t you stand up and introduce yourself to the class?”

      The bully I could handle but this was mortifying. Despite my desire to teach someday, I didn’t really like public speaking. As Sanchez and his posse slunk to the back of the room, I stood, my cheeks flaming, and turned briefly to face the class. All eyes were fixed on me and none of them were friendly. Well of course they weren’t—I had probably just insulted their star quarterback.

      “I’m Megan Foster—I mean Latimer,” I said, trying to keep my chin up. “I just moved here from Seattle.” Despite my determination to be brave, my words came out in a mumble.

      “What’s that dear?” Mrs. Wainright frowned. “Please speak up and tell us a little more about yourself.”

      God, was this torture never going to end?

      “I’m Megan Latimer,” I said, forcing the words to come out louder from my desert-dry throat. “I moved here from Seattle and…and I’m staying with my aunt Delilah. Or I was before I came here to Nocturne.”

      I saw several eyes widen and some of the female students started whispering together. I heard my aunt’s name mentioned once or twice as they looked at me appraisingly. Aunt Dellie’s reputation clearly preceded her.

      Great. Now I was going to be not just the new girl but the new girl who lived with her crazy aunt who claimed to be a witch.

      My cheeks got hot as I stood there, listening to them talk about me. Surely this was one of the levels of hell Dante wrote about. Griffin’s head was turned in my direction and this time I was sure he was looking at me. The key at my neck throbbed and I tried to ignore it.

      Please let this be over, I prayed. Please just let me sit down.

      “That’s nice, dearie. You can be seated now.”

      To my relief, Mrs. Wainright released me and I was able sink back down into my seat. Cheeks still burning, I turned to face the white board and tried to ignore the whispers behind me.

      “Now then.” Mrs. Wainright cleared her throat, a dry scratchy sound that made me thirsty just hearing it. “Today we’ll be talking about Dracula. Who has read the assignment?”

      Almost no one raised their hand. I was hesitant to raise mine, even though I had read and dissected the book way back in freshman English.

      Mrs. Wainright frowned. “Now class, that is unacceptable. I assigned this book because I know how much young people these days like vampires.” She pursed her lips. “What’s that series you all read? Nightfall? Sundown?”

      “Is she talking about Twlight?” one of the girls whispered, giggling. “Oh my God, that came out years ago!”

      “And is she seriously talking about vampires?” whispered her companion. “Is she completely clueless or what?”

      “Clearly. I don’t know what the Headmistress is thinking, hiring Norms to teach us,” the first girl murmured. “And anyway, this stupid book was nothing like Twilight. I mean, Dracula was some creepy old guy. Ugh!”

      “Just because he doesn’t sparkle doesn’t make him ugly,” a familiar voice from the back of the class remarked.

      The key around my neck got warmer. Apparently it also reacted to Griffin’s voice. Great.

      I wanted to turn and look at him but I’d done enough of that already. I stared stolidly ahead.

      “He’s disgusting! Nothing like a real Nocturne!” the girl protested.

      “And what would you know about Nocturnes, Annabella?” Griffin drawled. “I thought you were just a pretty little bubble-headed Fae, taking a break from the Realm to grace all of us with your presence.”

      “Why you—” the first girl started. I cut my eyes to the side and saw that she was red in the face—and very pretty. She and the girl she had been whispering with both had platinum blonde hair and they were wearing lanyards with purple tags on them.

      “The worst thing was when Dracula started going after the Lucy character when he already has a bunch of other wives or girlfriends or whatever they are stashed away in his castle,” the second girl said. “I was all like, ewww!”

      “He’s not after Lucy to offer her his eternal, undying love and devotion,” Griffin said dryly. “He wants her for her blood. He wants to drink her dry—an ocean of blood wouldn’t have satisfied his thirst.”

      There was a strange flatness to his tone, a cold note that made me turn and look at him though I had promised myself I wouldn’t. His gorgeous face was completely emotionless but I swore I could feel something coming from him—a pain so palpable I could almost reach out and stroke it like a cat with barbed wire for fur.

      Mrs. Wainright cleared her throat uncomfortably. “That will be enough, Mr. Darkheart. Please raise your hand in the future if you wish to join in the discussion.”

      He shrugged and leaned back in his seat silently. Then, as though feeling me looking at him, he lowered the dark glasses again and stared directly, challengingly into my eyes.

      The key between my breasts grew hot again and twitched against my skin like a small, frightened animal. Absently, I put my hand up to quiet it, but still I couldn’t break his gaze. I felt trapped by his lightning and pitch eyes until I heard my name.

      “Miss Latimer? Miss Latimer?”

      I realized that Mrs. Wainright had been calling me for some time and that I was still twisted around in my seat, engaged in a staring contest with Griffin while the entire class watched.

      I snapped my head back around and stared down at my hands, my cheeks growing hot as I tried to ignore the amused giggles and whispers of my new classmates.

      God, what was wrong with me?

      I attempted to listen to the rest of the lesson but it didn’t hold my attention. I was distracted by the cool, itching sensation I felt between my shoulder blades—that feeling of being watched.

      I wanted to turn again and see if he was looking at me. The key around my neck pulsed with eagerness but I ignored it grimly. I couldn’t get caught in another staring contest with him—especially not in front of the class.

      But still, the desire to glance behind me was maddening—an impulse almost too strong to be denied. An itch that needed desperately to be scratched. It was almost as if he was willing me to look back at him.

      But that was crazy—right?

      I looked straight ahead, pretending I could stare a hole through the white board if I tried hard enough. As soon as the bell rang, I was out of my seat and almost running through the door.

      I heard laughter behind me and I knew that Sanchez and his friends probably thought I was running from them. But I wasn’t—I was running from him. From Griffin and the weird, cool tingling between my shoulder blades that meant those lightning colored eyes were staring at me.

      I almost made it to the door when Mrs. Wainright’s strident, old lady voice called me back.

      “Miss Latimer? I’d like a word with you.”

      My heart sank down to my new Mary Janes as I turned slowly back to her. Almost everyone else had cleared the classroom. Only Griffin remained, still sitting in his seat at the back. I did my best not to look at him.

      “Yes, Mrs. Wainright?” I said, trying to appear anxious to please when I really just wanted to run as far and as fast as I could to get out of there.

      She frowned at me, her many wrinkles spawning new creases and crevices with the gesture.

      “I wanted to ask you, dearie, about what you were saying earlier. Something about being in a different English class in your old school?”

      “Oh…oh yes…” I hardly knew what to say. I looked down at my hands and when I looked up, Griffin was suddenly standing there, right behind the teacher who was obviously oblivious to his presence.

      How had he moved so fast and so silently? It should have been impossible.

      The key flared to life between my breasts, throbbing and burning, reminding me of those pictures you see in Catholic schools where Christ’s heart is painted outside his body with a crown of thorns wreathed around it.

      “So do you want me to try and get you switched to a different class?” Mrs. Wainright asked patiently.

      Griffin lowered his dark glasses and gave me a smirk.

      What was that supposed to mean? Was he inviting me to stay? Daring me to go? Would I ever see him again if I quit this class we had together? I knew I shouldn’t care one way or another but the key throbbing between my breasts told me I had to care.

      Somehow he and I were connected.

      Just inside his collar I caught a glimpse of the heavy, dull black lock studded with Blood stones. It taunted me far more than his mocking sneer.

      “I…I guess I’ll stay in this class for awhile and see how I do,” I blurted at last. “Is that…will that be all right?”

      “Certainly.” Mrs. Wainright nodded vaguely and out in the hall I heard a bell chime. “Now then, you’d better run along. You don’t want to be late for third period.”

      “No, of…of course not,” I somehow managed to get out.

      With Griffin still smirking at me and the key burning the tender skin of my chest, I turned and fled the classroom as fast as I could.
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      The rest of the morning passed in a daze. I had no other classes with Griffin, at least during the early part of the day, which made me feel I was right in keeping the remedial English class, no matter how awful it was going to look on my college aps.

      Besides, once I got the strange matter of the key sorted out, I could always reopen the subject of getting switched to another class with Mrs. Wainright. Clearly she wasn’t all there mentally, but she was at least willing to help and I was sure I could get it worked out.

      At least, that was the excuse I gave myself for staying put.

      Most of my classes seemed to be normal ones—World History, Biology, Algebra Two—which I hated. I have never been good at math, which I will freely admit. It’s just not my area.

      After lunch, though, I had a stranger class listed on my schedule—Elementary Casting—whatever that meant. Probably it was just another way for Mrs. Vernon, the school secretary, to get back at me for having the temerity to argue with her about getting into honors English.

      I had missed gym, which was my first period. That suited me just fine—I wasn’t looking forward to starting my day with that particular class. Although I supposed at least it would be early enough in the morning that it wouldn’t be as horribly hot as it got in the afternoon. As it was now.

      Florida is called “The Sunshine State” but I was beginning to think they ought to change that to “The Godawful Heat and Sweating all the Time State.” I wished more than once that I could have worn the short-sleeved uniform blouse—the stone hallways were really way too warm.

      Why couldn’t they keep it cooler if the Academy was so swanky? How much did it cost to go here for students who weren’t on scholarship, like I was? Whatever it was, I wished they would put some of those tuition fees into the AC bill and crank it down a little.

      Before I knew it, it was time for lunch—a good thing because I hadn’t gotten breakfast due to Aunt Dellie’s last minute news that I was coming to Nocturne instead of going to Frostproof High. So I was really hungry. After a few twists and turns, I found the Dining Hall located in the corridor between the North and East Towers.

      The minute I walked into the vast lunchroom, however, I felt all eyes were on me. A big part of me wanted to turn around and walk back the way I had come. But then I saw Griffin again, sitting at the far corner of a long table by himself. He lowered his sunglasses and gave me a mocking smile which made one half of his sensuous mouth curl up.

      That decided me.

      Lifting my chin, I stepped fully into the Dining Hall—which looked like it came straight out of a movie set at Cambridge or Oxford or one of those other elite colleges which is hundreds of years old.

      There were even banners hanging from the arching stone ceiling—big enough that any one of them would have made a fine tablecloth for the long wooden tables they hung above.

      Under the green banner, which said DRAKE in gold letters, Sanchez and his crew along with a couple dozen other tough-looking boys and a very few girls were sitting. They all looked to be of Hispanic heritage with brown eyes and black hair. Some of them were openly sporting tattoos—the most common one being a long green dragon, which I saw inked around the forearms of some of the bigger guys.

      The purple banner said, FAE, in yellow silk letters and I saw the two girls from my English class sitting there. All of the students sitting at that table were blond, with perfect complexions and I mean perfect. Seriously, they looked like an ad for Clearasil. Their huge eyes, most of which were brilliant jewel tones like emerald green and amethyst purple, reminded me of Anime characters.

      The red banner read, NOCTURNE, in black letters. The students here all seemed to be drinking smoothies rather than eating. At least, I didn’t see any trays of food in front of them, like the other groups had. They were pale and almost as perfect as the Fae crowd, if not as colorful. A few of them seemed to be eyeing me almost hungrily, though I couldn’t figure out why.

      At the table under the blue banner, which said, SISTERS in silver letters, was a group of students who were entirely female. Which made sense, I supposed, since they were called the “Sisters.” A few of them seemed to be eyeing me with an interested, speculative gaze which I did my very best to ignore. All I wanted was to fit in, though I wasn’t sure how that was going to be possible since I wasn’t part of any of the four main groups

      Shrugging off their eyes, I went to the very back of the vast, cavernous room and ducked into the covered lunch line. Grabbing a green plastic tray, I pushed it blindly along the dull silver metal railing.

      “Well, well—what’ll it be?” a lunch lady in a hairnet asked me in a bored voice.

      “I’d like some of that,” I said, pointing at what appeared to be roast beef, sitting on a carving station.

      But the lunch lady shook her head.

      “Sorry, hon—that’s only for Drakes.”

      “What?” I frowned at her. “But…I don’t understand. Can I have some of that, then?”

      I pointed at a bowl of fruit salad which appeared to contain a mix of exotic, jewel-toned fruits, many of which I didn’t recognize, though they looked delicious.

      The lunch lady frowned and shook her head again.

      “Sorry—only for Faes.”

      “Look,” I said, dropping my voice and leaning forward, so the other students in line ahead of me wouldn’t hear. “Is this about money? Because I’m a scholarship student? Because that’s discrimination and it’s not fair.”

      “Got nothing to do with what’s fair, missy,” the lunch lady said sharply. “It has to do with what your tag says you can eat. Let me see it.”

      I held up my lanyard, the gray tag with its vertical red stripe of tape and the horizontal blue stripe crossing it.

      “Well…” She frowned hesitantly. “I don’t think you’d want anything from the Nocturne station.” She nodded at a tub of ice filled with chilled bottles of some reddish liquid. “But I can serve you from either the Norm section or the Sisters food, if you want.”

      The Norm food selection appeared to consist of a gloppy casserole with a bright orange layer on top—not appealing at all. I chose from the Sisters’ section instead—a nice fresh salad and a piece of grilled fish with lemon wedges on the side. I got a glass of iced tea to drink—one thing I will say about the South is that they make really good tea—and finally made my way back out into the Dining Hall, looking for a place to sit.

      Which turned out to be a problem.
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      Which table should I sit at?

      I stared in consternation at the four main tables under their colorful banners. Clearly the Drakes and Faes were out. But should I sit at the Nocturne table or with the Sisters? I didn’t see any gray banner for the Norms or Nulls or whatever it was I was supposed to be.

      I looked for Griffin. He had been sitting by himself at the very end of the last Nocturne table—which happened to be empty—but he was gone now. Probably he had slipped out while I was getting my lunch.

      As I stood there deliberating, someone tapped me on the shoulder. I turned and saw a tall, willowy girl with black hair cut in a fashion-conscious bob. She had flashing black eyes and was wearing long silver earring threads with black and red pentagrams dangling at their ends and coal-black lipstick, which emphasized the whiteness of her teeth. Her mouth was too big for the rest of her face, which subtly ruined the perfection of her otherwise pretty features. Behind her were two other girls, also wearing pentagram jewelry.

      All three of them had blue tags on their lanyards.

      “Well, hell-o new girl,” the girl with the black lipstick cooed, looking me up and down. “Looking for the right table? You can sit with us if you have the Flame.”

      Without warning, she grabbed my left hand, forcing me to juggle my unbalanced tray with my right. I barely kept from dropping it.

      “Hey!” I protested, trying to yank my hand away. But the girl held me tight in her surprisingly strong grip, her eyes closed in apparent concentration. After a moment, she opened them and dropped my hand like it was a dead fish.

      “Huh—not so much as a spark.” She looked at me disgustedly, as though I had disappointed her on purpose somehow. “You’re supposed to be some hot-shit Latimer but you’re just a Null, aren’t you? How are you here for free while the rest of us who have real talent have to pay?”

      I was taken aback by the question. How would she know about my scholarship status? And why would she throw it in my face in front of the entire student body?

      “I…I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said hesitantly.

      “I heard it was because her crazy Aunt Delilah came and begged Headmistress Nightworthy to let her in,” one of the other girls said, making a face. “And you know how soft-hearted old Nighty is when it comes to charity cases.”

      “She has some nerve, eating our food when she’s just a charity case Null,” the third girl chimed in. “Look—that came from the Sisters’ station!” And she pointed at my fish and salad as though I had stolen it.

      “I was told I could have what I wanted to eat,” I said, finding my voice at last. “And I don’t recall anyone telling me I had to come ask your permission first.”

      The head girl’s face darkened and her too-large mouth with its coal-black lipstick twisted into a furious scowl.

      “How dare you talk back to us, Charity Case? Do you know who we are? We’re the Weird Sisters—you’ll be sorry if you cross us.”

      I shrugged, trying to appear unconcerned.

      “I don’t care what you call yourselves, just leave me alone.”

      “Or what?” one of the other two Weird Sisters asked. “Or you’ll bespell us? Oh wait—you can’t because you’re a Null.”

      “Whew!” The third girl mimed wiping sweat from her perfect forehead. “For a minute I was scared. A Latimer witch—right here among us peasants! But it turns out she’s nothing but a Charity Case.”

      I had a sinking feeling this was going to be my new nickname, whether I wanted it to be or not. I could either slink away with my tail between my legs, or face them down, like I had Sanchez.

      I chose option B.

      “It’s true,” I said, lifting my chin, “I’m here on scholarship. But I don’t see how that’s any of your business. I won’t bother you if you don’t bother me and right now I just want to be left alone to eat my lunch.”

      “That’s my lunch you’re eating you little non-witch bitch! That came from the Sisters’ station,” the ring-leader snapped. With a sudden violent move, she slapped the tray right out of my hand.

      My cup of tea slopped over the side spilling everywhere and the green plastic tray went spinning. Baked fish, salad, and lemon wedges flew through the air in a colorful arc to land with a splat on the flagstone floor.

      I stared at the ringleader of the Weird Sisters, completely taken aback. What in the hell was wrong with her?

      Before I could open my mouth to retort, a cold new voice whip-cracked across the room.

      “Nancy Rattcliff, come here now!”

      Looking up, I saw a tall older woman with pure silver hair cut in a sleek cap that molded to her head and feathered around her temples. Despite her age—which might have been eighty—she had piercing blue eyes and she was wearing a form-fitting black dress and sky-high stiletto pumps, also in black. Her lipstick, however, was blood red and her lips pulled back to show extremely long canine teeth which looked surprisingly sharp and pointed.

      The ringleader of the Weird Sisters whipped around, her eyes going wide.

      “Headmistress Nightworthy!” she gasped and her two cohorts went pale and silent.

      “Come here at once. At once, I say!” The Headmistress demanded.

      “Yes, Headmistress.” Nancy went to stand in front of the much taller, older woman, though the sullen set of her shoulders said she didn’t want to. But clearly she was too frightened to disobey.

      “How dare you abuse another student? Especially one who is new to our world?” the Headmistress demanded, her blue eyes blazing. “I have never seen such a shameful display in my entire career as an educator! I am half inclined to expel you at once and write to every other institute of Higher Other Learning and instruct them not to admit you anywhere.”

      “No, Headmistress—please!” Nancy gasped, going pale. “My mother would be so upset!”

      “Very well. If you wish to stay, you will apologize to our new student at once,” Headmistress Nightworthy ordered peremptorily, pointing at me.

      Nancy turned to face me, her face set in sullen lines of dislike.

      “Sorry,” she muttered, giving me an unfriendly glare.

      It wasn’t exactly a heart-felt apology but at that moment, I didn’t really care. I just wanted to leave the lunchroom—and this whole damn weird school for that matter—and never come back.

      The Headmistress seemed to agree with my assessment of Nancy’s apology because her frown intensified.

      “Very well,” she snapped at the leader of the Weird Sisters. “And now you may pick up the lunch you deliberately spilled, take it back to your table, and eat it.”

      “What?” Nancy looked up at her, aghast. Clearly this was going too far. “But…it’s been on the floor,” she protested, getting a revolted look on her not-quite-pretty face.

      “I cannot see how that makes a bit of difference,” Headmistress Nightworthy snapped. “If your tastes are as low as your manners, it shouldn’t bother you at all. Now go!”

      She pointed at the fish lying in a sodden mass on the flagstones and the salad, which had spread over the gray stones in a colorful confetti of greens.

      Nancy looked up at her, hate blazing in her eyes.

      “You can’t do this to me,” she said in a low voice. “My mother is the Head Witch of the Windermere Coven! She won’t like it if she hears you treated me this way.”

      “As a Nocturne myself, I have no interest in what the Sisters do—not even the head of a coven,” the Headmistress remarked. “But I daresay your mother might have an interest in your deplorable manners here today. Now pick up the food and eat!”

      Her last words were delivered in a low, intense tone that crackled with authority. Her voice made the short hairs on my neck stand up, as though I had walked into an area that had just been struck by lightning.

      Nancy glared at her angrily for a moment but then she dropped to her knees and began gathering up my spilled lunch, not saying another word. Her friends stood behind her, obviously unsure of what to do, so they just stared as she continued working, her too-large lips compressed into an angry black line.

      The Headmistress stepped around them, neatly avoiding the mess on the floor, and came to stand in front of me.

      “Miss Latimer, I’m sorry I was out of my office when you came to be registered today,” she said formally, offering her hand. “Welcome to Nocturne Academy—we expect great things of you.”

      “Um…thank you,” I somehow managed to get out, taking her hand. It was cool and firm in my own—not at all frail and wrinkled, like my own Grandmother’s hand had been when she’d gotten to be this age.

      But what age was the Headmistress? I had thought from her silver hair that she must be at least eighty but her face was surprisingly smooth and there were only a few wrinkles around the corners of her mouth and eyes.

      “Please, have a seat anywhere you like and I will have one of our Dining Hall staff bring you a replacement lunch,” she said.

      “Oh, no—that’s all right,” I said quickly. “I, um, I mean, I’m not really hungry.”

      “Of course you are,” she said smoothly. “Growing Others are always hungry. “Have a seat now and I’ll send you that lunch. Please accept my regrets for this little…scene.” She waved one long white hand elegantly, indicating Nancy still kneeling on the floor picking up fish and salad and her friends standing by watching while everyone else in the lunchroom sat in silence. “I assure you, it is not the norm,” she went on.

      “Oh, uh—thank you.” I felt tongue-tied around her—glad that her ire hadn’t been directed at me, but still anxious to get away. She seemed unpredictable, like she might do anything at all, at any time. I could also feel the weight of the entire student body’s attention centering on me as we stood there. Drakes, Faes, Sisters, and Nocturnes were all staring at me and their eyes—especially the eyes of the Sisters—were deeply unfriendly.

      “Have a seat,” the Headmistress said again and glided away towards the opening to the lunch line.

      I turned numbly and scanned the four long tables with eyes that weren’t really seeing anything at all. I didn’t want lunch anymore—I didn’t want anything but to escape.

      If I could just get out of here I’d call Aunt Dellie and beg her to come get me right away. Then I’d enroll at another school tomorrow—any other school. Even grim and grimy Frostproof High had to be better than Nocturne Academy. If I could just—

      “Hey,” a voice called. “Hey, newbie, over here!”
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      The voice jerked me out of my miserable fantasy of running away from Nocturne Academy and I turned to see an ordinary-looking girl with long, light brown hair waving at me. Sitting across from her was another girl who looked like she might be African-American or maybe mixed. She had lovely, creamy light brown skin—what I could see of it—and long, silky black hair which mostly hid her face from view.

      I hadn’t noticed the two girls before because they were sitting at a table in the far corner of the vast Dining Hall, almost in the shadows. There was no banner hanging over their small table but it seemed clear that they, like me, didn’t belong to any of the four main groups.

      Hesitantly, I went towards them. Was this a trick? Was it going to be a repeat of Nancy Rattcliff’s hostile behavior?

      But the girl who had called me over had an open, smiling face. She wasn’t exactly pretty—but she wasn’t ugly either. Nondescript might be the best way to describe her, although at the moment she looked beautiful to me, waving me over with her welcoming smile.

      “Hi,” she said, when I came up to their table. “I’m Emma Plunket and this is Kaitlyn Fellows.”

      “Megan Latimer,” I said cautiously.

      “Yes, we know.” Emma smiled. “Your reputation kind of preceded you. We would have called you over sooner but we thought you might sit with the Sisters and wouldn’t want to be with us.”

      “What? Why not?” I asked. At that point I wanted to be with anyone who wasn’t Nancy Rattcliff.

      “Well, we’re Norms,” Emma said. “The only two Norms in this lunch period, actually. Most of the Others don’t want to mix with us.”

      “Norms?” I asked, sitting down beside Emma and across from Kaitlyn, who shyly glanced up and nodded at me. I still couldn’t see anything but one of her eyes which was a startlingly lovely pale aqua blue that stood out in the creamy brown of her face—what I could see of it, anyway.

      “Sure you know—normal humans. There are a few of us here, even though Nocturne is the premier Other Studies Academy in the entire Southeast US,” Emma said wryly.

      I shook my head. “So you’re saying all the other students here are abnormal in some way?”

      “No—I’m saying they’re not human.” Emma looked at me closely. “You knew that, right? I mean, you look so freaked out right now. Please tell me you already knew that.”

      “I…I don’t know anything,” I said honestly. “And how can they not be human? Are you trying to play a joke on me? Because I’ve taken enough crap for one day.”

      I started to get up but Emma put out a hand to stop me.

      “Wait, please—I swear I’m not teasing you! I would never act like Nancy Rattcliff just did—believe me, all us Norms have had run-ins with her.”

      “She’s horrible.” Kaitlyn spoke for the first time in a shy, soft voice filled with feeling. I noticed she was sitting with her hands beneath the level of the table, and peering out from the curtain of her hair intently, as though trying to size me up.

      I shook my head again.

      “I just…I don’t know what to believe anymore. This has been the weirdest day of my life.” And that was saying something, considering all the strange things that had happened to me lately—including the black key necklace which still hung like a weight around my neck.

      “So…you didn’t know anything about this place before you applied?” Emma asked, frowning.

      “My Aunt Dellie put in the application for me when she found out I was coming to live with her,” I confessed. “I didn’t even know she had until this morning when the acceptance letter came in the mail. I was all set to attend Frostproof High up until then.”

      “Ugh!” Both of the girls made faces at my mention of the local high school.

      “Well, you really dodged a bullet there,” Emma remarked candidly. “Kaitlyn and I both went to Frostproof High for our freshman year. It’s about as interesting as watching paint dry.”

      “Boooring,” Kaitlyn agreed, nodding emphatically.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “I could use a little boredom right about now.”

      “I bet you could if you didn’t know anything about Nocturne before this morning,” Emma said. “But did you at least know about the Other world?”

      “Other world?” I asked, frowning. “What other world?”

      “Not ‘other world’ like a different world from this one—I’m talking about the world of the Others,” Emma emphasized. “You know—the Drakes and the Faes and all the rest.”

      “Oh my God—she didn’t know anything.” Kaitlyn sounded shocked and horrified as she read my confused expression. “How awful!”

      “I still don’t know anything,” I pointed out. “At this point—”

      Just then one of the cafeteria ladies—the same one who had served me—came up to our table and gave me a new tray and a new glass of iced tea. I thanked her, glad to see the tray contained exactly the lunch I had lost—baked fish, lemon wedges, and salad. I squirted one wedge over my fish and one over the brilliant greens while I waited for her to get out of earshot and then continued where I had left off.

      “At this point, I feel like I’m going crazy,” I said to Emma and Kaitlyn. “I mean, at least now I know what Norms are but what is a Null? And if all these other people aren’t human, then what in the world are they?”

      “Well—those under the red banner are the Nocturnes,” Emma began practically. “Kind of what the outside world calls ‘vampires’ only they don’t burn up in sunlight, like all the legends say. I mean, some of the more powerful ones have eyes that are really sensitive to it, but that’s about it.”

      “Really?” I wasn’t sure whether to believe her or not, but she was speaking in such a matter-of-fact tone it was hard to disbelieve entirely too. Also, I couldn’t forget Griffin’s dark glasses, which he seemed to wear everywhere.

      “They don’t have a problem with garlic or crosses or sunlight either,” Kaitlyn remarked. “Those are all just legends made up by humans who were scared of them and wanted to feel safe. But really, they’re very kind. At least, the family sponsoring me is.”

      “Kaitlyn lives with the Breedloves,” Emma explained. “On the weekends, anyway.”

      “I’ve been with them since the fire,” Kaitlyn said quietly and then looked down to pick at her food—the unappetizing-looking bright orange casserole which she and Emma were both eating.

      I wanted to ask “what fire” but just then I caught sight of her hands. She, like me, was wearing a long-sleeved winter uniform blouse instead of a short-sleeved summer one. I couldn’t see her arms but the skin on the backs of her hands was twisted and scarred—whitish-pink instead of the smooth brown I had seen on her face—the part of it I could see, anyway.

      “Moving on,” Emma said diplomatically. “The Faes are from the Realm—which really is a whole other world. Most of the ones who come here are sent by their parents for political reasons or because they got into trouble at the Seelie Court or because they need to be able to pass for human during business negotiations. They come through the Obsidian Portal to get here.”

      “Wait—the what portal?” I asked.

      “It’s kind of a magic door located somewhere on the school grounds—nobody but the Fae and the Headmistress knows where, though,” Emma explained. “And since no one without Faerie blood can pass through to get to their world, it’s kind of a one-way door, unless you’re Fae. It’s all very complicated.” She waved a hand, as though the situation was too convoluted to go into.

      “Okay, got it. And the Drakes?” I asked, eyeing Sanchez who was flicking some of the rare roast beef with his fork at another beefy looking boy sitting further down the table from him.

      “Oh, they’re were-creatures,” Emma explained, as though I should know what that meant. “They change forms.”

      “What—like werewolves?” I asked, frowning.

      “Hardly.” Emma laughed, as though this was a silly suggestion. “They’re not called Drakes for no reason you know. They change into dragons.”

      “It might be more accurate to say they each have a dragon inside them,” Kaitlyn said quietly, entering the conversation again. “It’s supposed to have a whole separate personality and everything.”

      I stared at the two of them in disbelief.

      “Oh come on. You’re not serious!”

      “Of course we are!” Emma exclaimed indignantly. “Just don’t get one of them pissed off if you don’t want to meet his dragon directly.”

      “Him? He?” I asked, looking at the girls sitting at the Drake table. There weren’t many of them—maybe six or seven to the twenty or thirty boys I saw—but they were there.

      “Oh—female Drakes don’t have a dragon inside,” Emma explained, following my gaze. She shrugged. “Don’t ask me why—everything I just told you is the sum total of what I know about Drakes except that they have nasty tempers.”

      “They really do,” Kaitlyn put in.

      Which brought to mind the split second when Sanchez’s eyes had seemed to turn yellow back in English class. Had that been his dragon peeking out at me? And was I really believing all this crazy stuff?

      Somehow it seemed like I was—at least partially.

      “Okay,” I sighed. “It sounds bizarre and I feel like Alice after she went through the looking glass but…okay.”

      There was only one group left and I had a feeling I didn’t really want to know about them—but I had to ask.

      “What about the Sisters?” I asked, looking at the all-female table where Nancy Rattcliff was sitting. She was eating something in slow, deliberate bites and glaring at me—probably my first lunch which she had thrown on the ground.

      This told me two things—first that the Headmistress must have real power for Nancy to be eating the floor-food even when the older woman wasn’t standing there to make her. And second…

      I had made a lasting enemy.

      Great. Just great.

      I looked away from Nancy and back at Emma.

      “So the Sisters,” I said again. “What are they and are they all female?”

      “They’re witches of course,” she said frowning. “But are you really going to tell me you didn’t at least know that?”

      “Isn’t your aunt a witch?” Kaitlyn asked. “How else could she get here to apply you for admittance? The Guardian won’t let just anyone come up and knock on the Academy’s door, you know.”

      “My aunt…” I sighed. “Well, I mean she’s a practitioner of Wicca and all that but I don’t know if you’d call her a real witch.”

      “She’s a Latimer—it doesn’t get much realer than that. Latimers are Sister royalty,” a new voice declared. “Which makes you, Megan Latimer, a princess of the blood!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      This new voice came from right over my head and startled me so much I dropped the forkful of salad I had been conveying to my mouth. Looking up, I saw a short boy with golden-blonde hair and friendly blue eyes grinning down at me.

      “Oh Avery!” Emma exclaimed. “You’ll scare poor Megan to death sneaking up on her like that!” She turned to me. “This is Avery Connor—you’ll like him.”

      “Are you a Drake or a Nocturne or a Fae?” I asked bluntly. Since everyone at this damn school seemed so intent on segregating themselves, it seemed like a fair question.

      “None of the above.” Avery’s friendly grin widened.

      “So…you’re a Norm?” I glanced from him to Emma. “I thought you said you and Kaitlyn were the only Norms at this lunch period?”

      “They are and I am not a Norm. Perish the thought!” Avery waved one hand dramatically. “I am…drum-roll please, girls. No?” he said, when Emma and Kaitlyn just gave him exasperated looks. “Okay then, I’ll have to introduce myself without a drum-roll. I am the one and only Mister Sister—the only male witch currently in residence at our lovely Alma Mater.”

      He made me an elaborate bow and Emma and Kaitlyn clapped, shaking their heads in amusement.

      “But…I thought a male witch was called a warlock?” I protested, frowning.

      “Oh no, not at all. Though it’s true that a warlock is a male with magical powers,” Avery conceded. “But warlocks—like my dear father, I might add—have very masculine powers. They do things like Geo-political Magic and Climate Mastery. My father is in Antarctica at this very moment, trying to keep the ice caps from melting.” He leaned closer and whispered behind his hand to me. “That’s not working out for him so far, but it’s only because the Norms are screwing everything up faster than even magic can fix it.”

      “But…if you have magical powers and you’re a male then how are you a witch and not a warlock?” I asked, still confused.

      “Well, because…Hang on—I need coffee before I can explain.”

      Avery sank down in the chair beside me and began dumping creamer and sugar into the black coffee which was the only thing on his tray. I counted seventeen sugar packets and ten creamers before he was done—the coffee was a pale blonde color when he finally took a sip.

      “Ahhh. I live on this stuff. Because,” he said, taking up where he’d left off. “As I told you before, newbie, a warlock has big, important, male magical powers. Whereas I do not. Do you know how I first—as we in the witching community put it—‘Flamed Up?’ And no, I am not making that phrase up, we really use it—isn’t that deliciously ironic?” he took a slurp of his coffee and grinned at me like a Cheshire cat.

      “Uh…Flamed up?” I asked, not understanding.

      “How I first manifested my magic.” Avery gave me a surprised look. “My Goddess, newbie—you’re a Latimer. Do you not know any of this?”

      “She’s completely new to the Other world,” Emma said. “Only found out this morning she’d been accepted to Nocturne and before that, she didn’t know a Fae from a French Fry or a Drake from a dill pickle.”

      “Stop—you’re making me hungry for real food,” Kaitlyn complained, picking at her congealed orange casserole.

      “Sorry—just thinking about my job. I work at the I Scream diner on the weekends and some days after school—I got special permission to go off campus,” Emma put in. “Anyway, go on, Avery.”

      “All right. Well,” he went on, giving me another incredulous look. “The very first time I manifested, I was only six. Yes, I know—I was a precocious child.” He preened and took another sip of his coffee. “Anyway, my poor dear mother had sewn herself a little black dress. Ma-ma, you must know is a Null—she can’t do a lick of magic. So the poor dear has to do things the hard way, like those poor Norms.”

      He gave Emma and Kaitlyn a pitying look and Emma promptly shot him the bird while Kaitlyn stuck out her tongue.

      “Ah, that’s right—they’re envious. And who can blame them?” Avery sighed and took another sip of his sugar and cream with a tiny bit of coffee.

      “Avery, get to the point!” Emma exclaimed.

      “Ah yes—my first flame up—in more ways than one.” Avery gave me an arch look. “So, my mother had made a little black dress for herself because she likes creating things, even though she can’t use magic to do it. But I, being only six years old, found it dreadfully plain and dull. I thought it would be so much prettier with just a little—oh hell, let’s be honest—a lot of colorful embroidery. So I called my little magic needle and that was what I did.”

      “Your…magic needle?” I asked.

      “Show her, Avery—she needs proof about the whole Other business anyway,” Emma advised.

      “Well, if you insist on seeing my rather prodigious talent…” Avery began.

      “He’s humble too,” Kaitlyn said, snickering. “As well as talented.”

      “Why should I be humble?” Avery demanded.

      From the pocket of his uniform trousers, he produced a clean white linen handkerchief like the kind men had carried in their pockets fifty years ago. He shook it out like a stage magician, showing me that both sides were completely unmarked.

      “Now tell me,” he said, turning to me and taking another sip of his coffee. “What are your initials and what is your favorite color?”

      “Um…My initials are MEL—Megan Elizabeth Latimer,” I said, having already gotten used to dropping my old last name in favor of my mother’s maiden name. “And my favorite color is turquoise blue.”

      “A lovely shade—excellent choice. Very well.”

      Avery spread out the handkerchief on the table in front of him. Then he stared at it fixedly, as though he expected it to do a trick. As he stared, he started humming under his breath—a tuneless little ditty but somehow catchy anyway.

      And then, to my surprise, my initials began to appear in turquoise thread on the white linen surface in flowing calligraphy. It looked like an invisible needle was stitching away at the cloth, embroidering and embellishing until not only my initials appeared but also a number of flowers and leaves and climbing vines—all in jewel tones that complimented the original color.

      “And there you are,” Avery said at last, as the final stitch manifested on the now gorgeously embroidered handkerchief. The whole thing had taken less than a minute. “Here you go. A gift from me to you, Princess Latimer.” He handed it to me and I took it and stared at it, disbelieving.

      “That was…amazing,” I breathed at last. “And this is beautiful. You really did it all with your mind?”

      “I did it with my magic,” he corrected me. “Just the same way I embroidered my mother’s little black dress when I was six. It came out just gorgeous—my mother still has it hanging in her closet. My father was devastated of course.”

      “What? Why?” I exclaimed. “You’re so talented!”

      “Why thank you.” He stared at Emma and Kaitlyn in triumph. “Finally, someone who appreciates me—unlike you two cretins.”

      “Oh, Avery…” Emma laughed and Kaitlyn giggled behind her curtain of hair.

      “Well, to answer your question, newbie—my father was devastated because as impressive as it might be, one can hardly argue that a talent for elaborate embroidery is manly magic,” Avery went on, taking another sip of coffee. “Nor are the other decorative magical traits I excel at. So you see, I’m just not warlock material. My parents despaired of what to do with me before Headmistress Nightworthy came to our humble abode to ask that I be enrolled here, as one of the Sisters.”

      “Is that a regular arrangement for a male witch?” I asked. “Being enrolled in an all-female class?”

      “Absolutely not,” Avery declared emphatically. “But our dear Headmistress is known for thinking outside the box—which is, I suspect, one reason you yourself are here in the hallowed halls of Nocturne Academy. Being that you are a Latimer but also a Null.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” I protested. “I mean, I get that a Null is a person who can’t do magic but I really don’t understand what me being a Latimer has to do with anything.”

      “Well—” Emma began.

      But just then a bell chimed politely. It was very different from the blaring bells of my old school, which had sounded more like alarm claxons going off in the crowded halls to chivy the reluctant students to class. But it still meant the same thing—lunch period was over and it was time to move on to the next period.

      “We’ll talk about it more tonight,” Avery promised as we gathered our trays. He raised an eyebrow at me. “Unless you’re in the South Tower in the Sisters’ dormitory?”

      “No,” I said, feeling extremely glad I wasn’t. “I believe the scary receptionist told me she was sending all my things to the dungeon.”

      “Oh goody—that’s where Emma and I are too,” Kaitlyn said.

      “And me,” Avery remarked. “Although I’m in a separate room of course, for propriety’s sake.” He made a face, to show what he thought of propriety.

      “We can meet in the Norm Dorm after dinner and discuss it then. Supper is too crowded and noisy because everyone is there—not just the third of the school you get during lunch period,” Emma said. “What’s your next class, Megan?”

      “Um…Elementary Casting,” I said, looking at my schedule. “Is that a witch thing?” I asked, looking up.

      “A very basic witch thing,” Avery said loftily as we all dumped our trays in a chute in the wall and left the Dining Hall. “And it’s in the South Tower, of course.”

      “The South Tower? With the Sisters?” I couldn’t keep the apprehension out of my voice.

      “Well yes—why?” Avery asked.

      “Nancy Rattcliff already tried to assault her once,” Kaitlyn told him. “I imagine she isn’t eager to go for round two.”

      “Ooo! And you didn’t tell me? What happened? What?” Avery demanded, his blue eyes glowing with excitement.

      “It wasn’t all that interesting,” I said, trying to play it off. “She basically called me a, uh, “charity case” and slapped my tray out of my hands.”

      “That bitch!” Avery said with absolute conviction. “She probably felt threatened by you because you’re a Latimer and she’s only a Ratt…cliff,” he added, making Kaitlyn giggle again. “Don’t worry, Princess—I’ll walk you to your class—if you promise to tell me everything that happened.”

      “If you really want to know,” I said doubtfully.

      “I do—I love hearing dirt on the other Sisters.” And stopping in the middle of the hallway, he gallantly offered me his arm.

      I took it hesitantly and Avery patted my hand and grinned.

      “Let’s go. See you later, girls,” he called to Emma and Kaitlyn, who were going in the other direction. Then he turned to me as we walked. “All right now, newbie—spill it. I want to hear it all.”
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      Avery was immensely likable and by the time he got me to my class in the South Tower, he had me laughing so hard I nearly snorted when he told me the story of how he’d accidentally conjured a rabbit the size of a horse into the middle of his family’s living room when he was eight.

      “My father was trying to teach me manly magic of course,” he remarked. “He told me to manifest a big, powerful animal. I think he was hoping for a grizzly bear or a tiger or something like that. He was so disappointed. Not for the last time, unfortunately.” He made a face. “The problem was that we couldn’t get rid of the damn thing.”

      “You couldn’t just make it disappear?” I asked, wiping at my streaming eyes.

      Avery shook his head.

      “Nobody could. My magic is very tenacious. I wound up keeping it as a pet in our back yard—which thank the Goddess has a very high fence around it. It only lived about six months but you should have seen the grocery bill! It ate fifty pounds of cabbage a day. And if you’ve ever seen a regular-sized bunny, you know how many pellets they make—to put it nicely. Just imagine a rabbit pellet the size of a football. Now imagine that times a hundred.” He paused dramatically. “Every day.”

      “Oh my God!” I laughed again. “You have to be kidding me. Could you make that disappear?”

      He shook his head. “No part of this ridiculous animal—I named it Miguel by the way, don’t ask me why, I was only eight—anyway, no part of Miguel was remotely interested in disappearing.”

      “What in the world did you do with all of it’s, uh, leavings then?” I demanded.

      “Well, as I told you, my mother is used to doing without magic which makes her eminently practical. So she convinced some of the local farmers to buy the stuff—told them it was bison dung, of all things. And somehow she got them to believe it. The money she made just barely paid to feed Miguel—otherwise I would still be paying it back out of my allowance. My mom…she’s crazy.” He got a fond look on his face and I realized he and his mom must be really close.

      I felt a sad little tug at my heart and some of my laughter leaked away. God, I wished I could talk to my own mom right about now. Had she known about Nocturne Academy? Had she attended here with Aunt Dellie when she was my age? But if so, why had she never told me? Why had I been raised without any knowledge that this whole Other world existed?

      “Well—here we are—Elementary Casting,” Avery said, nodding at a wooden door bound in elaborate silver curlicues which led into the base of the South Tower.

      “Will I, uh, see Nancy in there?” I asked a bit nervously. I would have liked to think I was immune to the Weird Sister’s nastiness but to be honest, I just wanted to avoid her.

      To my relief, Avery shook his head.

      “Oh no—she probably took this class back when she was eleven or twelve. I know that’s when I took it. I told you—it’s very basic.”

      “Eleven or twelve?” I frowned. “But I thought Nocturne Academy was a high school? Do they have a middle school section too?”

      Avery frowned.

      “No, of course not. Nocturne isn’t divided into grades the way Norm schools are. You’re admitted when you’re ready to explore your powers and you graduate when the Headmistress and your teachers believe you have mastered them.”

      “But…I’m a junior this year,” I protested. “That means I only have two years before graduation, right?”

      “You have however long Headmistress Nightworthy thinks you need,” Avery corrected. “That’s why some students graduate early and some have been here for years.”

      I couldn’t imagine being stuck in high school for years and I said so.

      “Don’t worry, Princess Latimer.” Avery chucked me under the chin. “You’ll be here exactly as long as you need to—just like we all are. Now you’d better get to class before the bell chimes again. The Other Studies teachers around here are way stricter than the ones teaching the Norm classes.”

      Then he strolled off down the hall in a leisurely manner whistling to himself and apparently in no hurry to get to his own next class, despite his warning to me. I watched him for a moment, feeling like I had made a friend—or at least an extremely amusing acquaintance. His self-deprecating humor was hilarious—but I had to wonder if he was hiding some kind of hurt beneath it. Clearly he wasn’t nearly as close to his father as he was to his mother.

      Well, at least he still had a mother. I sighed, still feeling a little envious…a little sad.

      Mom, I miss you so much sometimes. I wish I could call you and tell you about the crazy day I’m having!

      But the crazy day wasn’t over yet.

      Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the wooden door bound in silver and entered the Elementary Casting classroom.

      

      The Elementary Casting teacher introduced herself as “Ms. Yasmeen” and she had carrot red hair, a beaky nose, and a stick-thin figure swathed in a crushed red velvet cocktail dress. The dress seemed like a rather eccentric choice to teach class in and the color clashed horribly with her hair but she didn’t appear to give a damn.

      “Everyone have a seat, have a seat,” she directed in a loud, clear voice that reminded me of a bugle call.

      I was about to sit in one of the chairs—which were arranged in a circle to leave the middle of the large room empty—when she crooked one skinny finger at me and motioned me to her desk in the corner of the room.

      “Miss Latimer,” she said, looking me up and down. “Am I to understand that you are a direct descendant of Corinne Latimer, founder of the Windermere Coven?”

      Windermere Coven? Where had I heard that name before? Suddenly I remembered—wasn’t it the coven Nancy Rattcliff had bragged her mother was the head of?

      “Um…I don’t know,” I admitted, feeling abysmally stupid. “I mean, I know my one of my ancestors was named Corinne but I don’t really know anything else about her.”

      “Hmm…” She tapped a purple gel pen against her teeth thoughtfully. “I see you have been kept ignorant of your heritage,” she said at last. “Might I recommend that you look into taking a History of Local Magic class? It would be especially beneficial to someone with your family background.”

      “I’ll try,” I said cautiously, remembering that I hadn’t even been able to get myself into AP English that morning—which seemed about a thousand years ago now.

      She nodded. “All right. Find a seat—class is about to begin.”

      I found a seat in the middle of two girls who appeared to be eleven and twelve respectively and Ms. Yasmeen came to stand in the center of the circled chairs and began.

      “Now, as we all know, magic is about manifesting,” she said. “And what is manifesting? Anyone?”

      The eleven-year old beside me raised her hand promptly.

      “Yes, Miss Canes?” Ms. Yasmeen raised one carrot-red eyebrow at her.

      “Manifesting is making things happen or appear by magical means rather than by physical effort,” the little girl recited.

      “Very good.” Ms. Yasmeen nodded. “And for many witches—most of them, in fact—a big part of manifesting or ‘flaming up’ is being able to tap into the inherent magical power inside them. That is where this class comes in. This semester, I will teach you how to find the core of magic within you and bring it out by various means. Now, raise your hands, any of you who have ever called the Circle before.”

      About a dozen hands went up, including the girl who had defined “manifesting” correctly.

      I, of course, had to keep my hands folded in my lap. I was beginning to feel like an idiot—an old idiot, at least compared to my classmates—which wasn’t a feeling I was used to. I had been in all college fast-track courses since middle school—it was weird and wrong-feeling to be in a class where I knew absolutely none of the course material.

      “Very good. Miss Terren, Miss Dulcimer, Miss Prudence, and Miss Gothell,” Ms. Yasmeen said pointing to four of the girls. “Please place yourselves in the center of the room. No, I do not care which corner you call as long as you call it correctly,” she said when two of the girls asked about their places. “Are you ready? Good—then we can begin.”

      She went to the center of the circle, bringing a fat, white, four-wicked candle on a stand about three feet high. She placed it in the exact middle of the four girls, who had formed a neat square and then stepped out again.

      “Beginning with the North, call your corners,” she directed them. “When the circle is complete, each one of you will step forward one at a time and light one wick of the candle. Go.”

      Watching all this, I wondered what in the world was going on. Was this class just about learning pagan rituals? And if so, how could that help us get to the “core of magic” within us as Ms. Yasmeen had said? If I even had a core of magic, that was. I was probably a Null, like Avery’s mother.

      And then the ritual began and I made myself stop and take notes on what was taking place. After all, there might be a quiz on this eventually and as a student, I was nothing if not conscientious and prepared.

      “Hail to the guardians of the watchtowers of the East. Spirits of Air, powers of Thought,” the first girl said clearly. “I call upon you to lend your essence to this rite.”

      “Hail to the guardians of the watchtowers of the South. Spirits of Fire, powers of Will. I call upon you to lend your essence to this rite,” the second girl said.

      “Hail to the guardians of the watchtowers of the West. Spirits of Water, powers of Emotion…” the third girl went on as I scribbled as fast as I could in the brand new notebook which had been provided along with the nice black leather backpack which matched my uniform.

      “Hail to the guardians of the watchtowers of the North,” the last girl intoned slowly. “Spirits of Earth, powers of Stability. I call upon you to lend your essence to this rite.” She stepped forward to the four-wicked pillar candle in the middle of the circle. “I conjure ye, O Circle of Light to be a temple between the worlds. In the name of the Silver Lady and the Golden Lord. Wherefore do I bless and consecrate thee, So Mote It Be.”

      Then she leaned forward and blew gently on one of the wicks of the candle. It smoked for a moment and then lit, as though she’d used a match on it instead of just her breath.

      I had to stifle a gasp. After seeing Avery’s elaborate display of magic at lunch, I shouldn’t have been so surprised, I guess. But there was something about the fire—about the elemental nature of the magic—that did something to a deep place inside me. A place I hadn’t even known was there before.

      When I saw a flame spring to life, I felt the small hairs at the back of my neck stand up and a surge of something went through my entire body—I didn’t know what. I couldn’t name it. It felt like a voiceless yearning inside—a longing for something which ought to be mine but wasn’t.

      I can’t describe it any better than that—all I knew was that it affected me more than anything else I’d witnessed or been through that whole long, strange day.

      Except maybe the moment when I had touched Griffin and felt the key at my throat spring to life.

      Speaking of the key, it was throbbing again—beating between my breasts like a second heartbeat. I put my hand to it to still it, almost caressing it like a small, frightened animal I had to soothe.

      It’s all right…it’s going to be all right, I thought at it as, one by one, the other three girls stepped forward and lit their wicks in the same way. Finally the candle was burning brightly but still Ms. Yasmeen did not dismiss the four students who had called the circle.

      “You must not leave a Circle whole when you are finished with your rite,” she lectured. “It is disrespectful to the Goddess, whose power you are calling upon.”

      I raised my hand and she nodded at me.

      “Yes, Miss Latimer?”

      “I thought you said we were calling on the core of magic within ourselves?” I said, questioning. “Not a, um, Pagan deity.”

      “And where do you think that core of magic comes from?” Ms. Yasmeen inquired, raising one orange eyebrow at me. “The Goddess lends her strength and magic to all the Others, though it is the Sisters who commune with her most directly.”

      “I see,” I mumbled, and made a note of it in my notebook.

      “If you’re worried this will be on the test, don’t be.” Ms. Yasmeen sounded amused. “There is very little written work in this class. You will earn your grade through demonstrations of proficiency. Now girls,” she went on, talking to the four students who had called the Circle in the first place. “Dismiss your circle and let us move on to the next four students.”

      The girl who had been the first to light her wick, stepped forward again.

      “May the Goddess shine her light upon what we have done in her presence here,” she intoned. “By her will, I close this Circle and dismiss the powers that we adjured to come. Be Ye gone—so Mote it Be.” Leaning forward, she carefully blew out only the wick she had lighted.

      The three other girls followed suit and went back to their seats while Ms. Yasmeen nodded in approval.

      “Very good—an excellent first Circle. This class is off to an auspicious start,” she said. “Now then—who’s next?”

      Four by four, she called students forward to repeat the ritual and every time they called the Circle and lit their wicks perfectly. By the time I was called, in the last group, long runnels of white wax had dripped down its formerly pristine sides and the round stone room was filled with the smell of whatever herbs had been used to scent the candle—vanilla and jasmine and cinnamon, I thought.

      I was the last person to call my corner—“Hail to the guardians of the watchtowers of the North. Spirits of Earth, powers of Stability…” But when I said the last words in the ritual and stepped forward to blow on the wick in front of me…nothing happened.

      I heard a murmur run around the room and felt a flush of heat rise to my cheeks. This couldn’t be happening to me. I was a straight A student—I had never failed at anything! Even in my most hated subject—math—I still managed to find a way to make the grade.

      Closing my eyes, I repeated the last words of the ritual loudly and firmly, “I conjure ye, O Circle of Light to be a temple between the worlds. In the name of the Silver Lady and the Golden Lord. Wherefore do I bless and consecrate thee, So Mote It Be.”

      Then I blew on the wick with all my might, willing it to light, picturing a flame springing to life in my mind as the black key throbbed between my breasts.

      Again, nothing happened.

      Which seemed wrong—completely and utterly wrong. And not just because I was usually a straight A student.

      This ritual—this power that I could feel all around me, so palpable I could almost reach out and touch it—ought to be mine. I was sure of it. I never would have thought so before—never would have dreamed that I might have—or should have—any kind of supernatural powers. I would have thought the idea was crazy…bizarre.

      Now it seemed bizarre and wrong that I didn’t have any powers—not even enough to light a candle.

      The other students in the class were murmuring again and the three who had called the circle with me—all at least four or five years younger than me—were looking at the teacher to know what to do.

      Ms. Yasmeen was staring at me in apparent concentration, a frown between her bright orange eyebrows as though she couldn’t quite figure me out. At last she waved a hand at the class.

      “That is enough. Miss Tenbrook, dismiss the Circle. Even a partial Circle must be respected.”

      The girl to my left did as she was told, speaking the words even though there was no fourth candle flame to blow out. Then the bell chimed and the girls all began to gather their things and move to the next class.

      My cheeks were still burning with shame and my body throbbing with frustration as I, too, went to get my backpack and blazer, which were hanging on the back of my chair. Inside I felt like a bottle of Coke someone had shaken and shaken until it was ready to blow and yet I was unable to release the pressure that had been building in me from the first moment I had seen the very first candle wick flame to life.

      “Miss Latimer, please come see me before you go.” Ms. Yasmeen’s clear, bugle voice cut through my frustrated thoughts as I shoved my notebook and pen savagely back into my pack. Shouldering the pack, I went reluctantly over to her desk, feeling as ashamed as though I had just made a big fat F on a test.

      “Ms. Yasmeen,” I said quickly, before she could even speak. “I don’t think this is the right class for me. I think I must be a Null—that’s what I’ve been classed as, anyway—and I think it’s probably a correct classification. Maybe…maybe I should ask to be transferred to a Norm studies class in place of this one for this period.”

      All the weird terms rolling off my tongue would have been complete gibberish to me only that morning. But now, thanks to Emma, Kaitlyn, and Avery, I at least had a grasp on what this place was all about. And it was clear I wasn’t going to fit in here—at least, not the magical side of the Academy.

      Ms. Yasmeen waited until I was finished, leaning back against her desk with her arms crossed over her chest and eyeing me with her eyebrows raised as I spoke my piece.

      “Is that really what you want, Megan?” she asked quietly, surprising me by using my first name. “To leave the magical core of yourself in darkness and never shine a light on it at all? To live your life as a Norm with no knowledge of your heritage? Because you can choose that if you wish—though I do not recommend it.”

      “No!” I exclaimed, surprising myself. “But I think it’s clear I don’t have a magical core—no matter what my heritage is!”

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” she said coolly.

      “I couldn’t even light a candle with magic,” I said, frowning. “What other evidence do you need?”

      “I would wager that before this morning, you had no notion that lighting a candle with magic was even possible. You thought magic was a fairy tale—a foolish myth. Am I right?” she demanded.

      “Well…yes.” I nodded uncertainly. “But that doesn’t change the fact that every other student in your class was able to do it and I couldn’t—and all of them are younger than I am.”

      “Some of the greatest practitioners of our art are late in coming to their power,” she said mysteriously. “Don’t give up on yourself so easily, Miss Latimer. Keep coming to class and keep taking notes. Even if the incantations we practice here do not work for you right away, they may stand you in good stead in the future.”

      I didn’t know what to say to this. It seemed like a waste of both time and effort—like trying to get blood out of a stone. If I didn’t have magic in me, it wasn’t like I could somehow create it. It struck me that magical power was a little bit like having perfect pitch—either you had it or you didn’t and you couldn’t somehow learn it, no matter how hard you tried.

      But Ms. Yasmeen’s eyes were burning into me and somehow I couldn’t tell her no.

      “All right,” I mumbled at last. “I…I’d better go. I’ll be late for my last class.”

      “I will see you tomorrow then,” she said nodding. “Blessed Be.”

      “Blessed Be,” I muttered, feeling like a fraud, and then I fled.
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      Running down the hallway, I fumbled in my bag and came up with my crumpled schedule again. Because I had a late lunch period, I had finished almost all my classes for the day. There was only one left but I couldn’t read it because the ink was smudged. I was, however, able to make out the room number—it was located in the hallway between the North and East towers, almost exactly across the campus—or rather, castle—from the Elementary Casting classroom.

      I had spent too much time talking to Ms. Yasmeen and I hurried down the corridors as fast as I could. Even so, I heard the second bell chime and knew I was late before I finally skidded to a stop in front of the plain wooden door.

      Great—I didn’t even know what class it was and I was late for it. Trying to be quiet, I eased open the door and stepped into the classroom—only to find that all eyes were on me.

      “Now is probably a good time, class, to let you know that I will not tolerate tardiness,” the teacher—a plump woman in her forties with black hair pulled back into a neat ponytail—proclaimed. She was wearing a hairnet and an apron and glaring at me as though I had just offered her a mortal insult.

      I thought about trying to excuse myself by saying that I had been talking to my last period teacher but I sensed that wasn’t going to fly here. Instead, I ducked my head and murmured, “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      “No, it won’t,” the teacher remarked crisply. “And to be sure it doesn’t, you will be staying after class to clean everyone’s dirty dishes and pans.”

      “Dirty dishes and pans?” My head jerked up and I looked around, realizing that a row of ovens lined one side of the classroom and instead of desks there were tables, all fitted out with mixing bowls and baking pans, as well as other baking paraphernalia.

      What in the world? I wondered, looking around. What kind of class was this?

      “Please take a seat,” the teacher said, pointing to an empty chair at one of the tables in the back. “And for those of you who were on time, thank you for coming and welcome to Home Economics.”
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      Home Ec. I can’t believe that bitchy secretary actually put me in Home Ec! How dare she stick me in this stupid class when there are a million other more important things I could be taking?

      Chemistry, for instance. Or even that History of Local Magic class that Ms. Yasmeen had recommended. Anything but Home Ec which would look abysmal on my college applications and made me feel like a girl whose only ambition was to grow up, settle down behind a white picket fence, and pump out 2.5 kids.

      I fumed as I sat at my table, only halfway listening as the teacher—Mrs. Hornsby—instructed us in today’s assignment, which turned out to be making chocolate chip cookies. I was going to go get this changed, I vowed to myself. I was not going to allow myself to be railroaded into not one but two bad classes that I would have to put up with all year long!

      Then I heard whispering coming from the front of the room and my name—Latimer—spoken in a distinctly unfriendly tone. Looking up, I saw three familiar faces and my heart sank down to my shoes.

      Nancy Rattcliff and the two other girls who made up the “Weird Sisters” were sitting at the front of the class, looking back at me. Nancy had a malevolent gleam in her dark eyes.

      Inwardly, I groaned. How could I have missed them before? It must have been because I was focused on the teacher while she was dressing me down for being tardy. But honestly, how bad could my luck get? First I had been put into the very last class I wanted and then it turned out to contain a girl who had for some reason decided I was her mortal enemy.

      Now I had twice as many reasons to want to get out of Home Ec. I thought about raising my hand and asking to be excused so I could go straight back to the office and get the school secretary to change my schedule. But then I remembered I was already on the hook to clean the entire class’s mixing bowls and baking pans. And Mrs. Hornsby was definitely a hard-ass—there was no way she was going to let me go anywhere until I had completed my punishment.

      With a sigh, I decided to keep my head down and hope I could just get through class without too much trouble. After all, I was seated at a table in the very back of the room and Nancy and her cohorts were at the very front. It shouldn’t be hard to avoid them and keep my nose clean until the end of class—right?

      Wrong. Oh, so very, very wrong.
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      I had made chocolate chip cookies from scratch before—many times with my mom. In fact, one of the reasons I felt like I didn’t need Home Ec was the fact that she had helped me become a fairly decent cook—it was one of the things we did together—one of the things I missed about her so badly.

      It had been several years now, since I had baked any cookies—doing it by myself reminded me of her too much and made me sad. But it should be like riding a bicycle, right? One of those things you never forget?

      Wrong.

      I measured the ingredients, whipped the butter and eggs and sugar and vanilla together, added the flour and the baking soda after carefully sifting them, and lastly, the chocolate chips. I won’t say I didn’t steal a few—after the day I’d been having, I needed a chocolate boost. I tasted the cookie dough too—strictly for quality control purposes, of course. It was just the way I remembered it being when I cooked with my mom—sweet and buttery and just a little bit salty which only added to the delicious flavor as a whole.

      It was really good. Well, at least I hadn’t lost my touch. My mom would have been proud.

      Just as I had my cookie dough all ready to go, one of Nancy’s Weird Sisters walked up to me. I didn’t know their names but I thought of them as Weird Sister One and Weird Sister Two.

      This was WS One and she had long blonde hair and cat-green eyes which she cut at me as she walked right by my table.

      Instinctively, I put a hand over the bowl of cookie dough and straightened up, ready for an attack. But WS One only muttered something under her breath and flipped her hair in my direction before sauntering back to Nancy and WS Two, who had curly brown hair and brown eyes to match.

      I watched her go and saw the three of them giggling together, casting glances over their shoulders at me from time to time, making it clear I was the butt of their joke.

      I straightened my shoulders and lifted my chin. Why should I care what they thought? After all, Nancy was the one who’d had to eat floor-food for lunch—not me. I refused to let her stupid giggling intimidate me.

      Keeping my spine straight, I bent to my task of putting rounded tablespoons of cookie dough onto my baking sheet. I made certain they had enough room between them to spread when they baked and then chose an oven at random, making certain it was preheated to the right temperature, just like the recipe we were following specified.

      Then I set my timer and waited…and waited and waited and waited.

      The first time the timer went off, I went to check and found that my cookies were still almost raw, which made no sense. Thinking that the oven I had chosen must be broken, I slid my pan into another one, right beside it, and set the timer again.

      Again, the cookies were undercooked—just barely getting done around the edges while the insides were still soupy and raw.

      Okay. Taking my pan, I switched ovens again. This time I picked an oven that another girl was just pulling her pan of cookies out of. The cookies she had baked looked perfectly done—golden brown and delicious with a smell that would make even the most dedicated dieter decide to cheat.

      Thinking this had to be the right oven for me, I slid my pan of underdone cookies in a third time, making certain to check the temperature the oven was set on. Everything was in order so I set my timer again—this time for only five minutes, since the baking process had at least begun and I didn’t want my cookies getting overdone. There is nothing worse than overdone chocolate chip cookies.

      Except for burned ones.

      When my timer went off for the third time and I went back to check my cookies, I saw with horror, that tendrils of smoke were seeping out around the edges of the oven door.

      Grabbing a silicone glove, I yanked open the oven door, only to be choked by billowing clouds of black smoke which promptly filled the classroom and caused a fire alarm to start blaring somewhere in the corner.

      “Miss Latimer! What did you do?” Mrs. Hornsby was suddenly at my side, waving wildly at the clouds of smoke and coughing along with the rest of the class.

      “I…I don’t know,” I exclaimed, horrified. “I followed the instructions—I don’t know how they could have burned so quickly!”

      “This is a mess!” Mrs. Hornsby’s face was red with anger. “Miss Jacobs,” she called to one of the other students. “Run to the office and tell them to turn off the fire alarm and let them know there is no need to evacuate the entire castle. Run now—hurry!”

      Miss Jacobs—a small blonde girl with wide eyes and a nervous way of twitching her nose like a rabbit—took off as fast as she could go, scampering out of the classroom and down the hall as though the devil himself was chasing her.

      “Take that out! Take it out and put it in the sink!” Mrs. Hornsby was shouting at me over the sound of the still-blaring fire alarm and pointing to my tray of cookies, which looked like blackened lumps of charcoal.

      Quickly, I did as she said, dousing the smoking cookies with cold water until they stopped smoking. Just as I was finished, the alarm finally cut off. Shortly after that, Miss Jacobs came back and ran up to Mrs. Hornsby.

      “The alarm was cancelled, Mrs. Hornsby,” she said, unnecessarily since we could all hear that the blaring sound had stopped.

      “Yes. Thank you.” The teacher nodded irritably. “You may go back to your seat.”

      Meekly, Miss Jacobs withdrew as the other students started opening the windows and airing out the room on the side of the stone wall which showed the moat around the castle. I started to go back to my seat as well but Mrs. Hornsby stopped me with a look that would have frozen liquid magma.

      “You can stay where you are, Miss Latimer,” she said darkly. “You’d better get started on those bowls and pans while I grade the other girls’ cookies.”

      “Is the grade based on the cookies, then?” I asked, my heart sinking. I guess I’d been hoping she would at least give some points for participation but the Home Ec teacher only glared at me.

      “It absolutely is,” she snapped. “And since you did your very best to turn yours into a burnt offering and I have no intention of eating charcoal, you will be getting an F for today.”

      “What?” I exclaimed. “But Mrs. Hornsby, please! I honestly was watching my cookies. I followed all the directions—I don’t understand why they burned!”

      “An F for today,” she repeated, giving me a look that said I’d better shut up. “And an F for tomorrow if you don’t watch your mouth, Miss Latimer. I do not like excuses—I only want to see results.”

      Then she swept away and began tasting one cookie from each of the students, making comments and judgments on the different textures and flavors while I watched helplessly.

      She was clearly very hard to please and I saw several students slump when she gave them a C or even a D, in the case of one undercooked and too-doughy cookie.

      “Are you trying to give me salmonella, Miss Eversham?” she exclaimed, not even putting the cookie in her mouth. “Next time follow the baking directions better!”

      However, when she got to Nancy and her friends, who had been working together as a group, she seemed to be completely enchanted with their cookies.

      “Perfect!” she declared rapturously, finishing one and reaching for a second and then a third. “Light and crispy on the outside with just enough chew in the center. And I love the way you added extra chocolate chips on top, girls. An A plus for all of you today—keep up the good work!”

      I couldn’t help feeling envious—and suspicious—as I watched this play out in front of me. From where I was standing, Nancy’s cookies didn’t look any better or worse than anyone else’s. Yet Mrs. Hornsby acted like she was eating the nectar of the gods when she tasted them.

      Was something going on?

      If it was, I certainly couldn’t figure it out. The other students stacked their dirty pans and bowls and mixer paddles in a towering pile beside the sink as I scrubbed. At the end of class, I was still scrubbing. As everyone filed out, Nancy turned and blew me a kiss from her too-large lips.

      “See you tomorrow, Charity Case,” she sang sweetly and the two other Weird Sisters giggled loudly as they all passed me.

      I gritted my teeth and kept scrubbing, wishing I could roll up the sleeves of my blouse to keep them from getting wet. But of course, I couldn’t risk anyone seeing the scars marching up the insides of my arms so I kept them buttoned at the wrists and tried (unsuccessfully) to stay dry.

      At last only Mrs. Hornsby was left and since she seemed to have cooled down a little, I thought it might be a good time to talk to her.

      “Mrs. Hornsby?” I ventured as she gathered her things and prepared to leave.

      “Hmm?” She looked up at me, an unfriendly scowl on her face. Wow, she hated me now—I really had to get out of her class before it dragged down my entire GPA!

      It was this thought that gave me the nerve to continue, despite her foreboding expression.

      “Mrs. Hornsby,” I said again, as humbly as I could. “I was thinking that maybe this isn’t the right class for me. I mean after today, I’m sure you would agree I’m not cut out for Home Ec. I was thinking of maybe switching to something else—maybe History of Local Magic? Ms. Yasmeen recommended that to me especially and I thought—”

      “Don’t you dare!” Mrs. Hornsby’s eyes were suddenly flashing.

      “Um…what?” I said, uncertain why she was so angry.

      “I forbid it!” she exclaimed. “You may not abandon my class. You will stay and see it through.”

      “But…” I found myself tongue-tied by her vehemence. “But why?” I finally managed to get out.

      She stabbed a finger at me.

      “Because I have never seen anyone so desperately in need of the skills we teach in Home Economics in my life, Miss Latimer. Therefore, you will stay and I will teach you to cook if it kills me. Which it very well may,” she added, glaring.

      “Honestly, I used to cook and bake with my mom all the time,” I protested. “I’m usually a very good cook. I think something must have been wrong with the oven. I—“

      “Stop.” She cut me off, one hand raised imperiously. “What did I tell you about excuses in my classroom?”

      “You said you don’t like them,” I dutifully repeated.

      “Good. And what do I like instead?”

      “Results,” I said flatly.

      “That’s right. Show me some results, Miss Latimer, and we’ll get along just fine. But if you fail to follow the recipe again, there will be trouble. Now—finish washing those dishes, dry them, and put them neatly away on the racks before you go. If you hurry, you might be able to make the last part of dinner. I’ll see you tomorrow, hopefully with much better results.”

      Then she swept out of the room like a ship in full sail, taking my hopes of switching to another last period class with her.
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      I missed dinner.

      I don’t know if Nancy and the Weird Sisters had anything to do with it, but I swear, some of the pans I had to scrub would not come clean. I would think I had gotten all of the cookie residue off the metal and then I would look again and see that no, I hadn’t and in fact, it was dirty all over again!

      After Mrs. Hornsby’s lecture, I didn’t dare leave a single pan anything less than sparkling so I was at the task hours before I finally got finished. After drying everything and putting it away, I trudged out of the Home Ec classroom and made my way down the halls, which were now strangely deserted.

      Since my class schedule said dinner was at five o’clock and my watch said it was seven, I didn’t expect to get anything to eat. The fish and salad I’d had for lunch seemed a very long time ago and my stomach rumbled unhappily as I trudged along.

      I realized, as I went, that I didn’t even know where my dorm—the Norm Dorm, as Emma and Kaitlyn had called it—was located. My class schedule simply listed my dormitory as “The Dungeon.” But where was the dungeon, exactly?

      As I wandered around, looking for someone to ask in the deserted hallways (I figured all the groups of Others must have gone to their own dorms in the towers) I reviewed my day.

      I had made a serious enemy in Nancy Rattcliff and possibly Sanchez as well, through no fault of my own. I had proven I was nothing but a Null who couldn’t even light a candle—an act of magic even girls years younger than me could manage easily. I had tried and failed to get myself into AP English and tried and failed twice to get myself out of classes I wasn’t suited for at all. Added to all that, my shoulders ached and throbbed from all the scrubbing I’d been forced to do and my stomach was painfully empty.

      It was turning out to be a really crappy first day at my new school.

      Not that there weren’t bright spots, I thought, as I found myself abruptly in a small hallway that dead-ended into a single door. Emma and Kaitlyn and Avery were all great and I liked them a lot. But were the three of them enough to keep me here, at a place I so obviously didn’t belong?

      Don’t forget about Griffin, whispered a small voice in the back of my head.

      At the very thought of the tall Nocturne, the key around my neck began to throb.

      “Stop it,” I muttered to the damn thing, putting up a hand to still it. It was strange—when the key had first refused to come off, I’d been frightened of it and angry with it—wanting to get it off any way I could. But here in the strange new world of Nocturne Academy, the key had become—if not a friend—at least a kind of confidant. A fellow inmate in the bizarre old castle which housed supernatural beings and taught magic right alongside more banal classes like English Lit and Phys Ed.

      But the key hadn’t been throbbing just at the thought of Griffin. As I turned to leave the strange, short hallway I found myself in—which really shouldn’t have been there, given the layout of the castle—I found myself face to face with the boy I had been thinking of.

      Griffin stood there, looming over me like a specter in the gloom. In the dark hallway, his pale lightning and pitch eyes seemed to glow with a silver luminescence.

      “Well, well—and what are you doing here, little witch?” His voice was mild but his eyes were angry, black brows pulled down low over his vivid eyes.

      “I…I was…” I tried to talk but found that I couldn’t say a word. The key between my breasts was throbbing and burning like a live coal. Though I knew from looking earlier that it wasn’t really scorching my skin, it felt like it was burning a hole straight through me—as though it was trying to make a path to my heart.

      This wasn’t the cool, handsome, sarcastic boy who had escorted me to English today, I thought. This was a different Griffin than I had seen before. Somehow the night had changed him …turned him into his true self. And his true self was a Nocturne.

      Otherwise known as a vampire, whispered a panicked little voice in my head. As in, he drinks blood.

      I suddenly remembered his flat, drawling voice when he’d been talking about our assignment to read Dracula that morning.

      “He’s not after Lucy to offer her his eternal, undying love and devotion,” he had said. “He wants her for her blood. He wants to drink her dry—an ocean of blood wouldn’t have satisfied his thirst.”

      Was he thirsty now? I just didn’t know.

      For a long breathless moment, Griffin just stared at me. He didn’t touch me but he was so close I could feel him—feel his physical presence against my skin like a field of static electricity. It made all the short, fine hairs on my arms stand up and I felt as though my entire body had suddenly been charged, like a battery hooked up to a power source.

      Then he stepped deliberately around me and headed for the door at the end of the hall, moving as silently as a shadow. He pushed it open noiselessly and I saw that it led to the outside.

      A warm breath of humid Florida night air breathed through the hallway like the exhalation from a giant mouth. On it, I caught the scent of orange trees mixed with the flat, wet scent of the lake that surrounded the castle.

      And running through it all was Griffin’s own scent—a cold, clean, somehow completely masculine aroma that flooded my senses and made the key throb even harder.

      Stop him! it seemed to be crying—I swore I could almost hear its voice in my mind. Stop him—he’s getting away!

      Maybe that was what made me speak—what made me call out to him, though every instinct I had told me I should stay silent and let him pass. Griffin was a predator—seeing him in the darkness like this, I knew it to my bones. He was a killer and his kind preyed on mine. I had the feeling of a rabbit calling back a hawk that had wheeled by overhead or an antelope calling out to a lion.

      But still I spoke.

      “You’re wrong, you know,” I called to his back, when he was already halfway out the door.

      Griffin turned, his eyes gleaming silver in the dim moonlight spilling in through the half open door. He seemed to deliberate for a moment—almost to struggle with himself—and then he let the door close and came striding back to stand in front of me, even closer than before.

      “Wrong about what, little witch?” he murmured in that cool, silky voice of his. The voice a snake might use before it struck.

      “I…I’m not a witch,” I told him, lifting my chin and meeting his eyes, though he radiated danger the way another male might radiate body heat.

      “Oh no? Then what are you, Megan Latimer?” he drawled, putting emphasis on my last name.

      “I’m just a Null,” I went on doggedly. “I can’t even light a candle with magic. I don’t have any magic—I don’t belong here.”

      “Yet, here you are. Putting yourself in harm’s way. Why?”

      He reached out and gently—oh so gently—stroked one long, cool finger down my hot cheek. The key jumped at his touch and so did my heart. I was beginning to feel like I couldn’t get a deep enough breath.

      “I…I don’t know,” I whispered. And then—either daringly or stupidly added—“Are you the harm you’re talking about?”

      “Maybe.”

      His fangs had grown as he talked—I could see them glimmering when his lips moved, long and curving just under his lush upper lip. He tilted my chin up, holding my eyes with his own and leaned over me. For a moment, I thought he was going to kiss me or maybe bite me and indeed, I felt his cool breath against my lips, though his mouth never touched mine.

      “You should stay away from me, Megan Latimer,” he murmured. “Far…far away, little witch. Don’t you know our kinds don’t mix?”

      “They don’t? Why…why not?” I asked breathlessly.

      “Do you really have to ask?” he said, his voice as silky and seductive as dark chocolate.

      Poisoned chocolate, I thought, feeling strangely drugged. One bite would kill you but it would taste so good and feel so smooth going down.

      It was then that I knew what his bite would be like. What it would feel like to surrender and feel his fangs sink deep in my throat. A pain so sweet you could die of it.

      My flight or fight response had kicked in, but in a most peculiar way. My brain was screaming that I ought to run—run as far and as fast as I could to get away from him. But my body wanted only to get closer—to feel those lean, muscular arms wrapped around me, pulling me close to his broad chest. He radiated coolness the way a human male would radiate heat. It was like standing next to an iceberg and yet I only wanted to get closer.

      But when I stepped towards him, Griffin stepped abruptly back.

      “No!” he muttered and I had the sense he was talking more to himself than to me. “No, I can’t.”

      “Griffin?” My stupid body took another step towards him. Honestly, did I want to be hurt or killed? Or maybe the right word was exsanguinated. Wasn’t that the term for when a body was drained of all blood?

      “Stay away from me, Megan Latimer.” His eyes flashed like lightning in the dim hallway. “It’s easier for me and safer for you.”

      I shook my head.

      “I don’t…don’t understand.”

      “Of course you don’t. You really are ignorant of all this, aren’t you?” He shook his head incredulously. “When I first saw you this morning, I didn’t believe it—I thought it was an act. But no witch would knowingly put herself in such a dangerous position with a Nocturne. Not unless you have a hell of a lot more power than you’re showing.”

      “I don’t have any power,” I protested again.

      He gave a low, mirthless chuckle.

      “You can lie to yourself, little witch, but you can’t lie to me.”

      “But—” I began but he turned and headed for the door. He opened it again, letting in another gust of humid night air. He was halfway out before he turned his head back to give me one more glimpse of his perfect face—still set in a strange mixture of anger and something else. Hunger? Desire? A little of both? I didn’t know.

      “Stay away,” he said again—almost growled. Then he was gone, allowing the door to slap shut behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The echo of the door slam seemed to wake me from some kind of trance. I jumped and blinked, feeling a little like a mouse that has escaped the cat. My heart was still hammering in my chest and the key around my throat was jerking—almost tugging me towards the door that Griffin had disappeared through.

      After him—go after him! it seemed to be shouting…almost pleading.

      “No,” I told it, speaking aloud as I put my hand over it to quiet it. I had a sense that I had barely escaped. I’d be a fool to call him back again or go after him.

      And yet, that was what my foolish body, as well as the key, wanted me to do. Why did I feel so drawn to the tall, foreboding Nocturne? Did I have a death wish?

      My legs felt shaky and weak, like spaghetti, as I forced myself to turn away from the dark hallway and go back to one of the broader main thoroughfares of the school.

      That had been close—too close.

      But close to what?

      I felt like I had more questions than answers as I wandered blindly until somehow I found myself inside the cavernous Dining Hall again.

      I stood there in the deserted dimness—clearly there was no point in lighting such a huge space when nobody was in it—and wondered why I was there. Oh right—the dungeon—I was looking for the dungeon. I had been meaning to find someone and ask them the way before I had run into Griffin and acted like some kind of a masochistic rabbit that wanted to be eaten by the fox…

      This is stupid. I’m not going to find anything in here.

      I turned to go but just as I did, I heard someone calling my name.

      “Megan? Megan is that you?”

      Turning, I stared into the gloom of the Dining Hall—someone was calling me—a familiar voice. But who? The voice was female, anyway, so at least I knew it wasn’t Griffin, whose voice was deep and silky and completely masculine.

      “Megan, down here!” the voice called again.

      I walked cautiously deeper into the Hall and then I saw something really weird.

      It was Emma who was calling me but she was calling me from the floor and all I could see was her head.

      “Oh my God,” I whispered, feeling sick. Had someone beheaded her and now her ghost had come to haunt me? The idea would have seemed ridiculous only a day ago but after everything I had seen and experienced my first day at Nocturne Academy, anything seemed possible.

      “Emma?” I whispered, taking a step closer even though I really didn’t want to. “Is that you? Did someone hurt you? Do you…” I swallowed hard. “Are you here asking me to avenge you?”

      It was the only reason I could think of that her ghost—or rather the ghost of her head—would suddenly appear to me like this, calling my name.

      “What? What are you talking about?” the head demanded. And then suddenly it was more than a head. Emma’s neck and shoulders emerged from the floor, followed by the rest of her torso. She was dressed in a nightdress and a comfy looking furry pink bathrobe belted at the waist. And as the rest of her came into view, I saw that she was wearing fuzzy pink bunny slippers with long, floppy ears to match

      Definitely not ghostly attire.

      “Whew!” I put a hand to my heart, which was thudding like a jackhammer, though the key had finally quieted down. “I thought you were a ghost for a minute! Where did you come from?”

      “From the dungeon, of course,” she said, frowning. “And why would you think I was a ghost?”

      “Well, I mean all I could see was your head and it’s so gloomy and dark in here and after everything I’ve seen today I just thought—”

      “You thought I had been killed horribly and my disembodied ghost head was asking you to avenge me?” Emma put a hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle.

      “Well, I’ve had a really crazy day,” I pointed out a little defensively. “At this point, anything seems possible.”

      “I get it,” she said kindly. “My first day here was pretty overwhelming too. But still…a ghost? Avery’s going to die laughing!” She giggled again.

      I found myself laughing along with her—more in relief than because I found it genuinely funny. I felt light all over. My body was reacting as though I’d just had a narrow escape—a brush with danger—and I found that the laughter coming out of my mouth was ever so slightly hysterical. It might have been because I was glad I’d been wrong about Emma being a ghost…or maybe it had something to do with my encounter with Griffin.

      “I didn’t know the entrance to the dungeon was located in the Dining Hall,” I finally managed to say. “I’ve been wandering around forever trying to find it. I even ran into—”

      I stopped abruptly and put a hand to my throat. The black, fine-link chain the key was on had tightened all at once, cutting off my air. Clearly the key didn’t want me to talk about Griffin, though I couldn’t understand why.

      All right, all right! I thought at it angrily. I’ll keep my mouth shut—just let me breathe!

      “You ran into who?” Emma was looking at me curiously.

      I shook my head.

      “Nobody.” My voice came out sounding rather choked but at least the chain had loosened enough for me to breathe again. Though I could still feel the key drawn up into the hollow of my throat instead of dangling between my breasts as it usually did.

      Like some kind of Mob enforcer waiting to garrote a witness if they spilled the beans.

      And to think I had been imagining it as a friend or even a harmless little pet! This pet could kill me as easily as Griffin could have, I reminded myself. And it clearly had its own agenda.

      I needed to be careful who—and what—I trusted.

      “Nobody,” I said again. “I was just looking all over for the, uh—what did you call it? The Norm Dorm?”

      “Yeah.” Emma smiled at me happily. “It’s this way. Look.”

      She pointed and I saw that she had come from a square hole cut into the flagstone floor. It was located in the far corner of the Dining Hall, where no tables were set up, and there was a wooden trapdoor with a rug fixed to it which obviously covered it when the door was shut.

      Looking into the hole, I saw a winding spiral staircase leading downward. Far below, was a warm, flickering golden light that made me think of a fire burning in a fireplace.

      “Come on down,” Emma offered. “You look tired. We missed you at dinner—where have you been?”

      “It’s a long, long story,” I mumbled as I started down the spiral staircase. Emma came after me, being careful to pull the trapdoor shut behind me. I heard the soft thump as the attached rug settled into place and I was certain that no one who didn’t already know it was there could find the dungeon at all.

      As I descended, I had the strangest feeling that somehow I was coming home. I just wished I could talk to my new friends about what had just happened with Griffin—but clearly the key wouldn’t allow that.

      Well, maybe I could find some way around the key, I thought. Some other way to find information about the mysterious Nocturne.

      There was nothing I could do but try…
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      “It’s not nearly as fancy as the Others’ dorms in the towers,” Emma told me. “But it’s cozy and it’s all ours. There aren’t many Norms attending this year and besides Kaitlyn and me, the ones who are, are all boarding off campus, so Kaitlyn and Avery and I all pretty much have the run of the place.”

      I looked around appreciatively at the small space. When I had heard I was going to be staying in a dungeon, an image of vast, dark, echoing chambers filled with torture devices, rusty chains, and horrible mysterious stains on the floors had immediately sprung to mind.

      Instead, the space that housed the “Norm Dorm” appeared to be divided into many smaller rooms, with the largest central chamber being here in the middle.

      There was a hint of chill in the air, despite the warm Florida night outside—probably because we were underground and the room was built of the same thick gray stone that made up the rest of the castle. But the large fireplace set into the far wall had a roaring blaze that offset the chill nicely. In fact, the flickering flames and the slight chill and damp in the air reminded me nostalgically of my old home in Seattle.

      My mom used to love to have a fire burning in the fireplace on damp, rainy days—which was most of them. Though of course, our tiny gas fireplace was nothing to the huge hearth I saw here. It was big enough to roast a whole pig in.

      Which was what Avery was apparently intent on doing. At least, he was kneeling on the hearth and turning what appeared to be a large chunk of meat on a spit. I stared harder, making sure I wasn’t mistaken. Yes, it was an honest-to-God spit. I had never seen anyone cook anything on a spit except in movies about camping or Medieval times.

      But the archaic cooking style didn’t matter—the smell coming from it was mouthwatering and I heard my stomach gurgle in response.

      Emma laughed. “Wow, that was loud.”

      “Oh my God!” I exclaimed, putting a hand to my midsection. “I’m so sorry—I’m just so hungry. What is he cooking?”

      “Just a little something I liberated from the kitchen,” Avery said, getting up and dusting off the knees of his immaculate looking blue pajamas. “It’s a pork loin, actually. I purloined a loin.” He grinned at me charmingly. “Just for you, newbie. You’re lucky—I don’t kill the fatted calf for just anyone, you know. Or the fatted pig in this case.”

      He, like Emma, was wearing a robe, though his looked more like one of those old-fashioned smoking jackets you saw in old movies. It was maroon with wide black satin lapels and pockets in the front big enough to hold a pipe or three. It should have looked silly but with his sleek blonde hair and debonair air, Avery made it seem fashionably retro. He was wearing leather slippers too that completed the look.

      “Don’t listen to Avery—he didn’t raid the kitchen just for you. Dinner was awful tonight,” Kaitlyn’s soft voice said from behind me.

      I turned and saw she was sitting, curled up with a book, on a soft-looking dark blue couch that sat facing the fireplace. There was another couch perpendicular to it, forming a kind of L shape with the first one. Across from the second couch, were two large, overstuffed leather chairs which had seen better days. Their stuffing was coming out and the leather was bald in some places but they still looked extremely comfortable.

      “This is amazing!” I said, turning around in a circle to take in the full effect. “I’m so glad I’m down here with you guys instead of up in the South Tower with the Sisters!”

      “More trouble with the Bitches of Eastwick?” Avery asked sympathetically.

      I nodded. “You have no idea.”

      “You can tell us over second dinner,” Emma said, smiling.

      “It smells like it’s going to be way better than first dinner,” Kaitlyn remarked, smiling. “But then, Avery’s cooking is always good. He’s so domestic.”

      “Why, thank you, girls.” Avery smiled self-deprecatingly. “I’ll make some lucky man a wonderful wife some day,” he said, putting a hand to his heart and fluttering his eyelashes dramatically.

      “Come on and get into your jammy-britch,” Emma said, beckoning to me. “You can’t eat second dinner in your uniform!”

      “Uh…jammy-britch?” I asked uncertainly.

      “It’s what we call pajamas around here.” Kaitlyn gestured to her own soft blue robe and slippers. “It’s always chilly down here so you have to get all warm and comfy before you can relax.”

      “Which is really kind of nice, if you think about it,” Emma remarked. “I mean, I’m a native Floridian and before I came here, I never lived anywhere you could put on a robe and sit by the fire. It’s always too hot.”

      I had to agree with her there—Florida was terrible temperature-wise and the slightly chilly air in the dungeon made it feel like fall instead of eternal summer.

      I said so and Avery nodded eagerly.

      “Exactly! It’s kind of like The Chronicles of Narnia, only instead of the White Witch making it always Winter and never Christmas, someone made it always Summer and never Summer Break,” he remarked. “That’s Florida for you.”

      “I loved those books when I was a kid!” I exclaimed. “Did you read The Lord of the Rings?”

      “And The Silmarillion,” Avery said proudly. “Did you know Tolkien was an Other?”

      “Really?” I was surprised and curious. “What kind?”

      “Okay, okay—if we start talking books and authors we’ll be standing here until the roast burns and Megan will never get out of her uniform,” Emma remarked practically.

      “Jammy-britch time it is then,” I said, grinning at them. “Uh—if my things really did get delivered and I have jammy-britch to wear, that is.”

      “You do,” Emma said. “They put your stuff in our room. There was an extra bed in there and I guess they figured you’re rather stay with us than be all alone.”

      “But there are empty rooms on either side of us, if you’re rather have your own space,” Kaitlyn offered. “Though we’d be glad to have you,” she added shyly.

      “I’d much rather stay with you guys—if there’s really enough room,” I said honestly. As cozy as the common area seemed, I didn’t like the idea of sleeping in a room all by myself in the dark down in a dungeon.

      “Oh, that’s not a problem,” Emma said. “Come on—I’ll show you.”

      She led the way into one of the doors that lined the outer walls of the common area, to the right of the fireplace. It opened into a perfectly enormous stone chamber with three beds—two set on the far wall and one on the wall across from them. All three were twin-sized and each one had an old wooden wardrobe standing on one side of it and a nightstand with a lamp on the other.

      It wasn’t fancy but there were some threadbare oriental rugs on the cold stone floor to warm it up and the beds all had puffy comforters on them. The two beds on the far wall were obviously Emma and Kaitlyn’s.

      Emma had a pink flowered bedspread on her narrow bed and Kaitlyn had a blue patchwork quilt. There was a silver frame on her nightstand with a picture of a happy, smiling family—a tall father with golden hair and aqua blue eyes the same shade as Kaitlyn’s and a mother with dark eyes and dark chocolate skin tones. A much younger Kaitlyn was standing between them, laughing, showing her lovely face freely with her hair pulled back in braids.

      I wanted to ask more about the picture—about what had happened to Kaitlyn and the doting parents in the picture—but Emma was already pointing to the battered wooden wardrobe beside the third bed.

      “Your things are in there,” she said. “They’re pretty good about hanging everything up and folding whatever is foldable. One good thing about Nocturne Academy is that we don’t have to do our own laundry. You just put whatever is dirty into this chute…” She pulled open a drawer on the wall, revealing a large rectangular hole that led down into darkness. “And it falls down into the sub-basement where it gets laundered and brought automatically back to your own wardrobe.”

      “That is nice,” I remarked admiringly. I had never been a fan of doing laundry, though I had gotten pretty decent at doing mine and Dad’s after mom died—before he shuffled me off to Aunt Dellie, that was.

      The thought made me sad so I pushed it away and opened my wardrobe. Inside all my uniform skirts and blouses and my extra blazer were all hanging neatly from hangers on one side. The other side of the wardrobe was all drawers and I pulled one out to see a neat pile of fresh white underwear and bras. There were white knee socks too and, in another drawer, the white lacy nightgowns the receptionist had picked for me.

      “I’m going to feel like something out of a Jane Austen novel, wearing this,” I said, picking out one of the nightgowns and shaking it out. I noticed with approval that the lace at the gown’s neck and wrists was soft, handmade-type fabric—not scratchy and artificial-feeling. “It’s really nice. But I don’t think I have a robe to go with it.”

      “Are you sure?” Emma asked, frowning. “I thought a robe was standard issue for the Dungeon. Kaitlyn and I both got one. Look again.”

      “I don’t think—” I began but then something caught my eye. Hiding behind the spare blazer at the very back of the wardrobe was something green and fuzzy.

      “Oh look—a robe! And that color is going to look fabulous with your eyes,” Emma remarked approvingly. “Look and see if they sent you slippers too.”

      Sure enough, beside an extra pair of the heavy black Mary Janes and my tennis shoes, I saw a pair of green fuzzy slippers that exactly matched my new robe.

      “Perfect!” I exclaimed. I couldn’t help feeling excited. I loved the idea of getting into the clean white nightgown and warm, cuddly robe and having dinner by firelight with my new friends.

      I wanted to get changed at once but felt suddenly shy, remembering the white line of scars marching up and down my forearms and thighs.

      “Um…” I turned to Emma uncertainly. “Is there a bathroom where I can change?”

      “Right through here.” She walked over to a wooden door on the end wall and threw it open.

      Inside, I saw two rows of stalls—one row of three for showers and the other row of four for toilets—as well as a line of mirrors and sinks. At the far end was one huge claw-foot bathtub that looked almost deep enough to swim in.

      “Oh!” I exclaimed, drawn to the tub despite my urgent desire to change and get dinner.

      “Isn’t it great?” Emma asked, smiling. “Kaitlyn and I take turns for bath nights—she gets the odd days and I get the even days. I guess we can fit you into the schedule somewhere. Oh, and you can borrow my bubble bath if you want.”

      “Thanks—it looks perfect. I love bubble baths.” I would have wanted one right then but suddenly my stomach growled and I felt faint. “Ugh—I need to get changed and eat,” I exclaimed, putting a hand to my midsection. “I’m so hungry I’m about to keel over!”

      Emma laughed.

      “I think second dinner should be almost ready. Remember, just dump your dirty stuff in the laundry chute on your way out of the bedroom. It’ll appear back in your wardrobe by tomorrow night.”

      “Okay,” I said and frowned. “But…how will they know it’s mine? I mean, I don’t have my name or initials or anything written on the tags. I needed a laundry marker—so I could mark my name on my things, just the way my mom used to do before she sent me off for summer camp for two weeks every summer when I was a kid.

      But Emma was shaking her head.

      “Oh, don’t worry about that. Your things are magically marked—they’ll always come back to you, no matter where you leave them on the school grounds. Only if you want them to be clean when they come back, you need to send them down the laundry chute.”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I thanked her and she smiled and closed the bathroom door, giving me privacy to change. I shrugged out of my uniform, leaving it in a heap on the floor since it was going to get washed anyway, and pulled on the soft white cotton nightgown. Sure enough, when I looked in the bank of mirrors, I felt like a Jane Austen heroine getting ready for bed. The soft lace of the gown came up to my throat, hiding the black key necklace and the sleeves came all the way down and covered the scars on my arms.

      The dark green robe was a perfect fit too, wrapping around my waist with a long sash. The color made my hair sparkle with auburn and red highlights and brought out my gray-green eyes to perfection. I wondered if the receptionist herself had picked it out or if some benign magic had designated it just for me. Who or whatever had chosen it for me, I was grateful. It felt and looked wonderful and the slippers that matched it fit me to a T and made my cold toes toasty warm.

      After the long, strange day I’d had, I had a feeling things were finally looking up. And I wanted to get some answers to many of my questions during dinner…if I could ask in a way that wouldn’t make the black key necklace try to strangle me, that was.

      “You behave,” I murmured to it, cupping the tiny lump in my hand, where it lay under the pristine white nightgown. “I won’t give away your secret but I need to find some things out if we’re ever going to make sense of all this.”

      I felt a reluctant kind of agreement coming from it. Was I crazy to think it was a living, sentient being that I could actually communicate with? It certainly hadn’t seemed so when I had put it on and then couldn’t take it off in the flea market. But things had changed from the moment I first stepped foot in Nocturne Academy. Not just a few things either—everything.

      I wondered what else would change…and what I would find out in the hours to come…
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      “Oh, you look snug as a bug in a rug!” Kaitlyn exclaimed, smiling behind her long curtain of hair as I emerged from the bedroom. “That color looks great on you.”

      “Thanks.” I twirled once to show off my dark green robe. Jammy-britch fashion show. “I feel pretty snug—and pretty hungry too,” I admitted, looking hopefully at Avery. “Er…is it done?”

      “To a turn.” He came over and handed me a wooden tray with an elaborately decorated china plate and a linen napkin with my initials embroidered on it. But as gorgeous as the table setting was, the roasted pork loin and crispy little baby potatoes on the plate took most of my attention.

      “This looks amazing!” I exclaimed. “I didn’t know you made potatoes too.”

      “Well, I put them in the roasting pan under the spit—that way they get flavored with the drippings,” Avery remarked.

      “But…” I shook my head. “How did you learn to cook like this? I mean, I’ve never heard of anyone cooking with a spit unless they were camping out or living in the Middle Ages.”

      “Well, it wasn’t by choice, believe me,” Avery said dryly. “But modern things like microwaves don’t work here in the castle.”

      “Too much magical interference,” Kaitlyn explained, around a mouthful of potato. “That’s why cell phones don’t work half the time either.” She and Emma were already seated on either end of one of the couches with plates of their own, eating.

      “So…I had to make do with what we had down here. And since this is a dungeon what we have is a fireplace and a spit. Oh, and a roasting pan which I provided myself.” Avery grinned. “Which means we have lots of roasted meats and veggies—it’s kind of my specialty now.”

      “You must have decorated the dishes and napkins too,” I said admiringly as I settled on the second couch. “They’re gorgeous.”

      “Why thank you.” He got his own plate and sat in one of the overstuffed chairs opposite me. “It’s so nice to be appreciated!”

      “We appreciate you, Avery!” Emma and Kaitlyn chorused together.

      “You’re the best,” Kaitlyn added.

      “I am, aren’t I?” Avery preened a little and then took a bite of his pork. “Mmm—delicious if I say so myself.”

      He was right—the roast pork loin and crispy little potatoes were absolutely perfect. I was so hungry I wanted to gobble everything up but after a few bites I made myself slow down and take my time, savoring every delicious bite.

      We had bottled water to drink from Kaitlyn’s supply. “It’s important to stay hydrated,” she lectured us. Avery attempted to change the water into champagne to toast “our newest arrival” meaning me, but in this, he wasn’t very successful.

      “Transformation spells were never my thing,” he admitted as we sipped the weak, vaguely wine-flavored water which was still better than nothing.

      After we were finished, I was looking for a place to wash the dirty dishes but Avery simply did a housecleaning spell and all of them were suddenly spotless.

      “That’s amazing,” I said enviously as he stacked the sparkling china dishes, clean silverware, and snowy white napkins in a small wooden hutch that stood against the stone wall. “I wish I could do something like that.”

      “It’s not hard,” Avery said. “Actually, it’s one of the first spells I figured out on my own. I hate it when things aren’t tidy.”

      “Living with him is as good as having a maid,” Emma confided.

      “Although we had to ban him from our bedroom,” Kaitlyn put in. “He kept sneaking in and tidying up our areas when we weren’t looking. Once I had my notes for my History of Magic Class laid out on my bed in a certain order for a report I had to write—it took me hours to get them that way. And then Avery came in and did his little cleaning spell and—”

      “All right, I said I was sorry about that!” Avery said a bit peevishly. “How was I to know your method of studying involves messy stacks of paper strewn across your bed every which way? Honestly, I thought a hobo had moved into your room!”

      “How about some cookies for dessert?” Emma asked, diplomatically changing the subject. “I have some I brought from the I Scream You Scream Diner where I work. They’re a little stale but still pretty good.”

      “As long as they’re not chocolate chip,” I said with feeling. “Anything but chocolate chip.”

      “What do you have against chocolate chip?” Kaitlyn asked curiously. “Those are my favorite.”

      “They used to be mine too—until today,” I said.

      I gave them a quick run down of my cookie fiasco in Home Ec and the three of them listened sympathetically.

      “And I don’t know what happened,” I finished despondently. “One minute my cookies were practically raw and the next minute they were burnt to charcoal lumps and smoking up the entire classroom! Mrs. Hornsby was not happy with me. In fact, I think she might hate me now.”

      “I know what happened,” Avery said, leaning forward with his elbows on his knees. “Those bitch witches put an illusion spell on your cookies!”

      I frowned. “A what kind of spell now?”

      “They made the illusion that the cookies weren’t cooked,” Avery explained. “And the spell didn’t lapse until you had baked them three times and they were good and burned.”

      “They can do that?” I demanded. “Mask the sight and smell of the cookies so completely that I didn’t have a clue until it was too late?”

      He nodded. “Oh yes—absolutely. It’s strictly against the rules to do unsanctioned magic in Norm classes—well, any classes really but especially the Norm subjects because all the teachers there are Norms with no magical shields or defenses. But we already know that Nasty Nancy and her crew don’t mind breaking the rules.”

      “That’s the truth,” Emma muttered. “She really is a bitch.”

      “I think she was doing something to the teacher too,” I told Avery. “Nancy’s cookies didn’t look any better or worse than anyone else’s but the way Mrs. Hornsby raved about them, you would have thought they were from a gourmet bakery.”

      He nodded. “Oh yeah—she’s definitely cheating. You can get expelled for things like that, you know—people have before. Last year one of the Sisters didn’t feel like writing any of her English essays so she just started handing in blank pieces of spelled parchment. The Norm English teacher saw works of modern literature, of course and gave her straight As…until she got found out.”

      “How did she get caught?” I asked, curiously.

      “Oh, she was careless and made the magical ‘essays’ too good,” Avery explained. The poor Norm teacher was raving about them to the other faculty—she even wanted to send one in to enter some kind of prestigious writing contest. But when she tried to show off one of the essays, some of the Other Studies teachers saw they were blank.”

      “And what happened to the witch—er, the Sister—who did it?” I asked.

      “She got expelled,” Avery said seriously. “Headmistress Nightworthy doesn’t tolerate cheating.”

      “Well that’s it then!” Kaitlyn exclaimed. “Megan needs to report Nancy and her crew to the Headmistress and get them all expelled.”

      But Avery was shaking his head.

      “I’m afraid she’d have a hard time proving it with no evidence,” he said. “See, the Sister with the blank essays was sloppy—she left physical proof of her magic, which is in itself, a metaphysical act. But a simple little illusion spell won’t leave a trace.”

      “Well, what about the way she’s manipulating the teacher?” I demanded.

      Avery shook his head again.

      “If she was being obvious about it and not doing the work and getting the teacher to rave after showing her an empty plate where there were supposed to be cookies, maybe. But she and the other Weird Sister-bitches did make the cookies—Nancy probably just added a really subtle taste spell to make them seem better than they were. Kind of like magical MSG,” he explained. “Of course, those of us who know how to cook, don’t have to resort to such low tactics,” he added loftily.

      “So couldn’t you bring one of the cookies to Headmistress Nightworthy and tell her they were magically enhanced?” Emma asked.

      Avery snorted. “And how would you prove it? The Headmistress is a Nocturne—she’s not going to eat solid food. You might as well ask her to taste a plate of doggie droppings! Besides, separating the spell from the cookie to prove your point would be about as easy as getting real MSG out of a dish after you’d cooked it in. It just kind of dissolves in there and doesn’t leave any trace except the delicious flavor.”

      “And just like real MSG, it leaves you with a big headache afterwards,” I said glumly. “That was the effect it had on me, anyway.”

      “You can’t let those witches with a capital B treat you like this!” Avery exclaimed. “You have to fight back, Megan! I can teach you some defensive spells to start with, so they can’t mess with you again. And then we can work on some attack magic—nothing too obvious of course, since using magic on another student is technically against the Academy’s rules. But if you’re subtle enough—”

      “I really appreciate the offer,” I said, holding up a hand to stop him. “But I’m afraid you won’t be able to teach me any spells. I’m a Null—I mean, I really, truly am. I got conclusive proof of it today during my Elementary Casting class.”

      “Oh no—what happened?” Kaitlyn asked sympathetically. “Couldn’t you, uh, cast?”

      “Not even a little,” I said grimly. “Ms. Yasmeen was teaching us to call the Circle and I was the only one in the entire class who couldn’t even light a candle with magic.” I shook my head. “I just don’t think I have any in me.”

      “But you’re a Latimer,” Avery protested. “Are you telling us you’ve never done a single bit of magic before? Not even by accident?”

      For a moment the image of my mom in her hospital bed, her face sweating and gray with pain surfaced in my mind. I remembered the sharp bite of the razor against my flesh and the feeling of her agony pouring into me…and the way she had been at peace and pain-free for a little while afterwards.

      But no—that couldn’t be right, could it? After all, magic seemed to be all about manifesting things—making things appear or disappear or doing things by magical means instead of physical. I hadn’t heard anything yet about pain transference and I had never convinced myself completely that I really was the reason my mom had stopped having pain after I cut myself. Maybe it was just the medicines they were giving her at the hospital kicking in at odd times.

      Or maybe it really was you, whispered a little voice in my head. But it felt dangerous to talk about—felt like something I ought to keep to myself. After all, I liked Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn immensely and I already felt like I belonged with them in a way I never had with any other group of friends. But still…I had only just met them that day. We hadn’t even known each other twenty-four hours yet.

      I decided to keep what may or may not have happened with my mom to myself…at least for now.

      “No,” I said. “I guess I’m just not a magical person. I don’t have that, uh, core of magic inside me that Ms. Yasmeen was talking about.”

      “But I think you do.” Avery left his overstuffed chair and came to sit beside me on the couch. “Here—give me your hand,” he ordered, a bit bossily, holding out his own.

      I put my hand in his reluctantly and waited to feel something—anything at all.

      Avery held my hand for a long time, frowning before he finally let me go.

      “Well?” Emma demanded, leaning forward.

      “Did you feel any magic in her?” Kaitlyn asked.

      “It’s hard to say…” he said slowly. “Not really obvious, out-there magic. But she doesn’t feel like a Null or a Norm, either.”

      “You’re just trying to be nice,” I said, sighing. “I just don’t have it and that’s that.”

      He frowned at me. “Megan, you’re a Latimer.”

      “You keep saying that,” I protested. “But I don’t even know what it means!”

      “It means you’re a member of one of the first families—that you can trace your lineage back to one of the Elder Sisters. To the Elder Sister,” he told me. “Don’t you know that in her time, your ancestress, Corinne Latimer was the most powerful witch in the entire country? Maybe in the entire world?”

      I shook my head.

      “Honestly, I don’t know much of anything about my mom’s family. She once told me she had a falling out with them back when she was in college and that was why she moved to Seattle to get away from them. We didn’t even come back to Florida to go to my grandmother’s funeral.” I sighed. “I think the only person we kept in touch with on her side was my Aunt Dellie, who was her older sister. She’s who I live with now since my mom…” I swallowed hard. “Since she passed two years ago and my dad decided he had better things to do than be a single parent.”

      “I’m so sorry, Megan,” Kaitlyn said quietly. “That’s really tough.”

      I shrugged. “I survived. But the point is, I don’t know much about my mom’s family. Also, if all the Latimer witches are so powerful, then what happened to my Aunt Dellie? I mean, I love her and she was willing to take me in when my Dad opted out of the whole fatherhood thing, but she’s, uh, kind of kooky, you know? I mean, she teaches belly-dancing and herb lore and she wears these muumuus with kittens printed all over them and well…she strikes me as more of a free-spirited hippie love child than a great and powerful witch.”

      “Sometimes the magic skips a generation,” Avery said. “Or sometimes when there are two sisters born close together, the magic chooses one of them and leaves the other as a Null—or close to a Null. That’s what happened to my mom. My Aunt Gertrude is as powerful as they come—she’s even a member of the Windermere Coven and they only take the very best.”

      “So maybe your mother was the powerful one—the one with magic,” Emma suggested to me.

      I shook my head. “No way—I never saw my mom do anything at all out of the ordinary. Also…” My throat wanted to lock up but I forced myself to say it. “Also, she died of lung cancer. If she had some kind of wonderful, super-witch powers, don’t you think she would have cured herself?”

      “Maybe she couldn’t,” Avery said doubtfully. “Healing magic is considered to be the hardest magical discipline to master. It takes years and a really strong magical aptitude to even begin to be able to heal small things—let alone life-threatening injuries or illnesses.” He frowned. “I think your great-great grandmother Corinne was a Healer, actually.”

      “Well she clearly didn’t pass any of that down to my mom,” I said bitterly. “You know she wasn’t even a smoker? She hadn’t ever touched a cigarette in her life. And still she…” I broke off, shaking my head. It was still too hard to talk about.

      “We’re so sorry, Megan,” Emma said softly.

      “Losing someone you love is the worst.” Kaitlyn’s voice was so low I could barely hear it.

      “I’m sorry,” Avery said soberly. “I don’t have any answers about what happened to your mother, Megan. All I know is that magic—incredibly strong magic—runs in your family. Do you know when Corinne Latimer founded the Windermere Coven it was said they could even control the weather? I mean, in a big way—they once stopped a major hurricane in its tracks—caused it to dissipate on the spot. And that’s something down here in Florida!”

      “I thought you said only Warlocks could do that kind of magic?” I said, frowning.

      Avery lifted his eyebrows. “Making a hurricane dissipate and just…poof, go away?” He blew on his open palm as though to show the hurricane in question vanishing. “Not even the strongest warlock can manage that. You know a Category 5 hurricane can have the strength of twenty megaton bombs? And your Grandma Corinne and her coven got rid of one like that.” He snapped his fingers.

      “What else could Megan’s great-great-grandmother do?” Emma sounded awed.

      “Well, it was also said the Windermere coven at full strength could lay curses that would last for generations and make rules all the Others had to obey,” Avery said. “They’re the ones who cast the Edict, you know.”

      “The what?” I asked, frowning.

      “The Edict—the Law that Others of different species can’t mix,” Kaitlyn said. “It was in my History of Magic class,” she said, shrugging, when Emma and Avery gave her a surprised look.

      “Are you allowed to take magic classes—er, Other Studies—if you’re a Norm?” I asked.

      Emma nodded. “Oh sure, if you want to. Not the ones that require any kind of magical skill, of course—you’d just flunk out. But history courses and that kind of thing are okay for Norms to take.”

      “But aren’t they—the administration of the Academy, I mean—afraid you’ll run out and tell everything you learned?” I asked, frowning.

      Avery snorted. “Hardly. All the Norms who come here—teachers and students alike—have to agree to be bound by non-disclosure magic.”

      “Which means you basically can’t tell anything you’ve seen or learned here—or even the location of the Academy itself,” Kaitlyn put in.

      “Like anyone would believe you if you did,” Avery said dryly. “If you go running around shouting that there’s a magical Academy in the middle of an orange grove and it’s filled with witches and vampires and fairies and were-dragons, Norms are more likely to lock you up than listen to you.”

      Well, that was true, I had to concede. But I had other questions.

      “Why is Nocturne Academy located in the middle of an orange grove in Florida, anyway?” I asked curiously. “I would have thought a secret school for magical creatures would be someplace…I don’t know, more prestigious. More scenic. Like in upstate New York or in the mountains of Scotland—someplace like that.”

      “Two reasons, actually,” Avery said, ticking them off on his fingers. “First, it’s way easier to hide a big-ass magic Academy from the Norms in the middle of Podunk Florida than it would be someplace more interesting and scenic where you’d get tons of sight-seers. Second, lots of Others are cold-blooded and they like it warm. Nocturnes, for instance, are always chilly—just touch one and you’ll see what I mean.”

      “Um, okay,” I murmured, thinking of the coolness that seemed to radiate off Griffin’s lean, muscular frame when I got too near to him.

      “And the dragons that live inside the Drakes need warm weather too,” Kaitlyn said. “Some of them breathe fire but most are cold-blooded—like lizards or dinosaurs.” She shivered, as though the thought made her uncomfortable.

      “So that’s why Nocturne Academy is located in Frostproof,” Emma finished for them. “And thank goodness or Kaitlyn and I would have been stuck at Frostproof High!”

      I was interested in the history of the school and why it happened to be here, but I wanted to go back to something else we had talked about.

      “So this Edict,” I said, frowning. “What did you guys mean when you said it keeps Others of different species from mixing? I mean, they all take classes together, right?”

      “We’re not talking about going to classes together,” Avery said dryly. “The Edict keeps Others of different species from mixing romantically. That means no Drakes playing kissy-face with Faes and no Nocturnes doing the nasty with Sisters.” He wagged one finger back and forth. “Dating and cohabitation among dissimilar Others is strictly a no-no. A place for everyone and everyone in their place—that’s the idea and the Edict makes sure it stays that way.”

      “But how?” I asked, puzzled. “I mean, how does it work? How does it keep Others of different species from dating?”

      Avery shrugged. “It just does. Mainly by keeping them from even being attracted to each other. Of course, the magic is over a century old now and some people say it’s breaking down, but it won’t matter even if it does.”

      “What? Why not?” I asked.

      “Well because, newbie—the precedent has been set,” Avery explained patiently. “Even if the spell cast by Corinne and the Windermere Coven dissolves completely, Others still won’t mix with each other because by now it’s considered completely taboo. I mean, think of it this way—my father would rather I bring home a warlock or even a male Norm as my date than if I brought home say…a female Fae. And let me tell you…” He narrowed his eyes for emphasis. “That is saying something. He does not like the idea that I bat for the other team—not that we’ve ever really discussed it—but he has a pretty clear idea.”

      “So he’d rather you be gay with a male witch or Norm than straight and have a thing for a different kind of Other?” I said, sorting it out.

      “Yes. Even though he is the biggest homophobe that ever walked the Goddess’s green earth.” Avery nodded emphatically. “And that’s how ingrained the idea that Others don’t mix has become since the Windermere Coven cast that damn spell.”

      I shook my head. “But why? I mean, why would my great-great-grandmother and her coven want to cast a spell like the Edict anyway?”

      “I think it’s because many of Others mixed marriages result in sterility,” Kaitlyn said. “Maybe she was afraid the different species of Others would die out all together if they were allowed to mix. And they’re already outnumbered by us Norms so that would be bad.”

      “Or maybe it was because when two Others of different species bind their hearts together, they double their powers,” Avery offered. “Or so it’s said, anyway.”

      “I guess if you got enough of those kind of, uh, ‘power couples’ together, it could disrupt the balance of the current establishment,” I said, thoughtfully.

      Avery nodded. “Possibly. But because of the Edict—and its lasting effects—we modern Others will never know.” He pouted. “Which means I’m never going to date one of those hunky Drakes on our football team.”

      Emma snorted. “Like you were going to anyway. Those guys are as straight as they come—plus they’re all testosterone-crazy jerks.”

      Remembering Sanchez and his friends in my English class, I had to agree with her.

      “But they’re muscular jerks,” Avery said wistfully. “Ah well, what can you do?”

      “Stay away from them,” Kaitlyn said emphatically. “They’re nasty when you get too close. Drakes have terrible personalities because their dragons are always really close to the surface—it’s like they have ‘roid rage all the time,” she explained to me.

      “Yeah,” Emma agreed and yawned hugely. Glancing at her watch, she made a face. “Guys, I have got to get to bed. Tomorrow is one of my long days.”

      “Long days?” I asked, frowning.

      “Oh, I have to do all my classes and then I leave and go work a shift at the I Scream,” Emma explained. “I work until about ten and then I still have to come back to campus and do all my homework. It makes for a really long day.”

      “I bet,” I said sympathetically. “If you don’t mind me asking, why do you do it?”

      “It’s the only way my mom and I can make ends meet,” Emma said a bit stiffly. “My dad was never really in the picture—he left when I was born. So it’s just me and my mom and the landlord just raised the rent on our crappy apartment.” She made a face. “So I’m actually trying to work more shifts lately.”

      “Sorry,” I said. “That’s rough.” I couldn’t help thinking that I was lucky in a way. Even though Aunt Dellie couldn’t afford to pay my tuition and had to get me into the Academy on scholarship, she at least owned her home and had a pretty secure income from all the classes that she taught.

      “It’s life.” Emma shrugged. “At least I was able to get special permission to leave campus during the week to work or I never would have been able to attend Nocturne Academy at all.”

      I bit my lip. “So…you need special permission to leave? You can’t just wander off campus any time you want?”

      “My Goddess, no.” Avery sounded shocked. “That’s an expulsion offense. Headmistress Nightworthy does not allow sneaking out. Plus the Guardian would probably eat you if it caught you going off grounds without permission.”

      “The Guardian?” I asked, raising an eyebrow.

      “The sea-monster in the lake,” Kaitlyn supplied. “Some people say it’s related to the Drakes in some way but who knows?”

      I remembered the huge scaly head and the dinner plate-sized golden eye I had seen peering at me from the opaque black waters of the lake that morning. God, had it really only been that morning I’d first seen the Academy? It seemed like a lifetime ago!

      “Why do you ask about sneaking out?” Avery asked, breaking my concentration. “Were you planning to leave yourself?”

      “Me? Oh, no,” I said frowning. “It’s just that I saw…” I put a hand to my throat, where the key was quivering threateningly. “I thought I saw someone sneaking out tonight.”

      “Really? Who?” Avery leaned forward, clearly excited for some juicy gossip.

      “It was…was…” The key tightened, not allowing me to say Griffin’s name. “It was a really tall Nocturne who’s in my English class,” I said at last.

      “Well that narrows it down.” Avery sounded disappointed. “All Nocturnes are tall and lean and perfect—that’s what a diet of pure blood will do to you.”

      “Do they really drink human blood?” I asked, frowning.

      “Goodness no—not except for special occasions when they buy it from the blood bank,” Kaitlyn said firmly. She sounded like she knew what she was talking about and I remembered she lived with a family of Nocturnes on the weekends.

      “They mostly subsist on animal blood,” Avery said. “Though I have heard some scintillating rumors about how they like to bite their lovers when they get, shall we say, intimate.”

      “I don’t think the act of biting and taking blood is only sexual,” Kaitlyn objected. “Sometimes it’s an act of comfort or healing. It’s the intention behind it that counts.”

      “The way you can get a hug from your parents or a hug from your boyfriend—if you have one, which none of us does,” Emma said dryly. “It can mean two different things even though it’s the same physical gesture.”

      “Exactly.” Kaitlyn nodded.

      “But all this talk about Nocturnes taking blood still doesn’t tell us who the mystery man Megan saw sneaking out after curfew was,” Avery complained. “I need to know!”

      “Honestly, Avery—you’re so nosy,” Kaitlyn scolded. “How could Megan know who it is? She only got here today—she barely knows us.”

      “That’s not true,” Emma objected. “Megan belongs with us. I can’t explain it but…it’s almost like we’ve been waiting for her. Waiting for you,” she said to me, and ducked her head, as though she’d embarrassed herself. “I mean, I know that sounds weird…”

      “Not really,” I said honestly. “I feel the same way. I mean…I’ve never fit in anywhere before. But with you guys I just…”

      “Clicked,” we all four said together at the exact same time.

      Emma and Kaitlyn looked at each other with round eyes and Avery was quiet for once.

      “Did that just happen?” Emma asked at last, in a low voice. “Because it was kind of spooky.”

      “No, it’s not—it just means that Megan is meant to be here,” Avery said with deep certainty. “She completes our little coven in some way.”

      “But we can’t be part of a coven—Emma and I are Norms,” Kaitlyn protested.

      “Are you really, though?” Avery asked mysteriously. “I mean, are you sure? Kaitlyn, you’re being sponsored by the Breedloves—Frostproof’s oldest and most prestigious Nocturne family. And Emma, you don’t even know who’s sponsoring you.”

      Emma shifted on the couch uncomfortably.

      “The Headmistress said it’s a generous benefactor who wishes to remain anonymous. She said I was picked at random from a lot of high achieving, low income kids.”

      “Right. Picked at random.” The sarcasm in Avery’s voice made it clear what he thought of that idea.

      “Look, I have to get to bed,” Emma said, frowning. “I don’t think Kaitlyn and I are qualified to be in a coven no matter who’s sponsoring us for the Academy.”

      “Think what you want.” Avery waved one hand airily. “But we still don’t know the identity of Megan’s mystery Nocturne.” He frowned at me. “Can you describe him at least?”

      “Well,” I said cautiously, keeping one hand to the key at my throat. So far it seemed willing to let me talk as long as I didn’t mention Griffin by name. “He’s got black hair and really intense eyes—pale gray with a ring of black all around them.”

      “Hmm…go on.” Avery was frowning.

      “He’s gorgeous,” I admitted, feeling a little quiver in the pit of my stomach when I thought of exactly how gorgeous the tall Nocturne was. “He’s extremely sarcastic. Oh, and he has a thick piece of black tape running down the middle of his red card—the one he has hanging from his lanyard,” I added for clarification.

      From their reaction, you would have thought I’d said I saw the Devil himself sneaking out of the castle.

      Emma and Kaitlyn’s eyes went big and frightened and Avery jumped back suddenly as though someone had pinched him and cursed in a low voice.

      “What?” I asked uncertainly.

      “Griffin,” Avery said at last and I was relieved that the key at my throat didn’t tighten when someone else said his name. “You’re talking about Griffin Darkheart.”

      “Is that his name?” I asked, pretending ignorance as well as I could. “Well anyway, I saw him sneaking out tonight and I just wondered—”

      “No,” Avery cut me off firmly. “No, Megan—you don’t ‘wonder’ about Griffin Darkheart. You don’t look at him, you don’t sit near him, and you sure as hell don’t talk to him. Just leave him strictly alone.”

      “What? But…why?” I was surprised and a little upset by their extreme reactions.

      “He’s being Censured,” Emma said earnestly.

      “That’s what the black line on his tag means,” Kaitlyn added.

      “Censured?” I shook my head. “What does that even mean?”

      “It means he’s bad news, Princess,” Avery said, frowning. “It means he’s being punished and not just by the Academy or the Headmistress—by the Council of Other Elders.”

      “But punished for what?” I protested. “What could he have done that’s so bad? And what exactly is his punishment?”

      Avery shrugged. “All I know is that he’s been here since I was eleven and first came to Nocturne—I was extremely precocious, as I said,” he added, preening a little. “Anyway he’s been here this whole time and he’s never allowed to take anything but Norm classes. I never see him in the North Tower—he never even sits with the other Nocturnes at lunch or dinner.”

      I thought of Griffin grinning mockingly at me from the empty table at the far end of the Nocturne row at lunch time. He had been sitting all by himself and none of the other Nocturnes had been talking to him or even looking at him. It was almost like they were ignoring him on purpose.

      “So…he’s being shunned by his own kind?” I asked. “Is that part of his punishment?”

      “I don’t know,” Avery said firmly. “All I know is that he’s bad news.”

      “But how can you say that when you don’t even know what crime he committed?” I protested.

      “Look, in order to be Censured by the Council he must have done something really bad,” Emma said firmly.

      “Like stealing the life or powers of another Other,” Avery said. “As in murder Princess Latimer—do you see why you need to steer clear of him, now?”

      “What? I don’t believe it,” I said, frowning. “I haven’t been here long but I really doubt Headmistress Nightworthy would allow a convicted murderer to roam around the halls of her school.”

      “She doesn’t have jurisdiction over the Council,” Kaitlyn said. “And they’re the ones who are Censuring him.”

      “But that still doesn’t answer the question of why he was sneaking out tonight,” I pointed out.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Avery said flatly. “Gossip like that, I can do without. Just stay as far from Griffin Darkheart as you can and you’ll be fine. I’m serious, Megan,” he said, using my name for once when I tried to protest again. “Leave that Nocturne alone. He’s what my granny calls ‘seven miles of bad road.’ So just let him be.”

      “Okay,” I said, defeated at last. “Sorry—I didn’t know.”

      “Well how could you? You just got here today,” Kaitlyn said gently. “Nocturne Academy can be kind of confusing at first.”

      “But you’ll learn the ins and outs,” Emma said, smiling. “We’ll all help you.”

      “Thanks.” I gave them all a grateful smile. “You guys…this…the four of us…” I stopped not sure how to go on.

      “It’s great,” Kaitlyn said.

      “It’s perfect,” Avery said. “We were waiting for you, Meagan—and we’re all really glad you’re finally here.”

      “Thanks,” I said and to my surprise, I felt tears stinging my eyes. I hadn’t felt this level of friendship and acceptance, well…ever. For my whole life, I’d been a misfit—a round peg in a square hole. But somehow here, in Nocturne Academy in the safety of the Norm Dorm, I finally felt like I belonged. Like I had come home.

      I remembered Aunt Dellie’s words to me that morning.

      “I’m so excited for you! You’re going to find friends and coven sisters who will be with you your whole life!”

      Could it be that my flighty, eccentric aunt had somehow been right?

      I didn’t know but as we all said good night and I turned off my lamp and snuggled down into my new bed, I thought it might be true.

      But as nice as the feeling of coming home and finally finding my tribe was, it wasn’t the last thought I had before I drifted off to sleep.

      The image that followed me down into the land of slumber was Griffin’s dark, perfect face—his lightning and pitch eyes flashing and his cool voice drawling, “Stay away from me, Megan Latimer. It’s easier for me and safer for you.”
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      I was woken by a light in my face and someone shaking me by the shoulder.

      “Five more minutes,” I mumbled and put my head under the pillow.

      The pillow was pulled ruthlessly away and the light came back full force.

      “If you don’t get up now you’ll be late for breakfast and let me tell you—anything that’s halfway decent to eat goes early,” Emma informed me. “So you’d better get up, Megan.”

      Groaning, I sat up and rubbed the sleep out of my eyes.

      Kaitlyn was already dressed in her uniform and sitting on the bed, putting books in her black leather satchel.

      “We let you sleep as long as we could,” she told me. “But you’re going to have to hurry if you don’t want to be late. Emma is right—if you’re last in line for breakfast you might as well just skip it.”

      I wasn’t starving after the late dinner we’d had the night before but then I remembered that I had a late lunch period. Better to put at least something in my stomach before starting the day’s classes.

      I hopped out of bed, took the world’s fastest shower and was brushing my hair and my teeth at the same time when Emma came to check on me again.

      “Now that’s what I call multi-tasking,” she said, grinning at me in the row of mirrors.

      I finished brushing my hair and spit toothpaste into the sink at the same time before looking up.

      “Yup—I’ve never been much of a morning person but I make up for it by being really fast getting ready.”

      “Well, I hope you’re ready now—it’s time to go.” Kaitlyn was already waiting for us, her satchel slung over one shoulder and her long, silky hair combed just right to hide her face so that only one lovely eye peeked out.

      It occurred to me that, except for the picture she kept on her nightstand, I had never yet seen her full face. I wondered if that had anything to do with her veiled references to a fire and the scars on the backs of her hands but of course I couldn’t ask.

      She would tell me when she got ready. In the meantime, there was still a lot my new friends didn’t know about me as well.

      The black key nestled between my breasts seemed to get heavier in agreement.

      “Everybody ready? Good—let’s go,” Emma said, leading the way.

      We trooped out of our bedroom and I looked around the common room.

      “Where’s Avery? Isn’t he coming with us?” Our little group felt incomplete without him.

      “Oh, he’s probably already upstairs holding our table and fixing his coffee,” Kaitlyn said.

      “He lives on that stuff,” Emma explained. “He says the kitchens here at the Academy don’t cook a single decent meal—which is why he doesn’t mind doing a little cooking of his own most nights for dinner. I think tonight he’s planning to make us a roasted chicken.”

      I had good reason to be glad that I could look forward to a home-cooked dinner that night because breakfast really was awful. Despite our best efforts and the fact that we literally only had to climb the spiral staircase up to get there, we were a little bit late to the Dining Hall, which meant almost everyone else had already gone through the line. And, as Kaitlyn and Emma had predicted, most of the eatable food was already gone by the time we got our green plastic trays and went through.

      I didn’t bother to look at the Fae or the Drake offerings—a delicious looking fruit tart and some kind of thick-cut bacon dish respectively—knowing I had no hope of getting either one. The Sister’s offering was more appetizing—fruit salad and Eggs Benedict which looked pretty good.

      But after my dismal failure in Elementary Casting the day before, I didn’t feel like I deserved to eat from the Sisters’ menu, no matter what my tag said. So I stood with Kaitlyn and Emma and got a portion of what appeared to be greasy, hash brown casserole slapped on the middle of my tray, along with a dried-up hockey puck of a sausage patty.

      “Oh, I was afraid of this,” Emma sighed as she looked at the unappetizing breakfast. “Usually they have some fresh fruit like bananas and oranges at the end of the line that anyone can take. But I guess they’re all gone now.” She indicated a large, empty silver bowl at the far end of the line.

      “Sorry,” I said, feeling like it was my fault we were too late to get anything decent. “I’ll get up earlier from now on, I promise.”

      “It’s okay, Megan—we’ll live,” Kaitlyn said comfortingly. “Let’s just get something hot to drink to tide us over.”

      After grabbing some hot coffee for me and Emma and hot tea for Kaitlyn, we pushed our way through the crowded hall to get to where Avery was sitting and waving at us.

      Breakfast and Dinner were the two meals the entire school shared together, all eating at the same time, and the vast hall was much more crowded than it had been during my lunch period the day before. I was surprised at the number of students at the long tables—all of the Others being careful to stay in their neat, segregated groups. Here and there you might see a Drake talking to a Fae or a Nocturne consulting with a Sister but that was only for a moment before they went back to their respective tables to be with their own kind.

      “Well, there you all are at last!” Avery exclaimed. Despite our late night, he looked bright-eyed and bushy tailed, as my Aunt Dellie would have said. I looked at him suspiciously as I plunked down my tray.

      “Avery, don’t tell me you’re a morning person?”

      “Guilty as charged.” He grinned at me charmingly and took a sip of his over-creamed-and-over-sweetened coffee. “I’m always up with the sun, even when I’m sleeping in the dungeon. It’s just the way I’m built.”

      “Ugh,” Kaitlyn groaned, sipping her tea. “And he’s so annoying about it too! He’s up at six humming and singing to himself even on Other holidays when we can sleep in.”

      “What are some Other holidays?” I asked, curiously.

      “Oh you know—All Hallows Eve is a big one for the Sisters,” Emma said. “And of course everyone celebrates Winter’s Solstice.”

      “And Valentines Day is big with Nocturnes for some reason,” Kaitlyn put in. “Only they call it ‘Bleeding Heart Day’ and they hold a kind of Sadie Hawkins dance right here in the hall.”

      “You mean the girls get to ask out the guys?” I asked. I had a brief mental image of asking Griffin to the prom and then pushed it out of my head—it would be unspeakably stupid for me to go anywhere near the tall Nocturne again, after all my new friends had warned me about him.

      But speaking of Griffin, where was he?

      I looked around but didn’t see him anywhere. Maybe the moat monster—the Guardian—had eaten him when he tried to sneak out the night before.

      The key at my throat throbbed anxiously at the thought and I absently put up a hand to quiet it.

      Shh, I’m sure he’s fine. Take it easy, I thought at it.

      “Yes, the ladies ask the gentlemen to the dance,” Avery answered my question, smiling. “I, of course, always have more offers than I know what to do with.”

      “He took Emma and me both to the last one,” Kaitlyn said, smiling fondly at Avery. “He’s such a gentleman.”

      “I most certainly am,” Avery remarked. “And the Goddess knows, there are precious few of them left in this school! So many ruffians and rogues…” He winked at me. “If only I could get asked to the dance by one of them.”

      “Ha-ha, Avery,” Emma said sourly, poking at her chunk of hash brown casserole which was oozing orangish grease all over her tray. “Ugh—why can’t they ever give us Norms anything normal for breakfast?”

      “Is it like this every day?” I picked up my sausage patty and dropped it from a few inches up back to the tray. It bounced and clattered like a poker chip and I had the feeling I might bend my fork if I tried to cut it.

      “Pretty much.” Kaitlyn sighed. “I think because there aren’t many Norms and we’re not powerful or important like the Others, they think they can feed us crap and it won’t matter.”

      “We just get the leavings from everybody else’s old meals made into a casserole,” Emma said. “I’m serious! The Sisters had yummy-looking, crispy hash browns for breakfast yesterday and the Drakes had sausage patties—only yesterday they were fresh and juicy. Today, we get what’s left from yesterday all mixed together into this mess.”

      She made a face at her tray and then pushed it away in favor of her coffee.

      “I told you before, I’ll get a Sisters meal along with my coffee and you two can split it,” Avery remarked.

      “And get you in trouble if somebody reports you—which Nasty Nancy certainly would? No way!” Kaitlyn said loyally.

      “They’re really strict about the food here,” Emma said, eyeing my plate. “But you don’t have to put up with getting the same slop that Kaitlyn and I do, Megan. You can get food from the Sisters’ selection so you should.”

      “I don’t feel like I deserve it,” I said and forced myself to take a bite of the casserole, which was every bit as greasy and gross as it looked. I swallowed with some difficulty. “Maybe if I can ever manage to start doing magic, I’ll eat from the Sister’s selections. Not until,” I added, when the other three started to protest.

      “Well, if you want to be a martyr, we can’t stop you,” Avery remarked airily. “Oh, look at the time.”

      He looked at the huge round clock face painted with elaborate designs hanging on the far wall of the Dining Hall which drew my attention as well. I hadn’t paid much attention to it the day before but now I saw the significance of the paintings.

      There was a green and gold dragon twined around the number 3, a gorgeous flower with silky purple petals and a vivid green stem twined around the 6, a black cat was arching its back at the 9, and at 12, a single glittering drop of ruby red blood hung from the top curve of the 2.

      A symbol for each group of Others, I thought. But where were the Norms? Clearly they didn’t count enough to be painted on the clock. Just another example, besides the substandard food, that plain humans without some kind of power were second class citizens at Nocturne Academy.

      I wondered again if I belonged there.

      “I’ve got to get going if I’m going to make my first class in the South Tower on time,” Avery said, breaking into my thoughts.

      “I have to go too.” Emma got up and picked up her untouched tray with a sigh. “Don’t know why I even bother.”

      “Let’s go,” Kaitlyn said as she and I both got up as well. “What’s your first class, Megan?”

      “Physical Education,” I said and made a face. “I’m really not looking forward to it.”

      Kaitlyn brightened.

      “Oh—that’s my first class too—we can walk together.”

      “Great, because I have no idea where it is. It just says ‘left field’ on my schedule and I didn’t think there were any fields around the castle—isn’t it all surrounded by the lake-moat?”

      “Not the back part,” Kaitlyn said as we dumped our trays in the dirty chute. We waved goodbye to Emma and Avery and turned in the direction she pointed. “Come on—let’s go.”
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      Kaitlyn chattered in her quiet, friendly way as we walked, pointing out features of the castle I had missed during my crazy first day. But I noticed, as we got closer and closer to where we were going, that Kaitlyn got quieter and less-happy looking.

      By the time we turned down a short hallway off of the main corridor between the North and West towers, and reached a solid wooden door which led into the girl’s locker room, Kaitlyn had gone altogether quiet and had an apprehensive look on what I could see of her face.

      “Hey,” I said, touching her shoulder to stop her before she pushed through the door. “Are you okay? You seem kind of upset.”

      “It’s the new Gym teacher—she’s a Drake,” Kaitlyn said in a low voice. “She’s…kind of rough so far. Last year it was a lot easier. We had a Fae teacher and all she wanted to do was sit around and brush her hair so she let us do whatever we wanted. We didn’t even have to dress out. This year…well…” She shrugged unhappily. “You’ll see.”

      I guessed that I would. With a sense of apprehension, I pushed open the heavy wooden door and found myself in a locker room which looked pretty much like any other such room I’d ever been in—well, with the exception that the walls were made of gray stone instead of tile, that was.

      Rows of lockers lined the walls with long benches in between to sit on while you changed, I supposed. Further on was a long row of shower stalls with green plastic curtains and opposite them, a line of sinks and mirrors. There were stacks of white towels on a wooden bench outside the showers—the implication clearly being that everyone was expected to take a shower after class.

      I began to get an uncomfortable sensation in the pit of my stomach. Yesterday I had deliberately chosen long-sleeved winter blouses, even though they were hotter, just to hide the scars on my arms. I didn’t want to expose them to everyone in my gym class if I was forced to shower here.

      “Does everyone have to take a shower after class?” I asked Kaitlyn.

      She nodded unhappily. “We didn’t have to last year but this year the new coach insists on it. She says, ‘Let me explain this to you—it’s hot out there in the Florida sun! You get hot, you sweat. You sweat, you stink. So you have to take a shower.’”

      Kaitlyn’s low, gruff imitation of the Gym teacher’s voice would have made me snort laughter but the fact that we were given no choice about showering took all the fun out of her act. What was I going to do? Maybe I could take two towels and wrap one around my shoulders and hold my arms really close to my sides…

      “Hurry up, hurry up—who’s holding up my roll call?” a deep voice suddenly boomed through the echoing locker room, making me jump and put a hand to my heart. It occurred to me that Kaitlyn and I were the only ones in the large stone chamber—was everyone else already out on the field?

      “Oh no—we’re late!” Kaitlyn’s voice was squeezed and anxious as she wrapped her arms around herself protectively.

      “It’s okay—at least we’re together,” I tried to comfort her and that was when our Gym teacher came into view.

      Coach Vasquez, as I later learned her name was, appeared to be a short, sharp-faced, muscular woman somewhere in her mid-thirties to early forties. She had black eyes set in a hard face and she was wearing spotless white tennis shorts and a short-sleeved t-shirt to match. Around her neck was a silver whistle and her short black hair was pulled back into a no-nonsense ponytail.

      “All right, ladies—what’s the hold up?” she demanded, glaring at us. “Every other student in Period One is already lined up and waiting for roll call. Why aren’t you?”

      “S-sorry we’re late, Coach Vasquez,” Kaitlyn faltered. “We were just…just…” But here she seemed to run out of words.

      “It’s my fault,” I said, jumping into the breech. “I’m new here—this is only my second day—and Kaitlyn was showing me the way. We’ll come right out on the field so we don’t hold you up any longer.”

      “Oh no you won’t! Not until you dress out,” the Coach said, frowning. “Snap to it, ladies—let’s go.”

      Kaitlyn made a show of looking into her black leather satchel.

      “I’m afraid I forgot my gym clothes, Coach,” she said humbly. “I guess I’ll have to take demerits again today. Sorry.”

      Coach Vasquez’s little black eyes narrowed.

      “Oh no you don’t, Miss Fellows—I’m on to you! Ever since the start of term it’s been one excuse after another. ‘Oh, Coach Vasquez, I have a cold,’ she mimicked in a high, girly voice which sounded nothing like Kaitlyn’s soft, pleasant tone. ‘Oh Coach Vasquez, I’m on my period and I have cramps. Oh, Coach Vasquez, I forgot my gym clothes!’”

      “But, Coach—” Kaitlyn began.

      Coach Vasquez held up a hand to stop her.

      No more excuses!” she declared, glaring at poor Kaitlyn. “Today and for every day for as long as I am your teacher, you will dress out. And to be sure of it, I have taken the liberty of having the Laundry provide some extra gym clothes just in case you ‘forget’ yours again.”

      Turning, she went to the pile of towels by the showers and grabbed some black and white folded clothing which was sitting there. She thrust these at Kaitlyn, who had no choice but to accept them, though I could tell she didn’t want to.

      Then the Coach turned to me.

      “Well and have you forgotten your gym clothes too, Miss Latimer?” she demanded.

      Actually, I had. Also, it was not encouraging to see that the extremely strict coach already knew my name.

      “Yes, Coach,” I said. “I’m sorry—I didn’t think to put them in my bag.”

      “Fifteen demerits, Miss Latimer,” she snapped, handing me a set of the black and white gym clothes as well. “For tardiness and for failure to be prepared for class. Next time maybe you’ll remember your gym uniform and make more of an effort to be on time. Now hurry—both of you—change!”

      Kaitlyn and I retreated hurriedly back to the lockers and, our backs to each other, began to disrobe. My stomach knotted as I saw that the gym clothes were black shorts and a white t-shirt with cap sleeves which barely covered my shoulders. Great…just great.

      As I took off my uniform and hung it in one of the empty lockers, I couldn’t help examining myself to see exactly how much my new gym clothes showed.

      The answer was basically everything.

      The long lines of neat white scars marched up the insides of my forearms from wrists to elbows, extremely visible in the harsh florescent lights shining down from overhead. Likewise, the cutting scars on my inner thighs flashed when I moved my legs. Despite my pale skin, or maybe because of it, the scars stood out bleakly, as obvious as though I had drawn on my pale skin with a sharpie—albeit a white one instead of the traditional black.

      Strangely, after my mother had died, I had lost the need to cut myself to ease my own emotional pain. But the scars remained, stark and white, never letting me forget that awful part of my past as well as advertising it to anyone who saw me in short sleeves and shorts.

      If there was a better way to scream, “I am a troubled teen cutter with emotional issues and a history of depression!” I didn’t know what it was.

      Then I heard a muffled sob behind me.

      Turning, I saw that Kaitlyn was dressed out, just as I was. What I saw on her creamy, light brown skin pushed my own neat rows of scars out of my mind at once.

      Her hands weren’t the only place where the skin was twisted and pinkish-white. The awful burn marks she wore ran all the way up the backs of her arms and around the front of her neck—what little I could see of it when most of her face was hidden by her long hair. It looked like she had worn a shirt made of flames and it had left its mark all over the top half of her body.

      But those scars weren’t the only ones she had. Her entire left leg was covered in the twisted pink and white scar tissue as well. It occurred to me now, that Kaitlyn always wore dark tights under the white knee-socks which were standard issue with the Nocturne Academy uniform. I hadn’t thought much of it before—supposing her to be cold natured.

      Now I saw the pitiful truth of it. She’d been trying to hide her scars, the same way I had been desperate to hide mine. Only hers were so…so much worse.

      “Coach Vasquez, please,” she said in a muffled voice, turning to face our Phys Ed teacher. “Please, don’t make me go out in front of the rest of the class like this!”

      “I most certainly do not expect you to go like that!” Coach Vasquez declared.

      For a moment I thought Kaitlyn’s soft, desperate plea had softened the Drake teacher’s heart. But then I saw the mean little gleam, far back in her tiny black eyes and my heart sank.

      “You’ll need to put your hair back in a ponytail—both of you,” she snapped out. And, pulling two black hair elastics out of the pocket of her pristine white shorts, she shoved them at me and Kaitlyn.

      Kaitlyn looked at the black elastic band as though it was a poisonous snake.

      “No,” she whispered, her voice breaking a little. “No, please—you don’t understand…”

      “I understand that the two of you are looking at more demerits and possibly a suspension if you don’t get that hair back and get your asses out on the field in the next thirty seconds!” Coach Vasquez snapped. “Now, move!”

      Kaitlyn and I both took the black bands and began mechanically putting our hair in ponytails. My new friend moved with quick, jerky movements—as though she just wanted to get the act over with. When she was finished, she kept her head down, her eyes pointing at the ground—but I could still see what she had been trying so hard to hide.

      The entire left side of her face looked melted.

      It was as though someone had held her skin to the fire and it had softened and run like wax. Her pert little nose was all right but her left eye was drooping and nearly closed. Likewise, the left corner of her mouth drooped downward and her left ear was nothing more than a melted lump of pinkish tissue.

      It was an awful, disfiguring injury, made somehow worse by the fact that the right side of her face, which was unmarked, was remarkably lovely.

      I suddenly felt guilty about worrying so much about myself earlier. My own neat white rows of scars seemed insignificant beside Kaitlyn’s. It was like comparing a shallow scratch to a gaping wound.

      But even with the terrible scarring revealed, Coach Vasquez’s face didn’t betray even a shred of compassion.

      “That’s right,” she said sternly. “Finally ready to go. The two of you will have to run in your uniform shoes today which will probably give you blisters. Serves you right for making the rest of the class wait—hopefully you’ll learn a lesson.”

      She turned to lead the way out of the locker room but I ran forward and caught her by the arm, unable to stand seeing the mute misery on Kaitlyn’s face.

      “Wait!” I demanded in a low voice. “Coach Vasquez—”

      “How dare you?” She yanked her arm out of my hand. “That’s another five demerits, Miss Latimer! Keep going and you’ll lose your homeward privileges this weekend!”

      But at that point, I didn’t give a damn about demerits or privileges. All I could see was Kaitlyn’s scarred and melted face and the miserable look in her one good eye.

      “Listen,” I said to the Coach. “I know this is a magical school and all but haven’t any of you people ever gone through any kind of sensitivity training? What the hell is wrong with you, forcing Kaitlyn to go out and show herself to the class this way when she clearly doesn’t want to?”

      Her small black eyes narrowed meanly.

      “Just for that remark, Miss Latimer, you will be running laps in the sun this entire period. And if you don’t want your friend, Miss Fellows, to join you, I suggest you go now!”

      In any other normal school, I would have left and gone straight to the office to speak to someone in authority. There was no way Coach Velasquez ought to get away with this kind of emotional cruelty!

      But Nocturne Academy wasn’t a normal school and I wasn’t at all sure how a student reporting a teacher would go over. It was conceivable that I would get not only myself, but also Kaitlyn suspended or expelled. Also, from the almost frantic shake of her head and the look of fear in her one good eye, I could tell Kaitlyn didn’t want me to take the chance.

      Filled with frustration, I turned and headed through the large wooden door which led out onto a vast grassy field, flooded with mercilessly bright Florida sunshine.

      There was nothing else I could do.
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      I know people who live up North think Florida is some kind of paradise. They talk about the perpetually sunny weather and blue skies like it’s some kind of Xanadu. A Heaven on Earth.

      Well let me set the record straight—it’s not.

      The minute I got out into the punishingly bright sunshine, I could almost feel the freckles bursting out on my pale skin. Plus, even though it was still not quite mid-morning, the air was already unpleasantly hot and clammy. Walking outside was like moving through tepid soup and the marshy smell of the lake which surrounded the vast green field I found myself on, didn’t help matters either.

      Despite my discomfort though, it wasn’t really myself I was thinking of. I could feel Kaitlyn behind me, like a silent, scarred ghost. Though I couldn’t see her, I knew she would be keeping her head down, her eyes locked on the ground so she wouldn’t have to see the reactions of people who looked at her.

      And unfortunately, there were plenty of people to look. Already lined up on the verdant green field were thirty other students, their arms behind their backs, as though they were military personnel standing at parade rest. I saw the guys were lined up on the right side of the field and the girls were on the left with a little space of about three feet between the two lines.

      Heads turned to look as Coach Vasquez chivvied the two of us out onto the field. Then, instead of letting us just go stand at the end of the girl’s line, she took us to the head of the boy’s line and made us turn, so that our left sides were to them as we faced the end of the field.

      “Listen up, class!” she shouted in that booming voice of hers. “These are the two students who made you all wait out in the hot sun for an extra ten minutes today. Take a good look so you can thank them later.”

      Then she pushed me and Kaitlyn forward, one hard hand in the center of each of our backs.

      “Go on, ladies,” she demanded, “Let the class see you.”

      I never liked to be the center of attention so this kind of public shaming was awful—but I could tell it was pure torture for Kaitlyn. She kept her eyes down and walked stiffly, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. But I knew she must feel the curious and revolted stares of our classmates as they examined the ruined left side of her face which she had been hiding for so long.

      I tried to come around to her side, so I could shield her from view—at least a little—but Coach Vasquez poked me hard between my shoulder blades.

      “I don’t think so, Latimer,” she snapped. “Get back in your place!”

      I gave her a swift, furious glare but I was forced to go back to my place to the right of Kaitlyn and the two of us kept walking stoically down the line.

      I couldn’t help noticing as we passed by the boys’ line that Sanchez and his crew were in our gym class—which only made everything worse. I couldn’t believe I had the bad luck to share both first and second period with the Drake thugs.

      As Kaitlyn passed him, Sanchez began making loud retching noises in the back of his throat.

      “That’s enough of that, Sanchez,” Coach Vasquez remarked, laconically. “You know I don’t tolerate that in my class.” But she didn’t really sound angry, I thought. More like she wanted to laugh at his antics but was holding herself back since she was, after all, the teacher. I remembered that they were both Drakes and wondered if she was planning to cut her own kind more slack—it certainly seemed that way.

      “Sorry, Coach—it’s just her face is all nasty and melted—like cheese on a pizza!” Sanchez said loudly, pointing at Kaitlyn. “Thought I was gonna lose my breakfast there for a minute!”

      He made retching sounds again and the boys around him broke up into trollish laughter. All but one of them, anyway. I saw Reyes, the same guy who had tried to get Sanchez to leave me alone the day before, standing in line white-faced and silent, staring straight ahead. There were two pale dents on either side of his flaring nostrils and I had the feeling he was angry—furious actually. The rage radiated off him in waves, though he didn’t say a word.

      When we reached the girls’ line the looks of sharp curiosity and apparent disgust they directed at Kaitlyn left no doubt how our classmates felt.

      “I always wondered what she was hiding with all that hair!” whispered one Fae girl—not very quietly—to another.

      “Disgusting!” the other Fae agreed. “They shouldn’t allow Norms at the Academy at all—especially not such ugly ones!” And both of them wrinkled their perfect noses as Kaitlyn and I passed by.

      When we got to the end of the girls’ line, Coach Vasquez finally allowed us to stop while she strolled back to stand out front, like a general inspecting her troops.

      Still looking straight ahead, I reached blindly for Kaitlyn’s hand and held it in my own. I saw her glance at me from the corner of her good eye uncertainly, as though she wasn’t sure what to think. But when I squeezed her hand, I felt her squeeze back.

      You’re not alone! I wanted desperately to tell her. And it doesn’t matter what any of these assholes say about you—you’re my friend and you matter to me. I won’t leave you!

      Unfortunately, I was forced to do just that only a moment later.

      “All right now, class—enough wasting time!” Coach Velasquez bellowed. “We only have forty minutes of this period left and I intend to make the most of it. Boys—most of you are on the football team so go to the left side of the field, inside the track, and run plays. Girls,” she continued, looking at us. “We have the volleyball net set up on the right side—divide into teams. Soledad and Carmina—you two are captains,” she went on, pointing to two girls who were obviously Drakes. “Pick your players and let’s see some action.”

      I was prepared to stay with Kaitlyn—no doubt the two of us would be picked last—but Coach Vasquez chose that moment to remember me.

      “Latimer,” she bawled, glaring at me. “What are you still doing standing there? I told you to run laps all period and I meant it. Now go!”

      She pointed at the vast, oval track which encompassed most of the left field and I knew I had no choice. With a last comforting squeeze of Kaitlyn’s hand, I had to let her go and jog towards the wide oval track.

      The track was made of some kind of dark red rubbery material painted in chalky white lines and I soon found that Coach Vasquez had been absolutely right when she said that running in my school-issued Mary Janes would cause blisters. I hadn’t jogged around even one complete lap before I felt the stiff backs of my shoes rubbing my heels mercilessly. Meanwhile, I was also developing a stitch in my side and the sun climbing higher overhead was merciless.

      I’d never been much of a runner, even in the nice cool overcast weather I was used to in Seattle. And running in Florida heat and humidity was like jogging through a sauna. Still, I had no choice but to keep it up. Around and around the red oval track I went, feeling the backs of my heels rubbed raw while I watched the other students perform the activities the Coach had decreed.

      The guys were running football plays—which seemed to consist of huddling together for a minute, then breaking apart and throwing the ball around in some kind of pattern I couldn’t begin to comprehend—not that I wanted to.

      In the meantime, on the other side of the vast oval, the girls had finally divided into teams and they were beginning to lob the volleyball back and forth over the net. I saw it all as I ran past them, pacing around the outside of the oval track and wincing with every step.

      Coach Vasquez watched the two groups for a little while, blowing her whistle and shouting occasionally. But then she seemed to lose interest and went back to the stone wall of the castle, near the locker room entrances, where there was at least a little shade from the scorching sun.

      I watched her enviously, wishing I could sit in the shade myself. I was dripping sweat by now and the stitch in my side had developed into a knife blade, stabbing me with every step.

      Sanchez seemed to see the Coach’s retreat too, because as soon as she was preoccupied with a magazine, which she had picked up to read, he began to “accidentally” lob the football into the middle of the girls’ volleyball game at regular intervals.

      This, of course, meant he had to go retrieve the ball, which he always seemed to get from the two blonde Fae girls who giggled when they passed it back to him.

      The Edict might decree that interspecies dating was a big no-no but clearly interspecies flirting was alive and well, I thought dryly, clasping a hand to my side as I jogged slower and slower. I was nearly walking now—just hoping Coach Vasquez didn’t look up and catch me at it.

      The Drake girls stared at Sanchez each time he came jogging over to get the ball back, obvious disapproval written large on their faces. But they said nothing, even as he threw and retrieved the football from the Fae girls again and again and again.

      I wondered idly if there was some hierarchy among the Drakes that I didn’t know about. Was it a male dominated society because the males had dragons inside and the females didn’t? Or was it simply that Sanchez was the biggest and the strongest player on the field—with the possible exception of his friend, Reyes—so they all deferred to him? Were the Drakes like a wolf pack where the strongest ruled?

      I would really have to take some kind of History of Other Species class at some point if I could ever get out of Home Ec or Elementary Casting. It would be good to have more knowledge of the people I was now surrounded by—their traditions and customs and legends—it would go a long way towards helping me fit in at Nocturne Academy. Or so I hoped.

      Just as I was rounding the bend closest to the volleyball net, I saw Sanchez throw the football into the group of girls again…

      Only this time it hit Kaitlyn right in the side of the head.

      It was impossible to know if the big Drake had aimed for her on purpose or if she’d simply been at the wrong place at the wrong time. I didn’t care, anyway.

      I ran off the track at once, forgetting all about my wounded heels and the knife stabbing my side. My only goal was to get to my friend who had crumpled to the ground and was clutching the side of her face.

      The un-scarred side.

      “Kaitlyn? Kaitlyn—are you okay?” I skidded to a stop beside her and fell to my knees in the grass, reaching for her.

      She was moaning softly, her hand over the right side of her face—the pretty side, I thought dismally. I put an arm around her and she leaned towards me blindly.

      “My eye,” she whispered and I heard tears and panic in her voice. “Megan, I can’t see!”

      Her one good eye! I felt rage burn through me as I held her tight.

      “Hang on—I’m going to get you to the nurse. Uh—there is a nurse on campus, right?” I asked her.

      She nodded and I helped her to stand, though she was wobbly, as though the blow to the head had made her dizzy.

      Just then, Sanchez came jogging up, a slight smile playing around the corners of his mouth, as though he thought the whole thing was funny.

      “Oh snap—did I hit you, freak?” he said to Kaitlyn, laughing a little. “Damn—guess I did! I think I got you on the good side, too—guess you’ll be a freak all over now.”

      Kaitlyn started to cry—a low hopeless sound that tore at my heart and suddenly I wasn’t just angry—I was infuriated.

      “Hey, asshole!” I jumped to my feet and snapped at Sanchez, who looked at me in apparent surprise. “In case nobody taught you better, it’s not polite to call people names—especially after you hit them in the head like the asshole you are!”

      “What did you just call me?” he growled, bending low to shove his face into mine. I saw his dark brown eyes change to bright yellow and smelled the acrid tang of his sweat in my nostrils. It let me know the beast inside him was close—very close—to the surface.

      I guess I should have been afraid, but his implied threat only made me more enraged. I was so angry I felt like I was tingling all over—like sparks of fire were rushing through my body and filling my veins instead of blood.

      “I said you’re a small-minded, small-dicked, asshole,” I snarled in his face. “Not only that, you’re a bully!”

      Then I slapped him as hard as I could.

      The minute my hand connected with his cheek, it felt like something had left me and gone into him. The rage I was feeling somehow transformed itself into force because his head rocked back and he staggered backwards, though he was so big there was no way I should have been able to move him—at least not with physical strength alone.

      Sanchez put a hand to his cheek, his blazing yellow eyes widening, then narrowing with rage.

      “Why you little puta,” he growled. “I should have taught you a lesson yesterday but you’re sure as hell gonna get one now!”

      He started to come for me, one beefy arm drawn back, his fist cocked to punch. But suddenly Reyes was there, getting between us and stopping the blow that was meant for me as he caught his friend’s fist in one large hand.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Reyes’ voice was tight with anger, his own eyes glowing a molten gold as he shoved at the other male.

      “What the fuck, Reyes?” the enraged Drake snarled, trying to get around the other boy to go for me again. “This little puta slapped me, I’m gonna put her down for it!”

      “What’s wrong with you, acting like a cabron all the time?” Reyes demanded. “Picking on those who are weaker than you—trying to hurt females? She was right to call you a bully—that’s what you are!”

      His words seemed to catch Sanchez completely off balance. For a moment he just stared at Reyes as though he wasn’t sure he’d heard him right.

      Then Reyes shoved him as hard as he could and Sanchez staggered backwards. He found his balance and his face turned into a snarl of pure hatred. As it did, his mouth seemed to elongate strangely, looking more like the snout of an alligator than that of a human. At the same time, his teeth became long and sharp, glittering in the bright morning sunshine.

      “You’ll be sorry for that!” His voice was little more than a growl.

      “Is that how you want to play it? You want to challenge me here and now?” Reyes demanded. He still sounded angry but not frightened at all. “Remember your place, Sanchez—and don’t make me put you in it.”

      This seemed to make Sanchez even angrier because he rushed forward, his mouth and face becoming more deformed all the time. But just before he could land a blow on Reyes—or else bite off his head with the freakish animal mouth that had grown in place of his own—Coach Vasquez appeared from nowhere and stepped between them.

      “De-escalate!” She shouted at Sanchez. “De-escalate now! You let your drake out on school grounds and I swear by the shells of the first egg I’ll have you sent back to the Sky Lands and busted down in rank so fast your head will spin, Sanchez!”

      For a moment I didn’t think Sanchez would stop. The fury on his malformed face—which was more than half dragon now—was terrible to behold.

      Reyes, however, just stood coolly by, arms crossed over his broad chest, watching. His big body looked poised, however, as though he was ready to face any threat Sanchez offered. I realized that he had put himself between Kaitlyn and the other Drake—almost as though he was shielding her.

      I drew back and put an arm around her shoulders again, pulling her carefully back from the action. But Coach Vasquez’s threats seemed to have finally had an effect.

      Slowly Sanchez’s face began to lose its reptilian cast and his long, toothy muzzle shrank back into a human mouth. His eyes, however, remained an angry bright yellow and when I looked I saw that Reyes’ eyes still blazed pure gold.

      “That’s enough—both of you!” Coach Vasquez put a hand on both of their chests and shoved, forcing them apart. “Now what started all this?”

      I wanted to say she’d know what started it if she had been doing her job instead of reading in the shade. But I had a feeling that was asking for trouble that would last the entire time I spent here at Nocturne Academy. So instead I took a deep breath and held onto my temper with both hands as I stepped forward and spoke.

      “Sanchez threw a football and hit Kaitlyn in the face,” I said, glaring at him coldly. “Then he came over here and laughed about it and called her ugly names as though it was some kind of joke.”

      “I only said what we’re all thinking,” Sanchez snarled. “I called her a freak because she is a freak!”

      At that point Reyes drew back and punched him.

      It must have been a powerful blow because Sanchez, though he was built like a bull, went to his knees. He shook his head from side to side, looking dazed, then he glared up at Reyes.

      “I don’t care who your Sire is, you’ll be sorry for that, pendejo!” he snarled.

      “I’m only sorry I have to take wing with someone who has no honor,” Reyes said coldly. Then he said something else in another language and I knew it wasn’t Spanish because I’d taken a year of it in my old school.

      This new language was guttural and deep—slightly Germanic, I thought—but when Reyes spoke it, it almost sounded like someone else was speaking through him. Someone or something with a much larger frame and deeper chest.

      Maybe something like a dragon, whispered a little voice in my head.

      Sanchez drew back as though he’d been punched again but he didn’t say anything in return. He just sat here in the grass, with my handprint still vivid on one cheek and a dribble of blood coming from his swelling bottom lip and glared at Reyes.

      At last he said, ‘This isn’t over,” in a thick, angry voice and spit blood on the ground. It looked very red against the green grass.

      Coach Vasquez started to yell at Reyes, probably for punching Sanchez, but Reyes turned on her, his eyes still brilliant gold, and said something else in the strange, deep voice that made her flinch back.

      She took a step away from him, eyeing him warily, then turned to me.

      “Go on—get her to the Healer,” she snapped, pointing at Kaitlyn. “Be quick about it!”

      “I’m going with them,” Reyes said, in his normal voice. “To make sure they get their safely.” He glared a silent threat at Sanchez and then turned to me. “Come on—this way.”
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      I wanted to tell the big Drake we didn’t need him but the sad fact was, we did. Kaitlyn still couldn’t see very well and I had no idea where I was going.

      Reyes shepherded us along, walking behind as though to ward off any danger and glancing back over his shoulder, as if to see if Sanchez was coming after us. He wasn’t, but that didn’t stop the other Drake from glaring with those yellow eyes as we retreated to the safety of the castle.

      Reyes came right into the girl’s locker room with us—which I guessed didn’t matter since nobody was in there. We would have kept going but Kaitlyn must have figured out where we were because she balked at going back out into the main part of the school.

      “Wait, Megan,” she begged me in a low, ragged voice. “Please, I don’t…don’t want anyone to see me like this. To see me all uncovered.”

      I understood at once that she didn’t want everyone seeing her scars but I was really worried about her hurt eye.

      “Isn’t there a back way we can take?” I asked, half speaking to her, half to Reyes.

      He nodded.

      “Yes, actually. There’s a back tunnel that leads from the boy’s locker room almost straight to the Healer’s office. She’s always on call during practice.”

      I almost said, “lead the way,” but caution stopped me. For all I knew, this was some kind of a trick—a way to get us alone while we were vulnerable and Kaitlyn was helpless.

      “Why are you helping us?” I demanded, staring up at him. “What’s in this for you?”

      “Nothing.” He looked pained. “Except perhaps to restore honor to the name of my Sire and my people. I am…” He cleared his throat. “Deeply ashamed of the way my countryman has treated Kaitlyn. It is cowardly and wrong to attack or abuse those who are weaker than ourselves.”

      He sounded sincere and I felt in my gut that he was telling the truth. Deciding to trust my instincts, I nodded at him.

      “Well, it was good of you to stand up for Kaitlyn.”

      He shook his head. “I should have spoken up sooner. Sanchez is a cabron with no honor—I should have called him out when he was rude to her to begin with.”

      “You can ask her forgiveness later,” I said, still keeping Kaitlyn close to me. She had managed to get the hair band out of her hair to hide the side of her face again, but this also meant I couldn’t see if her one good eye had gotten better or worse. “For now, we need to go.”

      Reyes nodded.

      “This way.”

      We went briefly out into the corridor with Reyes on the outside, blocking the view of any curious student who might be passing by, and then into the boys’ locker room, which looked pretty much exactly like the girls’ except for all the clothes and towels strewn around haphazardly.

      “There’s a door just here that leads to the corridor that goes to the Healer’s office,” Reyes remarked. “But wait,” he added, when I started for it.

      He ran to one of the lockers and opened it. Out of it, he pulled a white uniform shirt with long sleeves and brought it over to Kaitlyn.

      “Please—would you like to wear this?” he asked her softly. “To cover you from prying eyes, in case anyone else is with the Healer?”

      She looked up at him briefly, her one good eye still red and swollen and nodded—a quick, jerky motion of her head.

      Reyes knelt before her and helped her put on the shirt as though he was dressing a child. And indeed, Kaitlyn was so much smaller than the massive Drake, his shirt fit her as though she was a kid wearing her father’s clothing.

      The long sleeves hung down over her scarred hands and the shirt tails went down to her knees. The scarred calf of her left leg was still visible but other than that, she was almost completely covered by the big Drake’s uniform shirt.

      Kaitlyn clearly felt better when her scars were covered because she looked up again, briefly meeting Reyes’ concerned brown eyes.

      “Thank you,” she said softly. “Thank you for helping me.”

      Reyes ducked his head and spoke formally.

      “You honor me by wearing my clothing. I do not deserve your thanks.”

      Then he led us swiftly through the door and down a long, narrow stone corridor to the Healer—which I supposed was what they called the school nurse here at Nocturne Academy.

      I just hoped my friend was going to be okay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “She’ll be all right.” The Healer was an older woman in her sixties with salt and pepper hair cut short in practical style. Her office looked like any other school nurse’s I had ever seen—except for the far wall which held a lot of weird looking things floating in cloudy amber liquid in glass jars.

      I stared at them—was that really a mouse with two heads? And a snake eating its own tail? What possible use could that be? Were these arcane magical remedies or just a collection of medical oddities?

      I didn’t dare to ask—the Healer had a brisk, no-nonsense way about her that was not conducive to curiosity. She had already taken charge of Kaitlyn and had her lying down on a cot in the little exam room beside her office.

      I wanted to stay with her, but the Healer was shooing me off.

      “I told you, she’ll be fine. I’m just going to put another cold compress on that eye and use a little anti-inflammatory magic on her and she’ll be put right in no time,” she told me. “She’ll be excused from classes for the rest of the day but you’ll see her tonight in your dorm.” She raised an eyebrow at me. “That is—if you two are in the same dorm?”

      “We are,” I said firmly. “We’re in the dungeon together.”

      “Ah.” She nodded and eyed my lanyard speculatively. “You’re Megan Latimer, right? I thought you’d be in the South Tower.”

      “Yes I am Megan Latimer, but I’m not rooming in the Sisters’ dorm,” I said. “And I’d really like to stay with Kaitlyn.”

      “Sorry, but I’m not issuing you a pass just so you can sit around and chat with your friend,” she said briskly. “You’ll need to get to your second period class or risk demerits for tardiness.” She glared at Reyes who was standing guard, just outside the small exam room door. “And you need to go too, Ari.”

      He shook his head.

      “I’d better stay. Sanchez is mixed up in all of this and his blood is up. He nearly let his Drake out on the field just now.”

      The Healer’s face went a little pale, I thought. But all she said was, “And if he comes in here, you can handle him?”

      Reyes nodded.

      “My wings fly higher than his,” he said, which sounded like some kind of Drake code I didn’t understand.

      I did understand though that Reyes was getting permission to stay while I had to go.

      “Why are you letting him stay?” I demanded, frowning at the Healer.

      She put a hand on one bony hip.

      “Because, Miss Latimer, a Drake with his blood up is one of the most dangerous things you could ever hope not to face. And only another Drake male—preferably one who out-ranks him—can even have a hope of controlling him or de-escalating the situation. Do you know what a full-grown Drake looks like in his animal form?” she demanded.

      I shook my head.

      “I’ve never seen one—well not completely anyway,” I said, figuring that the semi-transformation I had seen Sanchez undergo didn’t count.

      “We’re talking a two-ton beast bigger than a barn and some of them breathe fire! So yes, I’m allowing Ari Reyes to stay while I send you away. Now have the courtesy to leave my office before I give you demerits!”

      “Can I at least say goodbye to her?” I asked, lifting my chin. I was really racking up the demerits today, but I didn’t care. I didn’t want to leave Kaitlyn without making sure she was okay.

      The Healer sighed deeply.

      “Fine—two minutes,” she snapped, pointing to the exam room. “And then you’ll have to go straight to your second period class.”

      “Thanks.” I slipped past Reyes and went into the room, where Kaitlyn was lying down in the dimness with a cool cloth over the right side of her face. She was still wearing the big Drake’s uniform shirt and she looked small and crumpled in the oversized clothing.

      “Hey, Kaitlyn.” Crouching by the side of the cot, I took her hand in mine and squeezed.

      “Hey.” She squeezed back.

      “The Healer is making me leave,” I told her. “But she says she’s going to excuse you from classes for the rest of the day so I’ll see you tonight in the Norm Dorm—okay?”

      “Okay. Thanks,” she whispered, her voice tight. “And thanks for standing by me, Megan. You didn’t have to, you know.”

      “Of course I did!” I said fiercely. “Didn’t you hear Avery last night? We’re part of the same group—the same coven. And coven sisters don’t desert each other—right?”

      “I guess not.” Her voice was still slightly choked. “I…I don’t know how I’ll face all those people again, Megan. All the ones who saw me…saw me uncovered.”

      “Screw them,” I said firmly, squeezing her hand again. “Nobody can make you feel inferior unless you let them. So just don’t let them. And don’t worry—I’ll be with you in PE every day.”

      “I’m so glad you came to Nocturne Academy,” she whispered. “I couldn’t have stood what happened today if you weren’t here.”

      “I’m glad I’m here too,” I told her firmly. Though I still wasn’t at all sure I belonged at this strange school, I felt deeply for her and for all my new friends.

      It was funny, really, for us to have such a strong connection when we’d known each other such a short time. But it felt like something outside ourselves had drawn the four of us together. Though I had never had any siblings, I felt the same way for Kaitlyn that I might feel for a dear sister who had been hurt or wounded. I wanted to protect her—to keep her safe.

      And to punish those who’d been cruel to her.

      On the way out of the exam room, I stopped and looked up at Ari Reyes who stood with his muscular arms crossed over his broad chest. I pointed a finger at him.

      “Protect her,” I said, though I had no right to order him.

      He nodded solemnly.

      “With my life, if necessary.”

      I stared at him for a long moment and was surprised to realize that he really meant it. If it came to a duel to the death with Sanchez, he would be all in, fighting to the last drop of his blood to keep Kaitlyn safe. I wondered if this was because of the strict code of honor he seemed to adhere to…or for some other reason. But did it really matter when it was clear he was sincere? I thought not.

      Maybe not all Drakes were bad after all.

      “Thank you,” I said and, nodding at the Healer, slipped out to go to my second period class which I was probably already late for.
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      I was, indeed, late for second period, even though I went straight there and didn’t even bother to change out of my awful gym clothes.

      I tried to slip into the classroom silently but all heads turned when I opened the door and I felt every single person in the room staring at me. Including Griffin, who was sitting in a desk in the far corner, legs outstretched and crossed at the ankles in a nonchalant sprawl.

      For a moment I just stood there frozen. Mrs. Wainright was clearly the only one who hadn’t noticed me—she had her back turned and was writing laboriously on the white board. Obviously she hadn’t heard the door open.

      “Oh, my Lady of the Woods,” one of the Fae girls whispered loudly as they all stared at me. “What happened to her arms? Look—she’s all scarred up!”

      “Eww,” the other whispered back—just as loudly. “She must be one of those girls who cuts themselves—gross!”

      Suddenly I remembered what I had forgotten in the drama of Kaitlyn’s injury—my dreaded scars. Looking down at myself, I saw that they were clearly visible marching up and down my arms like white ladders in the overhead fluorescents.

      All the pains I had gone to in order to hide them and now, here they were—displayed for everyone to see.

      For a moment, I was tempted to bolt—just shut the door and run away. After all, Mrs. Wainright still hadn’t seen me—I could just tell her later that I had been sick and had taken myself to the Healer’s office. I bet she wouldn’t care as long as I made up whatever work she assigned.

      But then I happened to catch Griffin’s gaze. He had pulled down the dark sunglasses he seemed to wear everywhere—at least during the day—and was looking at me directly. Not at my scars—at me. At my eyes. Slowly, he arched one blue-black eyebrow as if to say, “Well?”

      The key throbbed between my breasts and, as always with him, I felt like I couldn’t ignore his silent dare.

      Lifting my chin, I marched into the classroom—not trying to hide my scars and not trying to be quiet either. I took my seat and kept my spine straight, refusing to look back or hunch my shoulders when the Fae girls twittered unkindly about me, speculating about why I had cut myself and if I had actually been trying to kill myself or did I just want attention.

      The only good thing that I could see about the situation was the fact that Sanchez wasn’t there. Neither was Ari Reyes, of course, or any of the other Drake boys for that matter. I wondered if they were staying with Sanchez in a show of solidarity or if all of them had just decided to skip. Either way, I was glad they weren’t there. I didn’t need any more trouble with the Drakes just then.

      It felt like a slow season in Hell, but finally the class ended. I had plans to run back to the girls’ locker room and change quickly before the start of third period, so I was the first one out the door the minute the bell chimed.

      Or I thought I would be, anyway. But somehow I found Griffin blocking my path as soon as I got out into the hall.

      Plans to go change forgotten, I stood stock still, staring up at him. His lightning and pitch eyes weren’t glowing like the last time I had seen them but they were still incredibly intense as he stared at me.

      “What…what do you want?” I demanded breathlessly as the key burned against my chest. I thought he was going to ask about my scars—maybe demand an explanation. But when he finally spoke, it had nothing to do with my old injuries. It seemed he was more concerned with new ones.

      “You’re bleeding,” he drawled in that low, silky voice of his. “That’s dangerous around here.”

      Then, without another word, he glided away and was gone into the crowded hallway.

      For a moment I just stood there gaping at him. Bleeding? What was he talking about?

      Then I took a step and winced at the pain in the backs of my heels. Looking down, I saw that there were, indeed, small patches of blood spreading on my white knee socks, just where the backs of my Mary Janes had rubbed my heels when I was running laps.

      I don’t know why I hadn’t noticed the small but painful injures before. Maybe because I was too preoccupied with Kaitlyn and then later, because I was trying to pretend I didn’t care what the people in my English class thought of my scars.

      Either way, he was right—I needed to take care of business. I was probably going to be late to third period too if I took the time to change clothes and bandage my wounds but at that point I didn’t care—I just wanted to get covered.

      I could hold my head up high during one class and pretend I didn’t give a damn what others thought of me, but I didn’t relish the idea of doing it for all my classes. Plus, at some point I was bound to get even more demerits for wearing gym clothes instead of my uniform.

      So, wincing with every step, I made my way back to the locker room to change. But even as I put back on my uniform, I knew it wouldn’t matter—the two nasty Fae girls in my English class would no doubt spread the word about my scars far and wide.

      By the time I sat down to dinner tonight, I was sure all of Nocturne Academy would know I had been a cutter.
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      “Well, I was hoping you would have a better second day than your first but I’m afraid from what I heard, my hopes were all in vain,” Avery remarked dryly, looking at me as he came down the spiral stairway to the Norm Dorm.

      “You’d be right about that,” I admitted tiredly. I was slumped in a corner of one of the big blue overstuffed couches and Emma was sitting in the other corner. Kaitlyn was curled between us, wearing her robe and slippers already.

      I was glad to see that the swelling on the right side of her face had gone down considerably. The school Healer must be good at her job because only a little puffiness remained and I was certain it would fade quickly.

      The injury to her spirits was more worrying, however. She had barely spoken a word to Emma and me since we’d come down after dinner (which was awful) to sit with her. She seemed to be drawn into herself, somewhere we couldn’t reach her, and she barely looked up when Avery came around to talk to her.

      “Hey, Katydid,” he murmured, crouching down in front of her so they were eye-to-eye. “How are you?”

      “Fine.” But I noticed Kaitlyn wouldn’t meet his worried gaze with her one good eye.

      “No, you’re not!” Avery said and for a moment I thought he was going to want to talk about what had happened in first period that morning. I wished I could warn him off it—clearly Kaitlyn wasn’t up for a discussion of the PE class from hell. But then, to my relief he went on, “Nobody could be okay after that horrible dinner they just served.”

      “It was pretty bad.” Emma nodded in agreement. “You didn’t miss a thing, Kaitlyn. I don’t know why the cafeteria ladies thought it was a good idea to mix the fish the Sisters had yesterday with the fruit salad the Faes had and bake it all together under a layer of greasy cheese.”

      “The smell alone would make anyone gag,” I agreed, glad to change the subject. “And why the cheese? As if the fish and fruit mixed together wasn’t bad enough!”

      “Who knows?” Emma shrugged unhappily. “They seem to operate on the principle that anything nasty can be disguised if they put on a thick-enough layer of that oily, orange cheese. Either that or they just want to use it up. I think they must have a block of it the size of a car engine somewhere back in the bowls of their cold storage unit.”

      “Well, it’s horrible,” I said with feeling. “Like melted orange crayons!”

      “Truly gag-worthy,” Emma agreed. “Which is why we were hoping you’d cook for us again?” she said, looking up at Avery with big, pitiful eyes. “Pretty please? I’m wasting away here!”

      He snorted. “I don’t think any of us is quite starving yet, Emma my sweet, but I do believe we deserve a decent meal. And since the kitchen can’t be bothered to make it for us, I’ll just have to do the deed myself.” He frowned. “We’ll have to go raiding though—I’m fresh out of supplies.”

      “You guys go, if you don’t mind,” Emma said to me and Avery. “I’m going to stay here with Kaitlyn. Okay?” She put an arm around Kaitlyn who sighed deeply and put her head on Emma’s shoulder. I was glad to see my fragile friend taking some comfort.

      “I’ll go.” I shrugged. I wasn’t sure what the penalty was if we were caught but since Avery did this on a regular basis, I assumed he knew his way around the kitchen and how to avoid detection.

      Plus I wanted an excuse to get out of the Norm Dorm and maybe have a look around the Academy during the twilight hour. I wondered if Griffin might be sneaking out again—not that it was any of my business, but I couldn’t help wondering…

      “First we both need to be in our pajamas,” Avery counseled me. “That way if anyone should happen to see us, we can say we couldn’t sleep and we were just on our way to the Healer’s office for a sleeping spell. It’s all very innocent that way.”

      I couldn’t help smiling.

      “Have you ever been caught?”

      “Once.” He held up one finger to illustrate. “But that time I was actually caught with my hand in the cookie jar—or in the cold storage unit—which amounts to the same thing.”

      “Oh my God—what did you do?” I asked.

      Avery widened his eyes innocently.

      “Why, I poured out my heart to the cafeteria lady who caught me, telling her how my worries about my grades were keeping me up and I just needed a warm glass of milk to help me relax.”

      “Oh? And she bought that?” I demanded.

      Avery gave me a Cheshire cat grin.

      “She heated the milk for me herself. But that was a close call. Ever since, we usually go in pairs so one of us can act as a look-out and warn the other if someone comes in.” He shrugged. “It hardly ever happens. Most of the cafeteria ladies live off campus so it’s usually not a problem.”

      “Well, let me change into my, uh, jammy-britch and I’ll come with you,” I told him.

      “I have to change too. Meet you back in the common room in five,” Avery directed.

      I nodded and went to my room to change into my robe and slippers—which felt wonderfully soft on the injured backs of my heels. I had gotten some bandages to cover the small wounds earlier but I could tell that wearing my Mary Janes wasn’t going to be comfortable for some time.

      When I got back out to the common room, Avery was already waiting for me. He had a huge canvas shopping bag over his arm that looked big enough to hold a week’s worth of groceries.

      “What’s with the bag?” I asked, staring at it. It was painted in a lot of brightly patterned colors and looked like something my Aunt Dellie would have loved. “Doesn’t it make what we’re about to do kind of obvious? I mean, who goes to the school nurse—er, Healer—with a giant-ass shopping bag on their arm?”

      “Oh that’s right—she’s never seen your invisi-bag before,” Emma remarked.

      “His what?” I asked, frowning.

      “My invisi-bag. Watch.” Avery stroked the bag once and it suddenly vanished from sight. One minute it was there and the next minute it simply wasn’t. Only the way he was still holding his arm, like he had a bag hooked on it, gave any indication it was still there.

      “That’s incredible!” I exclaimed, my eyes going wide. “How did you do that?” Thought I was now surrounded by magical beings, it was still only my second day at the Academy, so watching something disappear into thin air wasn’t something I could take lightly.

      “That’s not all it can do,” Avery said smugly. He stroked the bag, makling it visible again. “Watch this. Emma, give me that pillow if you please. No—the really big one,” he added, when she started to pass him a small throw pillow. “Give me one from the back of the couch.”

      “Sorry, Kaitlyn,” Emma apologized as she shifted around to grab one of the big couch cushions about four feet wide and three feet high and passed it to Avery.

      Kaitlyn, displaced by the move, sat up and smiled wanly.

      “It’s okay—I like watching Avery show off.”

      “I am not showing off!” Avery exclaimed huffily—and then proceeded to do exactly that.

      As big as his bag was, there was no way it could hold such a large cushion—or so I thought. But somehow Avery fit it in—though it was a full foot longer than the bag was tall—and pushed it all the way down so that none of it was showing at all. Then he calmly folded the full bag in half, then in half again, and again and again until he inexplicably held something no bigger than a Saltine cracker. He stroked it once with his thumb and it disappeared from sight, whereupon he slipped the invisible bag into one of the wide front pockets in his smoking jacket and spread his arms wide, like a magician completing a trick.

      “Ta-da!” He smiled triumphantly and I couldn’t help applauding.

      “That was amazing! It’s like living with David Copperfield!” I exclaimed.

      Avery arched an eyebrow at me.

      “Please—he’s a washed-up warlock has been. I like to think I’m more like Chris Angel—he’s so much more edgy and sexy.”

      Emma snorted.

      “It’s more like living with Mary Poppins than David Copperfield or Chris Angel.”

      Avery frowned at her.

      “Now that was a very hurtful comment. Just because I have a few domestic skills doesn’t mean you can stereotype me like that!”

      “I think she means because of that scene in the movie where Mary Poppins is pulling all those impossible things out of her carpet bag,” Kaitlyn offered quietly.

      “That’s exactly what I meant,” Emma said, frowning at him.

      “Oh, well…” Avery sniffed. “I thought you were saying that because you’re under the impression I’d like to sleep with a handsome chimney sweep. Which I would—don’t get me wrong—there’s just something about a man who works with his hands and gets all dirty doing it…”

      Emma and Kaitlyn cracked up and I couldn’t help grinning myself. But we had other things to attend to.

      I cleared my throat.

      “I think we’re getting off the subject of dinner and I’m hungry, Avery. Are we going ‘shopping’ or not?”

      “Oh, most assuredly.” He was suddenly all business. “All the Others should be in their dorms in the towers by now—let’s go.”

      “Uh—could you give us back the couch cushion first?” Emma asked. “It kind of leaves a big hole here if you don’t.”

      “Certainly.” Avery took the invisible bag out of his pocket, stroked it once to make it visible, then began unfolding it until it was its normal size again. He then reached into the bag and pulled out the large blue overstuffed couch cushion which absolutely should not have fit into it in the first place. He passed it to Emma, who rearranged it against the back frame of the couch and nodded.

      “Thanks. And happy hunting.”

      “Get a chicken,” Kaitlyn suggested.

      “For you, Katydid, anything.” Avery bowed gallantly and nodded at me. “Come on, Princess Latimer—let’s go.”

      “Right behind you,” I told him. As we climbed the spiral staircase up to the Dining Hall, I felt my heart pound and the key jump between my breasts.

      I didn’t know why but I had a feeling we were going to find more than dinner upstairs tonight.
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      “I want to thank you for what you did for Kaitlyn today,” Avery said in a low voice as soon as the trapdoor with its camouflage of carpet which led to the Norm Dorm was firmly and securely shut. “You were incredibly courageous, standing up to the Drakes that way. Especially Sanchez.” He made a face. “He’s a nasty piece of work.”

      I shifted from one slippered foot to the other, uncomfortable both with his thanks and his praise.

      “That’s okay—it was nothing.”

      “It was not nothing!” Avery said indignantly. “You stood up for Kaitlyn and protected her, like a true coven-mate would.” He nodded at me approvingly. “I knew you were our fourth the minute I saw you. You belong with us and you certainly proved that today.”

      “I wasn’t trying to prove myself,” I pointed out. “I just wanted to keep Kaitlyn from getting hurt—well, from getting hurt any worse than she already was,” I amended.

      Avery nodded. “She’s had a really hard time—when she came here, she wouldn’t talk at all, just kept her head down all the time. It’s taken ages to coax her out of her shell a little and now it seems like she’s back to square one.” He shook his head sadly.

      “She’ll bounce back,” I said, hoping it was true. “We just need to support her.”

      “Oh, we will! I don’t know if you know this, but Kaitlyn is kind of like a little sister to me. Well, Emma is too, but Kaitlyn is so much more fragile.” Avery sighed. “I’m just so glad you were with her to defend her like you did, Megan.”

      “I just did what any decent person would do,” I protested.

      Avery shook his head.

      “No, most ‘decent people’ are afraid to get their hands dirty or stand out in the crowd. Look how everyone else in the class treated her—I’m sure there were a few who weren’t very comfortable with the remarks Sanchez was making but you were the only one who spoke up for her.”

      “That’s not quite true,” I pointed out. “Ari Reyes stepped in, too. He punched Sanchez and said something in some weird language I’ve never heard before. The two of them had kind of a stand-off right there on the field.”

      “Yes, I heard about that too.” Avery looked thoughtful. “It’s really surprising, you know—a Drake going against his own kind like that. I wonder why he did it?”

      “I got the impression he was protecting Kaitlyn from Sanchez,” I said. “Do they have any kind of history or anything? I mean, Kaitlyn and Ari Reyes?”

      Avery shook his head.

      “Not that I know of. Reyes is pretty new to the school—he only started here at the beginning of this semester. Before that he was being educated in the Sky Lands.”

      “The Sky Lands?” I asked, frowning as we crossed the shadowy Dining Hall, heading for the entrance to the food service line and the kitchens.

      “The Drake home world,” Avery clarified. “They actually come from another land, just like the Fae come from the Realm.”

      “Really?” I was surprised. “How do they get here?”

      He shrugged.

      “I’ve heard they have a special portal in the sky that they have to fly through in dragon form. They bring the female Drakes with them, riding on their backs since they don’t have dragons inside themselves.”

      “Fascinating.” I shook my head. “I want to take a class in Other Studies so I can learn all these little details for myself. Do they have a class like that here? Maybe something I could get into if Ms. Yasmeen will ever let me out of Elementary Casting? Or if I can extricate myself from Home Ec?”

      Avery shot me a knowing look.

      “Had a hard time in your last two periods again?”

      I sighed. “You could say that. I still can’t light a candle…or bend a spoon with magic…or do anything magical, really. And in Home Ec today, none of the ovens would work right for me so my cake was burned on one side and just soup on the other.”

      “Oh no!” Avery shook his head sympathetically.

      I shrugged. “Another day, another F. I don’t know how much more of this my GPA can stand but Mrs. Hornsby still won’t let me out of it. Of course she thought the cake Nancy and the Weird Sisters baked tasted like manna from Heaven.” I rolled my eyes.

      Avery scowled. “That Nancy is such a bitch! I wish I could teach you a simple deflection spell to ward off her nastiness.”

      “Well, I don’t think that’s going to happen anytime soon. As far as I can see, I don’t have anything magical about me.”

      He shook his head. “I just don’t believe that. I don’t feel the Flame when I touch you, but I don’t feel the absence of it either, like you do when you touch a Null. Maybe your magic is locked up somehow—trapped behind a wall or a dam.”

      “In that case, I might as well be a Null,” I pointed out. “Since I can’t get to it to use it—if it’s even there, which I doubt.”

      “I don’t,” Avery said firmly as we got to the rounded archway which led into the food service line.

      I looked in. There was the tall stack of green plastic trays, ready for breakfast the next day and the long metal bars to slide your tray along as you waited to be served. Behind the steam tables which would doubtless hold more nasty casserole tomorrow, was the darkened kitchen. Vast appliances—enormous convection ovens and heating racks as well as rows of stovetops with multiple burners loomed in the dimness.

      “How does all this non-magical stuff work if it doesn’t work elsewhere in the castle?” I asked, looking at the enormous industrial-sized appliances.

      “The kitchens are a magic-null area,” Avery explained. “They have magic shielding built into all the walls to keep any stray spells from getting in and messing with their cooking. Which also makes this a great place to come if you ever need to make a phone call—the shielding keeps the castle from interfering with your cell phone.”

      “Good to know—thanks.” I nodded. “But, uh, how can your magic bag work in there if that’s the case?”

      “Oh, because it’s personal magic tied to me. As long as I’m touching it, it draws from me like a kind of magical battery. The same way a flashlight works for you even if all the electricity goes out because of a storm.”

      I thought that he had a remarkably practical way of explaining magic, which I really appreciated. It helped to de-mystify what was, for me at least, an extremely confusing subject.

      “Okay,” I said. “Now what? Where’s the fridge? I mean, the cold storage unit?”

      “Around the corner, there.” Avery pointed to the left of one of the big stoves. “But you’re going to stay here and play look-out for me. If you see or hear anyone coming, hoot twice like an owl and call once like a whippoorwill.”

      I stared at him blankly. “I don’t know what a whippoorwill sounds like! Is that even a real bird?”

      Avery sighed and made a face like a professional actor working with rank armatures.

      “Of course it’s a real bird!” He shook his head, his blond hair gleaming in the dim light. “Emma will never play along with me either. Never mind, just cough three times if you see someone coming. If they ask what you’re doing out, pretend you’re going to the Healer’s office because you think you’re getting a cold.”

      I frowned. “Will that give you enough time to get away? Or is there a place to hide back there if they come checking around?”

      He shrugged. “I can hide in my invisi-bag if I have to—I’ve done it before.”

      I had to admit that was a neat solution to the problem.

      “Okay.” I nodded. “I’ll stand here in the food line doorway and wait for you then.”

      “Thanks. One roasted chicken dinner coming up.” He grinned at me and then glided off silently into the darkness behind the steam tables. Clearly he knew exactly what he was doing.

      I went back to stand in the doorway and looked alertly around the cavernous darkness of the Dining Hall as I waited for him. I didn’t expect any trouble. Avery’s nonchalant attitude towards raiding the kitchen made it feel like just a normal part of life at Nocturne Academy.

      I didn’t even feel bad about stealing because, really, was it stealing? Wasn’t my scholarship supposed to cover room and board? And shouldn’t I be getting something better than fish and fruit salad casserole covered with a thick, greasy blanket of orange cheese? I was pretty sure even prisons didn’t serve such nasty food—an elite Magic Academy ought to do better than a correctional institution.

      I nodded to myself. Put that way, the pilfering seemed positively justified.

      As I mused, I kept my eyes trained on the wide entrance to the Dining Hall on the far side of the room. It was the only way either in or out of the area—that I could see, anyway. So I was pretty sure if someone was going to come check on the kitchens, that would be where they would come from.

      Which was why I was so surprised when a heavy hand fell on my shoulder from behind and a voice said in my ear,

      “Now what do you think you’re doing in my kitchen this time of night, Missy?”
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      I must have jumped a mile—at least it felt like I did. I turned quickly around and saw a plump, elderly cafeteria lady frowning at me. She was still wearing an apron and a hairnet and her eyes looked like sharp little raisins pushed into her doughy face.

      “Oh, I…” I put a hand to my mouth and doubled over, coughing. When I straightened up, I wiped at my nose and sniffed loudly. “I’m sorry,” I told her, hoping I sounded convincing. “I’m new here and I was looking for the Healer’s office. I…” I sniffed again. “I think I’m getting a cold. Can you show me the way?”

      She looked at me suspiciously but I faked another coughing fit and looked as miserable as I possibly could.

      At last, she nodded. “Well…I haven’t seen you around for long, that much is true, anyway. Come on—I’ll point you in the right direction.”

      She led the way out of the Dining Hall entrance and I had no choice but to follow her.

      “It’s that way,” she said, pointing down the stone hallway. “Take a left and go all the way down—it’ll be on your right. If you reach the South Tower you’ve gone too far.” She gave me a stern look. “Now get. And mind I don’t catch you poking around my kitchens again at night!”

      “No, ma’am,” I said humbly and sniffed. “Thank you.”

      She made a brisk shooing gesture and I had no choice but to start off down the hallway, just as though I was really headed towards the Healer. I could feel her little raisin eyes watching me the whole way until I finally turned the corner and breathed a sigh of relief.

      Whew—that had been close! I just hoped that Avery had heard me and had time to hide himself in his bag. But I had a feeling he would be fine one way or another. He was smooth enough to sweet-talk his way out of trouble, even if she caught him red-handed—a talent which I myself, unfortunately, did not possess.

      Wonder how long I’ll have to stay here before I can go back? I thought, glancing around the shadowy dimness of the large stone corridor. The evening before I had been too tired to notice, but it was actually really spooky down here at night.

      There were a few windows cut into the stone hallway but they were small and didn’t let in much moonlight or starlight. Every shadow seemed to have a shadow of its own and the slightest sound echoed endlessly.

      I went a little further, wondering if maybe Griffin was sneaking out again tonight. I wasn’t very far from the short hallway where I’d met him the night before, I didn’t think. Should I look for it? Should I try to find him?

      The key around my neck jumped at the thought. I wondered if it was really Griffin that it wanted or if it was just drawn to the thick black padlock at his throat. What would happen if we put them together? If I put my key into his lock?

      The key quivered again, eagerly. But somehow the thought sent a chill down my spine. Though I didn’t know why, the idea felt dangerous to me—extremely so.

      Without quite knowing what I was doing, I kept moving. My feet carried me almost all the way down the long main corridor, my slippers almost silent on the flagstone floor, until I reached the corner.

      This was it—I was certain that if I turned the corner, I would see the short hallway with its door that led outside the castle. Should I turn it? Should I go and see if Griffin was there?

      The key at my throat was urging me on eagerly and to be honest, I wanted to see him myself. I knew it was crazy and ridiculous—he had expressly warned me to leave him alone and all my friends had said he was bad news—not to mention extremely dangerous. Also, I couldn’t forget the way his fangs had gleamed in the dim light the night before.

      But all of that didn’t stop me from wanting to see him—wanting to talk to him—even though I knew it was stupid and unsafe. I just couldn’t seem to help myself—I felt as drawn to the tall Nocturne as the key was to his lock.

      As I stood there indecisively, someone came around the corner I had been debating on turning and headed right towards me.

      I started back, putting a hand to my pounding heart. I couldn’t see their face in the dimness of the corridor but I could tell whoever it was had to be male from his sheer height. Was it Griffin?

      “Hello there,” a deep, gravely voice snarled as he saw me. “I was hoping I’d find you out here.”

      The tall shadow stepped into a dim patch of moonlight coming through a nearby window. I felt my stomach clench like an icy fist as I saw his face.

      It wasn’t Griffin—it was Sanchez.
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      I turned to run but he already had me by the arm and was dragging me towards him.

      “Come here!” he barked, glaring at me. “Come here and fix what you did!”

      “What? What are you talking about?” I gasped. “I didn’t…didn’t do anything to you!”

      I tried to twist away from him but his grip on my upper arm was too tight—I was definitely going to have a bruise tomorrow. But right now that was the last of my worries. The big Drake’s eyes were glowing an angry yellow in the dim hallway and I was pretty sure if I got out of this with just a bruise, I would consider myself extremely lucky.

      “You call this not doing anything? Look at me,” he snarled, his face contorted with anger in the moonlight. “Look what you did to me, you little bruja!”

      I saw that he was pointing with his free hand to his left cheek—the same cheek I had slapped that morning in PE after he pissed me off being nasty to Kaitlyn.

      To my shock, I saw that my handprint was still there—a perfectly defined outline of my palm and fingers, splayed across his beefy cheek and the side of his face. Only instead of being an angry red, as it had appeared that morning, it was now a dark royal blue. A blue handprint that stood out on his skin like a sign.

      It looked strange and out of place—like a tattoo or a bizarre bruise. Or like maybe someone had played a prank on him and drawn a blue hand on his face while he was drunk or asleep at a party. But no one else had done this to him—no one but me.

      I did that, I realized, with a sick lurch of fear in the pit of my stomach. I marked him that way—but how?

      Vaguely I remembered the feeling of my anger taking physical form when I’d hit him—the feeling that some kind of power or energy had transferred itself from me to the big Drake standing in front of me. But of course I hadn’t done it on purpose—it had just happened—the anger pouring out of me and into Sanchez.

      Just the way the pain had poured from my mom into me. There was a connection there somewhere but I didn’t have the knowledge or experience to see it clearly. I was still so new to the magical world. I didn’t know…

      “Well?” Sanchez demanded, shaking me angrily until my teeth clicked together on the tip of my tongue.

      The sharp pain seemed to bring me out of the trance I’d somehow fallen into. I tasted the hot metallic flavor of blood and winced as I spit it out to one side.

      “I don’t even know how I did that in the first place,” I said, glaring up at him. “So I sure as hell don’t know how to take it away.”

      It was the wrong thing to say. But then, I don’t think there was a right thing to say at that moment. I know Sanchez certainly didn’t believe me.

      “You little puta!” he growled, snarling right in my face so I could feel his hot, fetid breath on my cheeks. “You’re going to be sorry—so fucking sorry if you don’t fix this!”

      “You’re the one who’s going to be sorry, Sanchez,” a dark, cool voice drawled from behind me. “If you don’t take your hands off my female now.”

      I felt a cold, prickling sensation up and down my spine, as though someone had opened a door that led out into a snowy winter’s night behind me. Suddenly Griffin was there, glaring eye-to-eye with Sanchez.

      “Let…her…go.” He bit out each word and spat it at the big Drake as though he was spitting bullets.

      Sanchez pulled back, getting out of my face—which was a vast improvement—though he still didn’t release his grip on my arm.

      “You’re claiming her, Fanger?” he snarled.

      “I am. Megan Latimer is mine.” Griffin’s eyes glowed bright silver with the intensity of his statement. But still the big Drake wouldn’t back off.

      “Bullshit,” Sanchez sneered. “I don’t see your mark on her.”

      Without a word, Griffin bared his fangs and pushed the pad of his thumb against one sharp point. I had only a moment to see a dark droplet of blood well up before he was pressing his thumb to my forehead at the spot right between my eyebrows.

      I felt a cool tingling which started at the spot where his blood had touched my forehead and spread quickly through my body. It was like I had stepped naked out into a snowstorm and I could feel each individual snowflake melting into my exposed flesh.

      I wanted to jerk away and protest this strange treatment and the weird feelings that followed. I mean, what the hell was Griffin doing? But the way he and Sanchez were glaring at each other let me know it wasn’t a good time to interrupt.

      The big Drake shook his head bullishly.

      “You fucking fanger.”

      “Call me what you want—no one can dispute that Megan is mine. So get your hands off her. Now.”

      There was power in Griffin’s voice—a muted force that nevertheless spoke as loudly as if he’d cocked a shotgun or revved a chainsaw behind me.

      “You got no right to mark her—she’s a Sister and you’re a Nocturne. It’s against the Edict,” Sanchez pointed out, but I could see the unease growing in his yellow eyes.

      “And yet, I marked her anyway. Do you want to put it to the test?” Griffin asked with deceptive mildness. “No matter how big your Drake is, I think you know I could control it—all of my line have always had power over beasts.” He cocked his head to one side, considering Sanchez thoughtfully. “Would you like me to make you bite off the tip of your own tail? Or maybe I should have you rip your wings to shreds with your own talons?”

      Sanchez cursed loudly in Spanish but he finally let go of my arm.

      “This isn’t over,” he growled at me and pointed to his face. “You’re going to fix this you little puta-bruja! You’re going to fix what you did!”

      Then he turned and stalked away angrily, his broad shoulders stiff with rage and his ham-sized hands curled into fists at his sides.
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      “Well, you certainly know how to make trouble, little witch. I’ll give you that.” There was amusement and something else I couldn’t quite read in Griffin’s glowing silver eyes.

      For a moment, I didn’t know what to say to him. The key was burning between my breasts again and the cool, masculine scent of his skin combined with the fright I’d just gone through, seemed to make my tongue too thick to speak.

      “What…why did you say that to him?” I finally blurted out.

      “Say what?” he asked, arching an eyebrow at me.

      “Say that you…that you claimed me. That I was yours,” I finally got out.

      He shrugged, his shoulders rolling with the motion.

      “What else could I say?”

      “I don’t know—anything else maybe?” I protested. “And what was all that about you putting your ‘mark’ on me?” I reached up to touch my forehead but my fingertips came away dry. It was as though the single drop of blood he had marked me with had soaked right into my skin and disappeared completely.

      Griffin still looked wholly unconcerned.

      “I had to mark you as my own in order to protect you. It’s the only thing those Neanderthal Drakes understand.”

      “But you don’t own me!” I protested.

      He shrugged again.

      “It seems I do,” he said, in an almost bored voice. “At least as far as the Drakes are concerned. And anyone else who cares to look and sees my mark on you.”

      “But…but…” I sputtered, hardly knowing what to say. “But this is ridiculous and…and sexist!”

      Griffin’s lightning and pitch eyes hardened.

      “No, this is the world of magic. A world you should have learned a little more about before you entered it.”

      “And how was I supposed to do that?” I demanded. “Was there some kind of handbook I was supposed to read—something like, Vampires and Fairies and Weredragons are a Real thing and oh, by the way, you’re a Witch?”

      He smiled at me coolly.

      “Well at least it’s good to see you claiming your own status. How did you manage to leave your handprint on that big oaf anyway? Shaming magic is extremely powerful and hard to do—or so I’m told.” He shrugged elaborately. “I wouldn’t know too much about it since I’m a Nocturne, not one of your kind.”

      “I don’t know how I did it, okay?” I burst out. “Today in Elementary Casting I couldn’t even bend a spoon with my magic. So I have no idea how I tattooed my handprint on that big asshole’s cheek just by slapping him once!”

      “Language, Megan.” He shook his head and made a tsking sound with his tongue. “And I suggest you try to figure out how you got your magic to work in case you need to make it work again—I can’t be with you in every class, you know.” He sighed. “Though I’m certainly going to have to escort you to each and every one in order to keep you safe in the future—I can see that.”

      “Escort me to class?” I shook my head blankly. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ve marked you as mine,” he said, as though that answered everything. “Sanchez and his crew will think it’s strange if I don’t walk you to classes. They’ll also see it as an opportunity to do you harm—which I can’t allow. Seeing that you’re mine now.”

      “But…but…” I shook my head helplessly. “I don’t understand. I thought you told me to stay away from you.”

      “Yes…” He glided closer and leaned over me again, cupping my cheek in his cool palm. “But I never said that I could stay away from you, Megan.”

      For the second time I was sure he was going to kiss me. Despite how aggravated I was with him, my heart was pounding in my chest and the black key was burning me—begging me to get closer—begging me to close the whisper of a distance between his lips and mine.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Darkheart?” Avery’s voice rang out in the darkness. “Get away from Megan now!”
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      Griffin drew away, a regretful look on his perfect face.

      “I see you’re not out unprotected after all,” he murmured to me. “I guess I could have saved myself the trouble of marking you.”

      “You what?” Avery demanded, charging up to us. He looked ready to do battle but Griffin wasn’t bristling with menace the way he had when Sanchez threatened me. He only gave Avery a cool, amused look and shook his head.

      “You’re too late if you wanted to protect the little witch from big bad me, I’m afraid. I’ve already marked her as my own—purely for her own good, of course.”

      “You’re lying!” Avery exclaimed. “Megan, let me look at you.”

      He seized me by the shoulders and turned me this way and that, studying my forehead. Whatever he saw must have upset him a lot because he turned on Griffin angrily.

      “What the hell is wrong with you, Darkheart? You can’t mark a different species of Other and you know it—it’s going against the Edict!”

      Griffin shrugged, as though none of this mattered to him.

      “Too late now. If I had known you were protecting her, I wouldn’t have bothered.”

      “Avery isn’t protecting me and you don’t own me!” I exclaimed, glaring at both of them. “I don’t care if the rules of the magic world are different— I refuse to live by them if they’re this sexist and misogynistic.”

      “I’m afraid you don’t get to choose the rules of magic, little witch,” Griffin drawled.

      “At least she hasn’t broken them, like you did tonight!” Avery snapped back at him.

      Griffin cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “Oh? I think we both know that she has, though. My mark wouldn’t have taken if she didn’t want it to take. If she truly didn’t want to be mine, my blood would have had no effect on her at all.”

      I opened my mouth to protest this—to say that I didn’t want to be his at all—but somehow the words wouldn’t come out. It wasn’t that the key was choking me again—I just couldn’t force myself to say something to him that wasn’t true.

      What the hell was going on?

      “Come on, Megan.” Avery had me by the arm and was dragging me back down the stone hallway. “We need to get back to the dorm.”

      “Leaving so soon?” Griffin inquired in that same, infuriating drawl. “Well then, I’ll see you in the morning, Megan.” And with an insolent wink, he turned and sauntered away leaving me wondering what in the world had just happened between us and what it meant for the future.
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      “Damn it, Megan!” Avery looked really upset. He kept running his hands through his hair and shaking his head all the way back to the Norm Dorm. But it wasn’t until we were safely back in the common room where Emma and Kaitlyn were still sitting on the sofa that he rounded on me.

      “What the hell did you think you were doing, Megan?” he shouted. “Didn’t all three of us try to warn you about Griffin Darkheart? Why would you wander off to find him and then take his mark like that?”

      “What?” Emma and Kaitlyn sat bolt upright, staring at both of us. “She what?”

      “Griffin Darkheart gave Megan his mark and she accepted it!” Avery exclaimed.

      I hadn’t known my new coven-mate long but I had never seen him this upset and I had a feeling it wasn’t a common occurrence for him at all. But by now, I was getting pretty upset myself.

      “I don’t know anything about any of this!” I said, raising my voice to be heard over Emma and Kaitlyn demanding answers. “And I didn’t accept his stupid mark on purpose—it just happened.”

      “Okay. All right.” Avery took a deep breath, clearly trying to calm down. “I’m sorry I shouted at you, Megan,” he said. “But this is very upsetting.”

      “So I gathered,” I said dryly. “But I still don’t have any idea what it means.”

      “Let’s start again,” Emma suggested. “Megan, why don’t you tell us what happened from the beginning.”

      “Fine.” I nodded shortly. “Well first of all, I didn’t just wander off—one of the cafeteria ladies caught me and I had to pretend I was going to the Healer.”

      “All right—I figured that. I heard you coughing,” Avery said. “Then what?” He made a ‘go on’ gesture with one hand.

      “Then Sanchez found me alone in the hall and threatened me,” I said. “And that was when Griffin came along and claimed me and marked me. And for the record, let me say I had no idea what he was doing and I still don’t understand the implications of it, either.”

      Avery sighed and sank down on the couch, running his hands through his hair again.

      “Okay, that explains it. I guess he felt he had to mark you in order to get you away from Sanchez.”

      “Is…is Sanchez still mad at you for what happened in gym today?” Kaitlyn asked, her voice a little wavery.

      “You could say that.” It was my turn to run a hand through my hair. “I marked him—not the way Griffin marked me,” I added hastily. “I mean, when I slapped him, it left a mark. One that apparently won’t come off.”

      “You mean you marked him magically?” Avery’s eyes went wide. “You shamed him?”

      I threw up my hands.

      “I don’t know! I was so angry at him for hurting Kaitlyn and then being a dick about it and all I remember is the feeling of my anger—or maybe some kind of power—flowing from me into him.” I shook my head. “At the time, I thought I must be imagining it. But now Sanchez has a big blue mark in the shape of my hand on his cheek and he apparently can’t get it off.”

      “Because it’s permanent,” Avery exclaimed. “Megan, do you have any idea how much raw power it takes to make a permanent mark on another Other? Especially against their will? And you didn’t even know you were doing it!”

      “Tell that to Sanchez,” I said dourly. “I’m sure he’ll believe it.”

      He scrubbed a hand over his face and shook his head.

      “Well, at least we know you’re not a Null. But this doesn’t feel like first-time magic either. I mean, this is not a normal Flame-up. You must have done something before, Megan—think.”

      “Well…” I bit my lip and once again the memory of my mother lying in her hospital bed came to me. Only this time, I couldn’t fool myself that I’d had nothing to do with easing her pain. This time I knew I would have to tell the truth.

      “Go on.” Avery was watching me warily. “I can tell you have something to say, Megan. Spit it out—what happened?”

      I took a deep breath.

      “When my mother was dying, I helped to ease her pain. I didn’t know exactly what I was doing at the time—I still didn’t even know that magic was real and that all this…” I waved a hand, indicating the entire Academy, “even existed. But I did help her—I’m sure of it now.”

      “But how could you help her if you didn’t know any magic?” Emma asked blankly. “I mean, wouldn’t you have to say a charm or do a spell or something?”

      “Yeah, don’t you have to call the corners and invoke the Goddess to make anything happen?” Kaitlyn asked.

      “That’s how a normal witch would do it,” Avery said, frowning. “But I have a feeling our Megan is anything but normal. So fess up, Princess Latimer—how did you do it?”

      “Like this.” I pushed up the sleeve of my robe, baring my forearm with its neat rows of white scars.

      “I don’t understand,” Emma said, shaking her head.

      “I don’t either,” Kaitlyn confessed.

      But Avery was looking at me with wide eyes and a pale face.

      “Megan,” he said, his voice little more than a whisper. “Tell me you didn’t.”

      “Didn’t do what?” Emma demanded impatiently.

      “I cut myself, all right?” I said, frowning at them all. I was feeling really defensive by now. “I did it at first because it helped me feel better about the fact that she was dying. But one day I went into the bathroom of her hospital room and did it right there. And it helped—somehow it helped. I felt her pain pouring into me and she was able to rest after I cut for her. So…” I shrugged. “I kept doing it.

      “Blood magic,” Avery whispered and shook his head. “Oh my god, Megan—you did Blood magic!”

      “What does that even mean?” I demanded. “What’s the big deal with Blood magic, whatever it is?”

      “It’s banned magic,” Avery exclaimed. “It’s just about the most forbidden magic there is! It’s been outlawed by the Council because it’s too powerful—too easy to twist to dark purposes.” He shook his head. “Not that it’s a ban most witches could break. Not one in a hundred is strong enough to even attempt it.”

      “But I didn’t know I was doing magic! You have to understand.” My throat was tight and my voice choked with emotion. “My Mom…she was in so much pain and nothing they were giving her was helping at all! She was crying and hurting and I loved her so much! I would have done anything—anything to help her.”

      “Of course you would!” Kaitlyn exclaimed, suddenly much more animated than I’d seen her since that morning. “When you love someone you’ll do anything—dare anything.”

      “And anyway, it’s not your fault,” Emma said loyally, joining in to defend me. “Like you said, you didn’t even know what you were doing.”

      I lifted my chin defiantly.

      “I’d do it again even now that I do know,” I told them. “It was the only thing that helped my mom—the only thing that lessened her pain and let her die in peace. Cutting for her was…” I choked up for a minute and had to swallow hard and swipe at my eyes before I could go on. “It was all I could do for her. The only way I could help her.”

      “Oh Goddess…” Avery was swiping at his eyes too, his anger melted in the face of my grief. “I’m so sorry, Megan,” he murmured, his voice choked. “I get it now. I’m sorry I yelled at you. And I kind of want to give you a hug.”

      “Me too, Kaitlyn said.

      “And me,” Emma added.

      I gave them all a watery smile.

      “I wouldn’t mind a hug right about now.”

      The three of them gathered around me and we wrapped our arms around each other. As we did, I felt something flowing through us—a power not unlike the feeling I’d had when Griffin had marked me. But this was a warmer sensation—a feeling of love and understanding.

      A feeling of coming home.

      When we broke apart, there wasn’t a dry eye among us. But somehow, the awful pain of my mother’s death—which had never really lessened since she died—was a little more bearable now. It was like my coven-mates had each taken a share of that unspeakable agony for me and they were helping me shoulder the load.

      It was wonderful.

      “Thank you for understanding, guys,” I said to all of them. “I…I’ve never had friends like you before.”

      “And you never will again,” Avery said seriously. “We’re connected now and we all share your secret. We won’t betray you, Megan, but no one else can know about this.” He looked at all of us seriously. “I mean it—the Other Elder Council wouldn’t be nearly so understanding of you doing Blood magic as we are.”

      “Wouldn’t they forgive her, though?” Kaitlyn asked with wide eyes. “I mean, since she didn’t even know what she was doing at the time?”

      “And because she was doing this, uh Blood magic, to help someone she loved?” Emma added.

      Avery shook his head.

      “I don’t think so. Blood magic is strictly forbidden and the Council won’t look on it kindly no matter why Megan did it.” He sighed. “Well, at least it’s in the past.”

      I had a sudden thought and bit my lip.

      “Um, it might not be as far in the past as you think, Avery,” I said in a small voice.

      “What are you talking about?” His blond eyebrows drew low.

      “I might have done it again today,” I confessed.

      “What?” Avery demanded, frowning. “What do you mean?”

      “When I slapped Sanchez and marked him—I think I was bleeding,” I said. “Coach Vasquez made me run in my regular school shoes and they cut into my heels. I wouldn’t even have known if Griffin hadn’t pointed it out to me in English class—that I was bleeding, I mean. I was so preoccupied with getting Kaitlyn to the Healer, you know?”

      “Goddess of the Shadows and the Light…” Avery ran both hands through his hair this time. “This isn’t good, Megan. Whatever you do, you can’t let people know you’ve been doing Blood magic.”

      “Well how are they going to find out?” Emma asked reasonably. “None of us is ever going to tell and Megan is going to be really, really careful not to do it again. Right, Megan?” She looked at me anxiously.

      “Well, now that I know what I’m doing and that I’m not supposed to be doing it, sure,” I said, frowning. “But…” I looked at Avery. “What if…what if it’s the only way my magic works? I mean, I haven’t been able to do even the simplest things otherwise. What if I have to cut myself to get a result?”

      “No, no—absolutely not.” He was shaking his head emphatically. “That’s like saying the only way you can get your car started is to hotwire it every time. Or the only way you can get into your house is to break a window or throw a bomb and blow up the front door. There’s just no way your magic should be so inaccessible that you can’t get to it unless you’re doing something completely illegal.”

      “But it is though,” I argued. “I don’t understand but it seems like I can’t get anything done unless I’m really upset and bleeding.”

      “I’m going to be really careful around on your next time of the month then,” Emma remarked. “I mean, think of the damage you could do then.”

      For a moment we were all silent and then the tension broke and I started to laugh. Kaitlyn and Emma did to and soon Avery was howling along with us.

      “Oh my Goddess,” he gasped, wiping at his eyes. “Everybody in the whole damn Academy better beware. The Norm Dorm has become the Crimson Cave where Princess Latimer reigns supreme!”

      “I’ll have you know, I hardly ever get bitchy around that time,” I said, wiping at my eyes—from tears of laughter this time. “I mostly just get blue and want to watch sad movies and eat chocolate.”

      “Oh, same!” Kaitlyn exclaimed. “Isn’t it the worst?”

      “The very worst,” Emma agreed. “Sometimes my cramps—”

      “Okay, all right…” Avery made a cutting gesture with one hand. “You know I love to bond with you girls but there are some things that are beyond even me. The point is, Megan,” he went on, looking at me, “Is that you can’t do any more Blood magic from this point on. You’ll get yourself in big trouble if anyone finds out.” He pointed a finger at me. “And I’m talking Censured by the Council trouble. Understand?”

      I sighed. “Yeah, I get it. Though I have to admit, for a minute there I was having fantasies of making Nancy’s next cake in Home Ec burn to a crisp.”

      “No, no!” Avery exclaimed. “Using Blood magic to settle your score with Nancy is like bringing a nuclear bomb to a knife fight. Seriously, Megan—you can’t.”

      “All right,” I grumbled. “I get it, I get it.”

      Avery shook his head. “Of course, the fact that you’ve been marked by Darkheart isn’t going to make any of this easier to conceal.”

      “Oh, that’s right—I forgot all about that,” Kaitlyn exclaimed. “What does that mean anyway?”

      “Yes, I’d like to know too,” I said fervently. “He seemed to think it means he owns me—he doesn’t does he? I mean, that can’t be right!”

      “Unfortunately, it is.” Avery spoke reluctantly, pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace.

      “What? But that can’t be!” I protested. “He can’t just say that he owns me and make it so!”

      “It’s not exactly ownership in the form of you’re his chattel and he can do whatever he wants to you,” Avery said. “It’s more like you own each other but now he’s responsible for protecting you and providing for you.”

      “Huh?” Emma looked as confused as I felt.

      “It goes way, way back to the olden days of the Others,” Avery explained. “Back before the Edict was in place, when any kind of Other could mark and Blood-Bond with another.”

      “They could?” Emma asked, wide-eyed.

      “Oh, sure.” Avery nodded. “Before the Edict, all of that was legal and pretty common, too. They would have a bonding ceremony and the male would mark the female by putting a drop of his blood on her forehead and she would do the same to him. That tied them together, you see.”

      “That sounds…really permanent,” I said, feeling uneasy.

      “Not as permanent as an actual Blood-Bonding but it’s pretty indelible,” Avery admitted.

      “What’s Blood-Bonding?” Kaitlyn asked.

      “It’s a whole different ceremony—one step past the mutual marking I told you about. And it is permanent,” Avery said. “To bond with someone you give them a drop of your blood and they give you a drop of theirs and you say, ‘Blood of my blood, and Breath of my Breath. Nothing can part us now until Death.’”

      “Wow…” Emma shook her head. “It’s like some kind of freaky wedding ceremony.”

      “In a way,” Avery admitted. “But it’s not often done anymore—it’s kind of considered old-fashioned now. And it’s never done between different species of Others.”

      “Because of the, uh, “power couples,” we were talking about when you first told me about the Edict?” I said. The fact that it makes the Others who bind themselves together that way so much more powerful?”

      Avery nodded. “Blood-Bonding allows those who bond to share their powers while doubling their strengths and halving their weaknesses. But it only works like that when two different species of Others bond. That’s why it’s not done anymore—everyone bonds with their own kind and since, in that case, you don’t get anything out of Blood Bond except being permanently tied together, people don’t do it much. It’s kind of like…getting married with no prenup or any option for divorce.”

      “That’s interesting,” I murmured. If there was that much power to be had from a Blood-Bond between members of different Other groups, no wonder my ancestress Corinne and her Windermere Coven had outlawed it. Such power would have been able to contravene any authority—making such couples a real threat to the establishment. And the more powerful the parties involved, the greater the threat.

      “Is Megan going to get into trouble because of taking Griffin’s mark?” Kaitlyn asked, looking worried. “Because like she said, she didn’t know what he was doing and she never asked for it.”

      Avery frowned. “Well, there might be some blowback if anyone finds out it’s his mark on her since he is a different kind of Other than she is. But number one, it was justified—Darkheart was doing it to protect Megan from Sanchez. And number two, it’s not a complete marking. I mean, he marked her but she didn’t mark him back. And it’s certainly not like they Blood-Bonded. I mean, they’re not bound together for life or anything.”

      “Whew!” I exclaimed but inside I felt a strange mixture of relief and…was it really regret?

      I told myself this second emotion made no sense. Of course I didn’t want to be bound to anyone for life—especially Griffin who was being Censured by the Council and who I had only just met yesterday.

      God, was it only yesterday that all this had started? My life was moving just a little too fast for me lately. I was beginning to feel like I was riding in a speeding car with no doors or windshield and if I wasn’t careful I was going to fly out!

      “Just keep it quiet,” Avery advised me. “Only people who are looking for the mark will see it. It would only stand out if you marked Darkheart back. So right now it’s kind of like a flesh-colored Band-Aid, you know?”

      This didn’t do much to ease my worries but there didn’t seem to be much else I could do but follow Avery’s advice and keep both my Blood magic and my new ties to the tall Nocturne as quiet as possible. I wondered if Sanchez would spread the word—hopefully not. Maybe his shame at having been marked by me would keep him from wanting to bring up the subject of what he had seen between me and Griffin.

      “Okay,” I said unhappily. “So I’ll just keep my head down and try not to cause trouble?”

      One corner of Avery’s mouth quirked up into a grin.

      “Yes, do try to go a whole day without having a public fight with the Weird Sisters or shame-marking another Drake or getting yourself claimed and marked by any more Censured Nocturnes or anything else like that—okay?”

      “She hasn’t done anything with the Faes yet,” Emma remarked. “You have to give her that at least.”

      “Don’t tempt her,” Avery said sardonically. “You never can tell—maybe there’s a Fae prince in disguise here at the Academy, just waiting to sweep Princess Latimer here off her feet.”

      “Hardly,” I said dryly. “And even if there is, I’ll pass on him. You take him, Emma.”

      She laughed. “As snooty as all the Fae are? I don’t think so.”

      “Anyway, nothing that has happened to Megan has been her fault,” Kaitlyn said staunchly, defending me. “She just…happens to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “Oh, I don’t believe that one bit,” Avery said dryly. “I don’t mean I think you’re to blame, Princess,” he said to me. “I just mean, I don’t believe that things happen by chance—not at Nocturne Academy. Something is working behind the scenes—something big is coming. We just have to find out what it is before it bursts out and steamrolls over all of us!”

      “But what—?” I began.

      But just at that moment, the right front pocket of Avery’s stylish retro smoking jacket suddenly split wide open. His invisi-bag—now visible again with all its bright colors—came tipping out of the torn pocket, growing as it came. Out of it spilled what looked like a whole grocery cart full of food and cooking supplies.

      We watched in shock as a dozen potatoes, a bunch of carrots—their green feathery tops still attached, about a pound of onions, a bushel of apples, a bunch of pears, and several packets of spices along with some cans of stock as well as a pound of butter went rolling across the floor. A bag of fresh rolls came next and then a large new roasting pan, a mixing bowl, and an instrument I thought was a potato masher. To top it off, a huge, plump chicken that looked almost as big as a turkey flopped to the floor at Avery’s feet, still sealed securely in its plastic wrapping.

      “Oh! What happened?” I exclaimed.

      Avery shook his head.

      “Damn invis-bag. There’s a time limit on the magic—it can only hold so much and be compressed so long before it all comes…well…spilling out.” He waved a hand at the pile of groceries on the floor. “As you can see.”

      “Oh my God, Avery—what were you going to do—start your own cooking school down here?” Emma asked. “I mean, look at all this stuff!”

      “I was going to try a new recipe, that’s all,” Avery said sulkily.

      “But don’t you think the cafeteria ladies are going to miss their stuff?” Kaitlyn asked, bending to pick up the roasting pan and the potato masher.

      “I was going to put it back the next time I went ‘shopping’,” Avery said. “And they have so many things they never use in there. It’s a crime really—they shouldn’t be allowed to have all these implements if they don’t know how to utilize them correctly.”

      “Translation: you would like to open a cooking school,” Emma said, grinning at him. “Come on—we might not be the cafeteria ladies, but you can still teach the three of us if you want to.”

      “I’d love to learn how to cook over a spit,” I said, immediately interested and glad to feel like we were getting back to normal. If coking dinner in the Dungeon could be considered normal, anyway.

      “Not me, please.” Kaitlyn drew back a little. “I, uh, don’t like to get too close to the fire,” she added in a low voice. “But I wouldn’t mind watching, if that’s okay?” she asked, looking at Avery.

      “You can do anything you want, Katydid,” he said gently, smiling at her. Then he turned to Emma and me. “All right—supper is a little late getting started, but better late than never. Come on, girls—let’s get cooking!”

      As we gathered the ingredients and headed for the fireplace, I tried to push all my worries away and just enjoy this time with my new friends. Things were going to be okay, I reasoned with myself. The mark Griffin had put on me was only visible to those who were looking for it. And at least now I could speak his name without the key necklace half-choking me to death.

      Which made me realize I still hadn’t told my coven-mates about the necklace and the key set with Blood stones. Or the fact that Griffin wore a matching one with a lock set with the same stones. I opened my mouth to speak, but the chain tightened warningly around my neck.

      I frowned. So it was okay to talk about Griffin but the magical necklaces we both wore were off limits?

      What the hell, key? What’s your problem?

      Beneath my nightdress, it moved just a little and I had the feeling it was waiting…biding its time. But waiting for what?

      I didn’t know but I had an uneasy feeling I was going to find out.
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      The next morning as we came up out of the Dungeon, I glanced around apprehensively for Griffin. But to my mingled relief and disappointment, the tall Nocturne was nowhere to be seen, though I thoroughly scanned the entire Dining Hall.

      Avery seemed to be thinking the same thing because he sniffed and shook his head.

      “Huh—so much for your Blood Knight escorting you everywhere,” he remarked.

      “My what?” I asked, frowning at him.

      “Oh, it’s just an old Other legend.” He shrugged. “Never mind. Come on—who wants breakfast?”

      Breakfast was awful as usual but thanks to the fact that we’d all eaten roasted chicken and veggies around midnight, we were still full and nobody minded starting the day with just coffee and tea.

      Emma was feeling especially perky due to drinking two black coffees instead of one.

      “This is what I always have for breakfast after one of my late nights,” she explained, taking another gulp of the black, bitter brew and puckering her lips cheerfully at the taste. “Though usually I’m beat from staying up late working at the I Scream and last night I was taking a class in the joy of cooking from Monsieur Avery, of course.”

      She nodded at Avery who made an elaborate bow.

      “Why thank you, Madam Emma.”

      I laughed at both of them and took a sip of my own coffee. Though she didn’t say so, I guessed that Emma had either called in sick or traded shifts with someone else to be with Kaitlyn the night before. Which was extremely unselfish of her, considering how much she and her mom needed the money. But coven-mates stuck together and last night, Kaitlyn had needed all of us—just as I had, I supposed.

      It was good to have friends.

      Kaitlyn herself was still looking a little wan and uncertain as she sipped her tea. I could see her growing more and more apprehensive as our breakfast time elapsed. I had seen her packing her tennis shoes and gym clothes in her satchel that morning with obvious reluctance and I knew she was dreading a possible repeat of yesterday’s PE class from Hell.

      At last the bell chimed and the busy Dining Hall began to clear out.

      “Well, time to go,” Avery said, sighing and downing the rest of his cream and sugar coffee. “Come on, girls,” he said, putting out an arm for Kaitlyn and me to take. “Since Megan’s date has left her high and dry—thank goodness—I am going to escort you to first period.”

      “But the locker rooms are clear across the castle from your first class,” Kaitlyn protested. “You’ll be late and get demerits!”

      “Who cares about demerits when I have two such lovely ladies to escort?” Avery asked gallantly as Emma waved goodbye and headed out of the Dining Hall towards her first period class.

      “You’re really sweet, Avery, but we’ll be okay,” I said. “I’ll make sure Kaitlyn doesn’t come to any harm.”

      He shook his head, frowning.

      “Until you can get around whatever barrier is holding your magic in and Flame up on purpose instead of just by accident, you can’t protect Kaitlyn or yourself. I’d better come with you, Megan.”

      “Not necessary. I will protect Megan and by extension, her friend.”

      The dark, cool voice was familiar to me by now. I turned without a trace of surprise to see Griffin standing there. He was wearing his black uniform jacket and a tie for once—like all the male students were supposed to wear—and of course, his dark glasses.

      Avery scowled.

      “I wondered where you were, Darkheart.”

      “Just waiting for the four of you to finish breakfast,” Griffin said courteously. “I knew Megan would be safe with her coven and there was no point in intruding until then since I cannot eat breakfast myself. You may have noticed, my kind don’t eat.” He gave a humorless laugh. “Hell, some of us don’t even drink.”

      I wondered what he meant by that as the key began to burn against my skin. It made me look for the outline of the thick black padlock around his own throat, but of course it was hidden by his starched white shirt and blood-red tie.

      “Shall we?” He put out an arm to me, much as Avery had done.

      Feeling like I was doing something somehow subversive, I took his arm and looked at Avery.

      He sighed and threw up his hands.

      “All right, fine.” He poked a finger at Griffin. “But you’d better take care of them. Both of them.”

      “Of course. That’s what I’m here for.” Griffin put out his other arm to Kaitlyn who looked at him with one wide-eye from behind her curtain of hair.

      “I don’t bite,” Griffin told her. “I can’t. No matter how much I might want to,” he added, looking at me.

      Which wasn’t very reassuring, I felt. Not to mention pretty confusing. What did he mean he couldn’t bite? He was a Nocturne—they were all about biting, weren’t they?

      Kaitlyn didn’t seem reassured either. She looked at him uncertainly until Griffin said in a gentler tone, “It’s all right, little sister. I swear I won’t hurt you. I only want to keep you and Megan safe.”

      This seemed to decide Kaitlyn. Finally, timidly, she took Griffin’s arm, still looking down at her shoes. I wondered if she felt as dazzled by his perfection as I did. That fallen angel face of his could be hard to take even when he was being sarcastic. When he was gentle and kind, as he had been for just a moment, it was somehow even more disarming.

      “Thank you for trusting me.” Griffin nodded at her. “All right then, ladies, let’s go.”
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      It was a short trip to the girls’ locker rooms with Griffin as our escort. As I had observed before on my first day, the other students just seemed to part before him like the waters of the Red Sea parting for Moses. Though I wasn’t sure that Bible analogies fit in the world of Nocturne Academy.

      But however you wanted to put it, the fact was that we got to the locker room with plenty of time to dress out and get into line.

      Not that I wanted to. And I could tell from the stooped set of Kaitlyn’s shoulders that she was dreading it as well.

      “Well, here we are.” Griffin nodded courteously at the thick wooden door that led to the locker room. “Go on, ladies. And Megan, I’ll see you after class. Or maybe even a little before then.”

      Whatever that meant.

      Then he turned and glided away, leaving Kaitlyn and me with no choice but to enter the echoing locker room, which was filled with our other classmates already getting dressed.

      We chose lockers on the far end of the busy space, both of us moving slowly and I knew the reason why. Neither of us was really keen to expose our scars again—though I still felt like I had it much easier than poor Kaitlyn.

      I got into my own gym clothes and stood in front of her to screen her from any prying eyes while she got dressed.

      “I don’t know if I can do this, Megan,” she whispered to me and I saw that her one good eye was filled with tears. “I hate this—I hate it so much.”

      “I know, hon.”

      My heart ached for her and I felt the rage building in me. She shouldn’t have to go through this, damn it! She shouldn’t have to expose herself when she was so vulnerable and hurt—it wasn’t right!

      “It’s all right,” I said, trying to reassure her as she finished getting dressed. “I’ll be with you every minute—you won’t be alone. I swear it.”

      “Thanks, Megan.” She ducked her head and stood slowly, her scarred arms crossed protectively over her chest. “Okay—no point putting it off,” she said, obviously trying to be strong. “Let’s go.”

      I took her hand, lacing my fingers though hers and squeezed, to send courage and reassurance.

      She shot me a grateful look and we pushed out of the opposite end of the locker room and into the mercilessly bright Florida sunshine.

      Coach Vasquez was already there, marching up and down the line of assembled students like a general inspecting the troops. Sanchez and Reyes were already in the boys’ line, I saw. They had their backs to us but when the big Drake turned his head to the side slightly, I saw the blue imprint of my hand still showing on his left cheek.

      Great. I had been hoping that it might somehow have faded but clearly I would have no such luck. I wondered how permanent shame-marking really was. Would I be able to undo it if I could somehow access my blocked magic? And more to the point, did I want to undo it?

      Because I still firmly believed that Sanchez deserved to be shamed after the way he had bullied Kaitlyn. He had earned that blue handprint on his face—it was a scar of his own, a consequence of his wrong-doing. And who knew, maybe it would make him think twice about bullying someone again.

      I snorted to myself. Yeah, right—like that was going to happen. A bully was a bully and in my experience, they rarely changed their stripes.

      “All right, let’s go, let’s go,” Coach Vasquez shouted in that bugle-call voice of hers. “Come on people, get in line—no stragglers!”

      I stepped forward but I felt a tug on my hand and saw Kaitlyn hanging back.

      “Megan, I just…I can’t.” Her voice was tight with tears. “She’ll make me put my hair back and they’re all going to laugh at me again. I just know it.”

      “No, they aren’t,” a cool voice said in my ear.

      I looked up in surprise to see Griffin striding past us, right up to the Drake Coach.

      “What in the world? Where did he come from?” I muttered as Kaitlyn and I watched him go.

      “I don’t know but he did say he might see you before the end of class,” she reminded me. But what is he doing?”

      “I have no idea,” I murmured, watching in fascination.

      But I had a feeling we were about to find out.
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      Griffin drew the Coach to one side, behind the line of gym students who were facing the field. He was talking to her earnestly, though he was speaking too low for me to understand him.

      Coach Vasquez scowled at him at first and shook her head in a short, definite way.

      “No exceptions,” I heard her say. “Now go on, Darkheart—you’re holding up my class!”

      Griffin raised an eyebrow at her.

      “Very well,” I heard him say. “I didn’t want to resort to this but…”

      Pulling down the dark glasses he wore during the daytime, he stared directly into her eyes and said something else I couldn’t quite catch. I saw the pupils of his lightning and pitch eyes dilate for a moment and then he put his glasses back up and nodded at the Coach.

      “Do you understand?”

      For a moment she just stood there, staring at him. Then she nodded, like someone coming out of a dream.

      “Yes. Yes, of course.”

      “Good. See to it, then.”

      Then he turned and strolled back towards Kaitlyn and me.

      “What just now happened? What did you say to her?” I asked him but he only shook his head.

      “I’ll see you after class, little witch. Make sure you’re not late.”

      Then he was gone, disappearing into the door that led through the boys’ locker room and back out into the school, moving with the easy, slouching grace of a panther.

      “Well, I guess we’d better go.” There was a note of resignation in Kaitlyn’s voice.

      I squeezed her hand comfortingly.

      “It’s okay—I’m with you.”

      But as we went to take our places at the end of the girl’s line-up, Coach Vasquez came to intercept us.

      “Miss Fellows,” she said to Kaitlyn. “What are you doing here?”

      “Um…I was, uh, that is…I’m here for class?” Kaitlyn said uncertainly.

      Coach Vasquez frowned.

      “Don’t be foolish. You know you’re excused from Physical Education for the rest of the year. Get back into your uniform and go directly to Study Hall. I don’t want to see you out here again!”

      “Oh, uh…thank you, Coach.” Kaitlyn nodded gratefully and looked at me. “Um, is Megan excused too?”

      “Of course not!” Coach Vasquez glared at me. “And she’s about to be late! Get in line, Miss Latimer. And hurry!”

      “Yes, Coach!” I barely had time to squeeze Kaitlyn’s hand again before I had to run out onto the sunny field by myself.

      As I stood there in the merciless sunlight with all my scars showing again, I wondered what in the world Griffin had done to get Kaitlyn out of gym class indefinitely. I remembered him saying something to Sanchez about how his kind could control beasts—did it have anything to do with that, somehow?

      I had no idea.

      But whatever it was he had done to get Kaitlyn out of gym, why couldn’t he have done it for me too?
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      “How did you do that?” I demanded, the minute I stepped out of the girls’ locker room and found Griffin waiting for me.

      “Do what?” he asked innocently, taking my hand and lacing our fingers together.

      For a moment the touch of his cool hand on mine drove everything else out of my head. My heart started to pound and the key twisted and burned between my breasts. I found myself staring into his eyes and couldn’t look away. Damn it, why did he affect me so much?

      “Get…get Kaitlyn out of gym class?” I finally forced my mouth to say, though my tongue felt thick.

      “Ah. Well, I simply employed a bit of my Nocturne heritage,” he remarked, leading me through the busy halls, the crowd of students magically parting before us, as always. “My family, the Darkhearts, are quite powerful, you know. And our particular talent lies in commanding animals of all kinds. Even Drakes.”

      “But…but I thought female Drakes didn’t have an animal inside—didn’t have a dragon?” I said, frowning. I was carefully looking away from his perfect profile as I spoke. It was easier to think clearly when I wasn’t staring at him.

      “They don’t have a Drake that comes out—most of them don’t, anyway,” Griffin corrected me. “But all Drakes are two-natured—it’s just that male Drakes are able to allow the other half of themselves to take over and emerge from time to time. I spoke to the beast buried within Coach Vasquez and gave it an order to allow Kaitlyn to get out of her class.” He shrugged. “Simple as that.”

      I gaped at him. “But…isn’t it against the rules of the Academy to use your supernatural powers on others—especially teachers?”

      “Oh yes—it’s absolutely against the rules.” Griffin didn’t sound at all concerned.

      “But…so couldn’t you get expelled for that?” I demanded.

      “Oh, no. No, I couldn’t.” He laughed bitterly. “No, I’m afraid I can never be expelled from Nocturne Academy. Much as I might wish to be.”

      Which again, made no sense. Why would he want to get kicked out of school?

      I had so many more questions I wanted to ask—especially since he seemed to be open to answering them for once—but we had just arrived at English class. I started to go towards my seat in the front but Griffin shook his head.

      “Oh no, my little witch. You’re sitting with me.”

      Over my protests, he led me to his seat in the far back corner and settled me in a desk right beside him. Then he pulled my desk right up next to his—even though it meant taking it out of the row it was in—and looped a proprietary arm around my shoulders.

      “Hey, what do you think you’re doing?” I muttered under my breath. Having him this close made my heart race so hard I almost felt like I might pass out. I tried taking deep breaths to calm down but that didn’t help—it filled my senses with his cool, sharp scent which reminded me of winter and ice.

      “I’m simply proving you’re mine, little witch,” he murmured in my ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll let you go as soon as our little display has had the desired effect.”

      Soon enough, I saw what he meant. Sanchez and his cronies —who had left me strictly alone during PE, though the big Drake had been glaring at me the entire time—came slouching into Mrs. Wainright’s classroom about thirty seconds after the tardy bell chimed. They took one look at me and Griffin, with his arm possessively around me, muttered angrily, and then settled themselves in seats on the far side of the room.

      “There, see? That wasn’t so bad,” Griffin murmured, finally removing his arm, though he immediately took my hand instead and interlaced our fingers.

      “Stop,” I muttered. “I have to take notes.”

      He laughed, a low, cool chuckle I could feel all the way down to the tips of my fingers and toes.

      “As if you’d need to take notes in this class. Aren’t you going to be an English professor in a Norm college someday? Or have your plans changed, now that you know what you are?” He looked at me curiously.

      I opened my mouth to say that of course my plans hadn’t changed and I was still fully committed to my career path. But somehow the words wouldn’t come out. Because, I realized slowly, they weren’t true.

      The last two days had changed everything for me and I now had no idea what the future held—but it probably wasn’t graduate school and a fast track to tenure at some Ivy League university somewhere.

      “I…I don’t know,” I said at last, frowning at him and decided to change the subject. “Why did you get Kaitlyn out of gym and not me? I mean I…” I cleared my throat. “I have scars too.” Of course there weren’t nearly as bad as my friend’s but I still would rather have kept them hidden.

      “So I noticed,” he murmured, arching an eyebrow at me. “And I would dearly love to hear where they came from. Why don’t you tell me?”

      To my horror, I found that I was about to tell him—was about to blurt out the whole story about my mother dying and how I hadn’t known I was doing Blood magic and everything else—which would surely get me expelled from Nocturne Academy if the nosy Fae girls, who were glancing back at us and whispering, overheard any of it.

      “Later,” Griffin added and I felt the compulsion to tell him everything suddenly and mercifully ease.

      “How did you do that?” I demanded furiously, under my breath.

      “Do what?” He gave me an innocent look.

      “How did you make me need to tell you the truth just now?” I asked. And in fact, I realized, it wasn’t the first time I had been unable to lie or dissemble to him. Ever since last night I’d felt compelled to answer him truthfully, no matter what he asked me. “Does it have something to do with you marking me?” I asked suspiciously.

      Griffin shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Well I don’t like it! Take it away!” I demanded.

      He gave me an amused glance.

      “Is lying so important to you then? Maybe you want a career as a politician instead of a professor, Megan.”

      “No, I just…I need to be able to keep some things to myself,” I said, frowning. “It’s not fair that I have to tell you anything you ask!”

      “To be fair, I am also bound to tell you the truth, if you ask me a direct question,” he responded. “Though since I marked you and not the other way around, I’m able to get around it a bit more than you are.”

      So he had to tell me the truth too? So many questions flew to my lips that they nearly choked me. Griffin clearly saw the eagerness on my face because he frowned and shook his head.

      “Later, my eager little witch. For now, I’ll answer the one question you asked before—why didn’t I get you out of gym class too.”

      “Well? Why didn’t you?” I asked, frowning at him fiercely.

      “Because it would have been seen by Sanchez as a sign of weakness—an acknowledgement that I couldn’t protect you during the times I am not with you,” Griffin explained. “As long as I make a show of walking you to and from classes, it proves you’re still under my protection and it lets him know I’m serious about your safety. But if I removed you from the class altogether, he would think it was because I wasn’t strong enough to punish him if he hurts you when I’m not there.” He bared his fangs in a frightening smile at Sanchez, who had twisted around to glare at us for a moment. “But don’t worry, little witch, I am fully capable.”

      Seeing the bared fangs, Sanchez scowled once more but turned around and started talking to one of his cronies.

      After that little display, I had to acknowledge I was grateful for Griffin’s protection—though to be honest, I still didn’t understand why he was protecting me. Was it our two necklaces, drawing us together? I couldn’t think of any other reason he would be interested enough to put himself out for me. It wasn’t like I was some gorgeous super model. I was just Megan Latimer—no big deal. Also I had the scars all up and down my arms and inner thighs to contend with. Those weren’t exactly attractive, though they weren’t disfiguring like poor Kaitlyn’s.

      “Well…you could have at least gotten me out of dressing out,” I grumbled at last, still irritated and uncertain.

      “So you could hide your scars?” He frowned as though he knew what I’d been thinking. “No.”

      “Why not?” I demanded.

      “Because they’re nothing to be ashamed of,” Griffin said firmly. “However they came about—whatever you did and why-ever you did it—they are part of you, Megan and you should wear them as a badge of honor. Just like you did in class yesterday,” he added. “I was very impressed by your courage, by the way. Sitting there with your head high and your shoulders straight while those two Fae bubble-heads went on and on about you. That takes a special kind of bravery which few possess.”

      “But my scars…they’re ugly,” I said in a small voice.

      Griffin’s eyes widened and he turned to face me fully.

      “Ugly? No part of you is ugly, Megan! Goddess Bright…” He shook his head. “You have no idea how lovely you are, do you?”

      “I…I…” I felt suddenly tongue-tied all over again. Why would he say that to me when all my life I had felt nothing but average? He was the one who was gorgeous—way out of my league. Why was he even bothering with me?

      I wanted to ask that but just then Mrs. Wainright finally stopped writing on the white board and turned around. The whole class had been having whispered conversations around us, just as Griffin and I had been doing, and now they got quieter.

      “Well, hello, class,” our ancient teacher said in her distant, creaky voice. “Now who has done the reading assignment from last night?”

      “We’ll talk later,” Griffin murmured to me. “Much later.”

      And with that, I had to be content, though I had about a billion questions to ask him. I had to keep them all bottled inside as Mrs. Wainright droned on and on about the foreshadowing in Dracula and how it was an inherent part of folklore and vampires as a metaphor for death…

      When she got to that part, I shot a sharp glance at Griffin but he wasn’t looking at me. Sanchez had turned in his seat again, the blue handprint vivid against the skin of his cheek. He was staring at us—staring at Griffin—and neither one of them was blinking. At last the big Drake dropped his eyes and looked away again, much to my relief. Griffin seemed to relax after that and there were no more staring contests or silent threats from the other side of the room.

      At the end of class, I turned to him again, ready to ask all the questions that had been churning inside me the entire period. But Griffin shook his head.

      “We cannot speak freely within these walls,” he warned, as we stood up to go.

      “But…then when can I ask you questions?” I demanded.

      “Never in Nocturne Academy,” he said sternly. “Of course you can ask me getting to know you questions—what is my favorite color and things like that. It’s green by the way,” he added, looking me directly in the eyes as his voice dropped to a sensuous purr. “Green with some flecks of gray, I believe.”

      “Stop trying to flatter me to get around the issue,” I protested, dragging my eyes away from his and taking his offered arm as we walked out the door and back into the hallway. “And tell me when and where we can actually talk.”

      Griffin sighed.

      “I see you are not to be deterred. All right, we can talk during the weekend—Saturday night, if you like. At my place.”

      I shot him a glance. “Your place?” I nibbled my lip indecisively. Was it safe to go be alone with him somewhere?

      Griffin suddenly took me by the arms and pressed me against the nearest stone wall. He leaned in close and murmured in my ear,

      “You’re wondering if it’s safe to come to me after dark…to be alone with me. Well let me save you the trouble of wondering, little witch—the answer is no.”

      “You…you’re saying it’s not safe? That you’re not safe?” I gasped. He was so close to me, his big body bracketing mine intimately. And though he wasn’t actually pressed against me, I could feel the cold radiating off his lean, muscular body like heat would have radiated from a human male. Between my breasts, the key burned hot—fire to his ice.

      “That is exactly what I’m saying,” he murmured, drawing back to look at me. “It’s very unsafe for you to come to me, Megan. I desire you greatly.” His eyes glowed silver as they burned into mine. “In more than one way,” he added.

      “I…” I didn’t know what to say.

      Suddenly Griffin pulled me away from the wall and tucked my arm through his. We continued walking, as though nothing had ever happened. As though he hadn’t just made a threat as intimate as a kiss in the middle of the main corridor.

      “As I said, it’s very unsafe for you to come,” he went on, in a conversational tone as though we were discussing the weather. “But that’s the only way you can ask your questions and get my answers. So I guess you’ll have to decide for yourself if you want to visit me.” He shrugged, as though he was completely unconcerned with my decision.

      I glared at him, still breathless from his nearness.

      “You…you’re just trying to scare me. You wouldn’t hurt me—not really.”

      “Wouldn’t I?” He turned those glowing eyes on me and his face was completely serious.

      “You wouldn’t!” I insisted, with more certainty than I really felt. Griffin was impossible to fathom—he was a big black question mark in my mind that wouldn’t go away. One minute he was protecting me from Sanchez and being the perfect gentleman, escorting me to class, and the next he was telling me he desired me and it wasn’t safe for me to be with him alone.

      The contradictions made my head spin.

      “I’ll text you my address on Friday afternoon, when we’re released from this wretched place,” he said, making a gesture with his free hand to indicate the school around us. The tone of his voice made it sound like we were being temporarily released from prison. “That way you’ll have a whole day to decide if you want to take a risk…or not. Until then, we only ask each other banal, everyday questions. All right?”

      I didn’t know what to say—how to respond to the invitation slash threat.

      “Griffin…” I began and then didn’t know how to go on.

      “Yes?” He grinned at me, flashing his fangs as we turned a corner. “Oh look—here we are at your next class.”

      He made an almost theatrical show of raising my hand to his lips and pressing a cool kiss to my knuckles while the other students in my Bio class watched, wide-eyed. I could almost hear their thoughts—what was the troubled bad-boy loner Nocturne who was shunned by the entire school—even his own kind—doing with the new girl who was supposedly nothing but a Null?

      “Until the end of class, my lady,” he said to me formally. “Your Blood Knight awaits your every need.” Then he gave me a sarcastic smirk, his lightning eyes flashing, and sauntered away, the other students in the hall parting automatically before him.

      I watched him go, still unsure what to do. Should I take him up on his invitation or run far away?

      I had no idea—but at least I had several days to decide.
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      But it wasn’t like the next few days were free of drama. Griffin met me at the end of breakfast every day and escorted me to every class. He didn’t leave me until dinner time when he handed me off to Avery like I was a fragile package that had to be taken care of.

      I didn’t like being treated like some helpless little girl but when I complained to Avery at the end of the first day, he frowned and pointed his coffee spoon at me.

      “Look, Princess Latimer, have you seen the way Sanchez glares at you whenever the two of you are in the same room together?” he demanded. “Word on the street is that the Healer tried to remove your little love-tap from his beefy cheek and failed. Which means the big bad Drake is none too happy with you right now.”

      “Word on the street?” I tried to scoff, though what he said sent a chill through me.

      Avery waved a hand. “Word in the hallways—however you want to put it. The point is, Sanchez is out to get you and if he gets half a chance, he will.”

      “He’s not happy with Kaitlyn either,” Emma said, setting her tray down on the table and joining us. “He kind of thinks she’s the cause of all this in the first place. Which is a load of crap, of course.”

      She poked at the food on her tray with a fork, a look of disgust on her face. That night’s dinner was some kind of creamy glop with layers of mashed potatoes, green peas, and some kind of gray mystery meat on the bottom. I would have called it shepherd’s pie except it had been doused in bright red spaghetti sauce and topped off with the ubiquitous layer of melted orange-crayon cheese.

      “What do you mean he’s mad at Kaitlyn?” I demanded in a low voice, glad that the fourth member of our little coven hadn’t joined us yet. “Avery, are you protecting her?”

      “Oh, so you’re a mighty feminist who can fend for yourself and it’s sexist to suggest that a female might ever need a male’s protection and yet Kaitlyn must now be protected?” Avery raised one sardonic eyebrow at me.

      “Cut the crap,” I said, glaring at him. “You know how it is. Kaitlyn is…well, she’s fragile.”

      The three of us exchanged glances and I knew we all felt the same. Though I didn’t know the full story behind Kaitlyn’s horrific burns, I had gathered enough to know that there had been a house fire and she had been the only survivor. It was amazing that she was able to function at all after going through such a horrible trauma at all, and I knew we all felt very protective of her—especially Avery, despite his flippant words.

      “Of course I want to protect our Katydid and keep her safe,” he said, sounding slightly exasperated. “But you should stop acting like I’m a sexist pig for wanting to help protect you, too, Megan. I’m not watching your back because you’re a frail little girl and I’m a big strong he-man.” He made a cave-man face and grunted which made Emma and me laugh. “I’m just watching out for you until you can access your magic,” he went on, lowering his voice. “After that, you can watch out for me because I do believe you have a powerhouse inside you, if you can ever let it out.”

      “I hope you’re right,” I said pessimistically. “And I’m sorry, Avery—I didn’t mean to be rude. I’m just used to being on my own and looking out for myself, I guess.”

      “Well, you’re part of a coven now,” Avery lectured. “Part of our own little Norm Dorm Tribe. So you don’t have to be Miss Independence any more.”

      “Avery’s right,” Emma said, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “We’ve got your back, Megan. But I’m still worried about Kaitlyn. Are you protecting her, Avery?” she asked anxiously.

      “I was going to,” Avery said. “But the fact is, I believe someone has beaten me to it.”

      “What? What are you talking about?” Emma and I both demanded, leaning towards him.

      “Well…” Avery smiled at us mysteriously. “As it turns out, someone is already watching Katilyn’s back—though I doubt she’s noticed it, the way she’s always looking down, you know,” he added.

      “Who is it?” I asked.

      “Ari Reyes.” Avery spoke the name with relish. “I started noticing while I was watching out for Kaitlyn that he was following her to and from every class—at a distance but still, definitely keeping an eye on her.”

      “Reyes? But he’s a Drake too!” Emma was aghast. “This is bad, Avery! He’s probably scoping out her patterns so he can tell Sanchez when she’s most vulnerable!”

      “I thought as much myself,” Avery said, nodding wisely. “But then I did a little spell called ‘The True Heart Revealed.’ It’s a handy little scrying incantation that lets the scryer know the true intentions of the subject he or she is investigating. In this case—Reyes.”

      “Okay, so what did you find?” I asked, though I thought I already knew.

      “Extreme feelings of protectiveness,” Avery said, frowning a little. “And not just from Reyes—from his Drake as well, I think. At least, there seemed to be two separate and distinct beings involved.”

      “So…he’s following her to make sure she’s all right?” Emma still sounded doubtful but I wasn’t a bit surprised myself and said so.

      “You should have seen him punch Sanchez out when he called Kaitlyn a freak and then the way he gave her his shirt and stood guard outside the exam room at the Healer’s office,” I told her. “I don’t know why he wants to protect her, but I think he really does—Avery is right, she’s already got a guardian angel. Or, a guardian Drake, I guess.” I shrugged.

      “Isn’t Reyes Spanish for king or something like that?” Avery asked vaguely. “Anyway, I’m still keeping an eye on her but after working my little spell, I’m not nearly as worried as I was. After all, nobody can protect you from a Drake half as well as another Drake. Well, except for a Nocturne who can control beasts, that is,” he added, nodding at me.

      I had told all of them about how Griffin had gotten Coach Vasquez to let Kaitlyn out of gym for the rest of the year and Avery had been suitably impressed.

      “That’s really strong magic,” he had told me. “Most Nocturnes don’t have magical skills the way we witches do. Only the oldest and the strongest families can claim to have that kind of power.”

      Thinking of that made me think of Griffin, who was never far from my mind, and something occurred to me.

      “What was that spell called that you did again?” I asked, just as Kaitlyn finally came to join us at our table in the far corner of the Dining Hall. “The True Heart Uncovered?”

      “The True Heart Revealed,” he murmured and cut his eyes towards her, letting me know he hadn’t told Kaitlyn that she had a silent protector. “Why do you ask?”

      “Well…because I’m wondering if you could do it again. For me, this time,” I said. “Because, well…I need to know Griffin’s true intentions towards me.”

      “Are you worried he’s only after your body?” Avery inquired archly.

      “No—I’m worried he’s only after my blood,” I corrected him

      “Oh? And why is that?” Emma asked.

      I sighed. All day long I had been debating whether to tell them about Griffin’s conditional offer to talk and his strange invitation to “his place” that weekend. Now the whole story came rushing out as well as my anxiety and confusion.

      “So now I don’t know what to think,” I ended, spreading my hands helplessly. “He acts like such a gentleman one minute and then he warns me away from him the next. I mean, should I go?”

      “Absolutely not!” Emma said at the same time Kaitlyn said, “No way!”

      But Avery looked thoughtful.

      “Normally I would say no, you should never put yourself in a strange place with a dangerous Nocturne who might be thirsting for your blood,” he said. “But the fact that he’s marked you changes things somewhat. The mark is a sign of devotion and protection—for him to harm you after marking you would be kind of like, well…” He frowned as though trying to think of a good metaphor. “It would be kind of like adopting a puppy from the pound and then drowning it.”

      “Oh—what a horrible idea!” Kaitlyn exclaimed, her one visible eye wide.

      “Exactly,” Avery said, nodding. “It would take a true monster to do such a thing. The question is, is Darkheart really the monster he pretends to be or not?”

      “You told me he was,” I pointed out. “You said he was being Censured by the Council and that he was bad news.”

      “Yes, and I stand by all of that,” Avery said. “But the truth is, we don’t know the details behind his Censure or the contents of his heart.”

      “Could the True Heart Revealed spell show us, though?” I asked. “Because I would really like to get some answers from him, but it makes me extremely nervous to think of being alone with him in the wilderness somewhere.”

      “Well, if by his place he means the Darkheart mansion, then you don’t need to worry about the wilderness,” Avery remarked. “It’s that big place on Kings Street. You know—the white Victorian mansion with all the trim and scalloping that looks like a giant wedding cake?”

      “Oh, I know that place!” Kaitlyn exclaimed. “It’s just down the street from the Breedlove’s house. Is that where Griffin lives?”

      Avery shrugged. “Well, it’s where his family lives, anyway. I heard his father and mother turned their backs on him when he was Censured by the Council and his father said he never wanted to see him again. But in a house that big, he could still live in one part and they could live in another and never see each other. So there’s that.”

      “But can you do the spell for Megan to find out if it’s safe for her to meet with him?” Emma asked.

      “Why don’t the three of us just come with her?” Kaitlyn asked. “There’s strength in numbers.”

      “Strength but not answers,” I said dryly. “The minute he sees you three, he’ll clam up for sure. He didn’t expressly say it but I got the very strong feeling that he’s only willing to talk if we have privacy.”

      “I don’t like that,” Emma said frowning. “He shouldn’t be able to dictate to you that way, Megan! Ask him questions anyway—if he can’t lie to you, he’ll have to answer!”

      I had to admit I had thought about that myself. But I had the feeling that forcing answers from Griffin was the worst thing I could do. The key between my breasts—still a secret from my coven-mates—throbbed in agreement.

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” I told her reluctantly. “Griffin doesn’t seem like someone who can be forced to do or say anything. Or if he was forced, I don’t think I’d enjoy the consequences.”

      “You certainly would not,” Avery said emphatically. “All right, we can work the spell tomorrow night.”

      “What? Why not tonight?” Kaitlyn said eagerly. Clearly she and Emma were dying to know Griffin’s true feelings for me. I had to admit, I was pretty curious myself.

      “We can’t tonight because I need a hair from his head to do the spell,” Avery said, frowning. He looked at me hopefully. “Unless you already have one?”

      I shook my head. “Sorry, no. But I’m sure I can get one tomorrow.” I thought of how close he’d sat beside me in English class and a little shiver went down my spine. Surely I could get a hair from his head if he did that again. But God, did I want him to do it again? To sit so close and put his arm around me and whisper in my ear in that cool, velvety voice of his?

      I didn’t even have to think about it. I wanted it all right—wanted to be close to him again like that—badly. It was almost like my body was craving him, like a drug. Which made no sense but I couldn’t seem to help it.

      “All right,” Avery said, breaking into my fever dreams of having Griffin’s arms around me again. “Get a hair from him tomorrow while he’s playing the gallant escort and we’ll cast The True Heart Revealed after dinner.”

      “Let’s hope it’s a better dinner than this one,” Kaitlyn sighed, poking at her tray. She looked at Avery hopefully. “Do you have anything planned for tonight?”

      “I thought we’d have a camp-out in the common room,” Avery said, grinning. “You know—roast hotdogs on sticks over the fire and then maybe finish up with smores?”

      “That sounds awesome!” Emma exclaimed and then her face fell. “Oh, but I have to work tonight.” She sighed. “Well, at least I’m not working tomorrow night so I can watch Avery cast his spell.”

      “I’m afraid we’ll all just be watching,” I said glumly. “Since I still can’t get my magic to work in any, uh, conventional way.”

      “Don’t give up, Princess Latimer,” Avery said, shaking a finger at me. “We all know it’s in there and we know it’s strong. You just have to find a way to reach it without using the nuclear option.”

      I shook my head. “I only wish I knew how. Today in Elementary casting, all the other girls were practicing making a feather float and I couldn’t even get mine off the ground. A feather!” I blew out my breath in frustration, just as I had in class—which was the only way my feather had ever even stirred an inch. Ms. Yasmeen continued to be encouraging but I was sure it was only because of my last name—not because she thought I had any real talent.

      “I’m telling you, you’ll get there,” Avery said with much more confidence than I felt. “Is everyone done with this crap?” He nodded at our trays. “Good, then let’s go down to the Norm Dorm a bit early. Maybe we can get Emma here a hot dog and a smore before she has to run off to work.”

      As we dumped our trays and trooped off to let ourselves down the concealed hatchway which led to the Dungeon, I wondered if Avery was right and if I would ever be able to access my magic without opening a vein.

      Somehow I doubted it.
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      I was sure that getting one of Griffin’s hairs would be no problem. But somehow, that just wasn’t so. I looked on the shoulders and sleeves of his white uniform shirt when he escorted me to PE, but came up empty. I looked again during English—when he did indeed draw me close and murmur in my ear—but I was so distracted by his closeness and his wintry scent, that I couldn’t concentrate. So again I didn’t get what I needed.

      Finally, at the end of the day when he was bringing me back to the Dining Hall for dinner, I was feeling desperate. We were walking side by side and for once he wasn’t holding my hand or my arm. So I waited until he was looking the other direction and reached up to pinch a single hair from his mane of midnight black.

      Of course he felt it at once.

      “Ouch,” he said flatly, turning to face me with one eyebrow raised. “What exactly do you think you’re doing, Megan?”

      I was beginning to learn that he was deadly serious when he called me by my name instead of “little witch” which seemed to be his pet nickname for me.

      “I…um…” I wanted to lie, but of course I couldn’t. “I was getting a strand of your hair,” I said miserably. “I, uh, hoped you wouldn’t notice.”

      “Well, I hate to dash your hopes, but I most certainly did notice. And what spell do you want it for?” he demanded, frowning at me.

      “What…what makes you think I want it for a spell?” I said, fighting the compulsion to answer his question at once with only the absolute truth.

      “Megan…” Griffin’s frown deepened and he stopped in the middle of the busy hallway, which meant I had to stop with him. All the other students walked around us, like water parting on either side of a rock.

      “I wanted it to do a spell called The True Heart Revealed, all right?” I said at last, unable to hold out any longer. “I wanted to know your true intentions towards me before I decided if I should meet you Saturday night or not.”

      “Is that so?” To my surprise, Griffin didn’t seem angry or upset about this at all.

      “Yes, that’s so,” I snapped. “So now I guess you want this back.” I held out the strand of blue-black hair in the palm of my hand. “So you can keep me from doing the spell.”

      “Why would I want that?” Griffin asked, looking honestly mystified. “Actually, I think it’s a really good idea—doing the True Heart spell, I mean,” he clarified when I gaped at him. “And if you do find out my true intentions, please—let me know,” he added. “They’re a mystery to me as well.”

      “What? How can you say that?” I demanded. “How can you not know how you feel about me?”

      “Oh, I know how I feel about you.” Taking my hand, he drew me to the side of the hallway and looked down into my eyes intently. “I want to be with you every moment, Megan. I want to touch you and look at you and smell your sweet scent. And I wish, most of all, to protect you, no matter what the consequences.”

      He cupped my face in his palm and gently stroked along my cheek with the pad of his thumb.

      “I even feel the urge to protect you from myself,” he murmured. “Which is doubtless why I am warning you against coming to see me. It is… confusing.”

      His cool touch sent a shiver down my spine and I felt like I was drowning in his pale, gorgeous eyes.

      “Griffin…” I whispered and then I didn’t know what else to say.

      “I have wanted all those things—to be near you, to protect you—almost from the moment I met you, my little witch,” he murmured. “But I don’t understand why.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say that it must be our two necklaces drawing us together…but somehow that didn’t seem true. Certainly the key with the Blood stones throbbed and burned every time I was near him—as it was now—but it didn’t control my emotions, or his, I didn’t think.

      “I…I don’t understand why either,” I said in a low, breathless voice. “But…I want to be with you, too. Even though I don’t completely trust you.”

      He shrugged, the intensity leaving his face to be replaced by the cool, indifferent mask he so often wore.

      “Yet another reason to do your little spell, I think. Maybe we can both get some clarity as to why we feel so strongly drawn to each other.”

      Then he folded my fingers around the strand of his hair and took my arm so we could continue on our way to the Dining Hall, as though nothing had happened.
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      “So he didn’t even care when you told him what you needed it for?” Kaitlyn asked, wide-eyed when I recounted this story to her and Emma later on that evening. Avery was in the other room getting his scrying tools ready. He had told us everything had to be just right in order to cast this particular spell.

      I shook my head.

      “No—in fact, he said he wants to know why he feels so strongly for me. I’d like to know too,” I added. “I mean, he looks like a male model and I’m just so…ordinary.”

      “You are not!” Emma said indignantly. “With that gorgeous auburn hair and your big green eyes!”

      “Not to mention your creamy, perfect skin,” Kaitlyn said quietly. “You’re really pretty, Megan—don’t sell yourself short.”

      “Thanks guys, but I honestly wasn’t fishing for compliments,” I said. “I’m being serious. I’d say I’m about average—especially compared to some of the girls in this school that Griffin could date. I mean, look at the Faes! They’re all blonde and gorgeous and perfect…”

      “Nobody can stop looking at them,” Emma said dryly. “And that includes the Faes themselves. If there is a group of more self-obsessed people in the world, I don’t know who they are. The whole bunch of them are like Instagram influencers who all decided to enroll at Nocturne Academy to take Biology and English Lit classes. Hash tag Blessed. Hash tag WokeUpThisWay,” she mocked.

      “Emma’s right—they’re pretty but they’re as shallow as a puddle,” Kaitlyn said firmly. “Maybe Griffin wants some substance, which you certainly have.”

      “Well, look at the Nocturnes then,” I pointed out. “They’re just as perfect as the Faes, only they have that Ice Queen kind of aura around them that makes them even more mysterious. And I’m betting they have substance too,” I added.

      Emma shook her head. “He’s being shunned by his own kind, right? So dating them is out.”

      “Well, I guess he could always date a Drake,” Kaitlyn remarked dubiously. “Though none of them are ever very friendly.”

      “You’re all forgetting about the Edict,” Avery said, coming into the room at last. “Griffin can’t date or hook-up with anyone outside his own kind without breaking it.”

      “But isn’t he breaking it by being with Megan?” Kaitlyn asked doubtfully. “By marking her?”

      Avery nodded. “Of course—which is exactly my point. If he’s going to break the most sacred Other law we have, he could have broken it with anyone. But he chose you, Princess Latimer.” He nodded at me, one eyebrow arched. “And now we’re going to try and find out why.”

      “It’s not like we’ve really broken the Edict,” I pointed out, feeling uneasy. “I mean, it’s not like we’re Blood-Bonded or anything.”

      “Not yet, anyway,” Avery remarked, grinning. “Now gather round, children—it’s time to do a little scrying.”

      He was carrying a vast silver bowl in both hands, carved all over with intricate markings. The bowl had been polished until it shone and I could tell it was a cherished artifact.

      Avery sat it carefully down in the middle of our small coffee table and went back for a silver pitcher carved in the same unknown symbols as well as a few other implements. Then he beckoned for us all to join him around the coffee table.

      We came to kneel around the bowl, bringing cushions to protect our knees from the cold flagstones.

      “This is the ceremony of scrying—the finding out of truth or future events through the medium of water, which is one of the most powerful earthly elements we possess,” Avery lectured quietly. “I will not call the corners for this spell, but I will invoke the Goddess in my incantation. I need your full and complete concentration as we go forward.”

      We all nodded our assent and Avery nodded back, apparently satisfied.

      Slowly, with great reverence, he lifted the elaborately carved pitcher and poured water into the silver bowl until it was about half full, being careful not to splash.

      “Come closer, coven-mates,” he murmured. “Let us look into the water together.”

      As we all leaned forward, looking at our four faces in the silvery reflection, I felt a prickling all along my scalp and knew something was going to happen.

      Slowly, Avery began to chant.

      
        
        
        “Goddess Bright,

        She of Light,

        Show us weakness,

        Show us might.

        Show us he whose heart is hidden

        Reveal to us what is forbidden

        Show us now before we part,

        Give us knowledge of his heart.

        So Mote it Be.”

      

        

      

      Then he held out his hand to me like a surgeon asking a nurse for an instrument during a delicate operation.

      “Megan, the hair,” he murmured.

      I had kept Griffin’s hair and wrapped it carefully in a fresh tissue, just as Avery had instructed me to. Now I got the tissue out of my pocket and unwrapped it carefully, revealing the single black strand.

      Avery picked it up carefully and dropped it gently into the bowl, where it floated on the surface of the water.

      For a moment nothing seemed to happen and Emma said,

      “I don’t see anyth—oh!”

      Her words ended in an exclamation of surprise because the water in the bowl shimmered and suddenly we were looking at a picture which had somehow appeared on the surface of the water, like a movie being projected onto a screen.

      “What is this?” Emma asked, frowning. “I don’t understand.”

      I had to confess, I didn’t understand myself. The image I saw, shimmering on the surface of the scrying bowl’s water made no sense.

      It was a picture of a woman with waist-length, wavy auburn hair wearing a long white gown. She was standing on a kind of dais and kneeling before her was a man who must be a knight—at least if his silver armor was any indication.

      The knight had his helmet off and I could see that he had raven black hair and pale gray eyes, much like Griffin’s. He was looking up at the woman who was bending down to him. She was offering him her wrist which had a single crimson drop of blood shining on it.

      The expression on both their faces was intense—love and devotion and protectiveness on the knight’s part and adoration and respect on the face of the woman.

      “What is she doing? Feeding him her blood?” Kaitlyn spoke in hushed tones.

      “That’s exactly what she’s doing,” Avery murmured. “Oh, this is interesting. Very interesting.”

      “But it doesn’t tell us anything at all,” I protested, still keeping my voice low since the spell had not been broken. “I thought we were supposed to get thoughts or feelings. Is this what Griffin is feeling towards me?”

      “You get different things from different Others,” Avery said. “Emotions are more common for Drakes because they have a beast inside—they live by instinct. But Nocturnes are much more cerebral. So this doesn’t surprise me.”

      “Okay. So is Griffin supposed to be the knight and I’m the, uh, lady?” I asked, frowning.

      “The Queen,” Avery corrected. “You’re the Witch Queen. And Griffin is your Blood Knight.”

      “My what?” I said frowning. I remembered Avery and Griffin both saying something about the Blood Knight but I had no idea what it meant. “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “Remember I told you it’s an old Other legend?” Avery said. “About a witch who was also a Queen—or maybe I should say she was of royal blood and she also practiced the Arts and prayed to the Goddess. Her power and beauty called males of every kind to her but she chose a Nocturne to be her escort and he swore himself to her service. He was called her Blood Knight and they Blood-Bonded themselves together and swore to never be parted.”

      “They did?” I asked. “But what about the Edict?”

      “Oh, this was before the Edict, of course,” Avery said dismissively. “Like way before—the Witch Queen and her Blood Knight is kind of like an Arthurian Legend for Others. It’s that old.”

      “So Megan’s a queen now?” Emma asked doubtfully. “I mean, I know you keep calling her ‘Princess Latimer’ but…”

      “No, she’s the queen of his heart,” Kaitlyn said. “Isn’t she, Avery? Doesn’t this prove Griffin only wants to serve and protect her?”

      “And that he wants my blood,” I said darkly, looking at the way the woman in white was holding her bleeding wrist to the knight’s mouth.

      “Well, of course he wants your blood,” Avery exclaimed impatiently. “He’s a Nocturne for the Goddess’s sake! That’s what they all want. The point is, does he want all of it—i.e. to bite you and drain you completely? Or does he simply want to Blood-Bond with you by taking some of your blood and giving him some of yours, which is what the Witch Queen and her Blood Knight did? I think this…” He pointed to the wavering image in the silver scrying bowl, “Points to the latter and not the former.”

      “But they can’t get Blood-Bonded, can they?” Emma said, sounding scandalized. “After all that was then…” She pointed at the bowl. “And this is now. What about the Edict?”

      “What about the Edict indeed,” Avery murmured. “There’s no denying that this is against the Other Law.” He nodded at the Queen and her Knight. “Against the Council’s ruling, anyway.”

      “But there’s something romantic about it, don’t you think?” Kaitlyn sighed dreamily. “I mean, the idea of breaking the law together and binding themselves together against all odds?”

      “Right,” I said flatly, even though my heart was pounding at the thought. “It would be really romantic to break the biggest Other law there is while binding myself to a Censured Nocturne and no doubt getting expelled all on my very first week of magic school. That’s the stuff rom-coms and romance novels are made of.”

      “Actually, it kind of is,” Avery said mildly. He waved a hand and the image of the Witch Queen and her Blood Knight finally faded. “I mean forbidden love and breaking all the rules, anyway. But the question is, do you really want to go there? Especially with Griffin?”

      “I don’t think you should,” Emma said, frowning. “I think this is dangerous territory you’re venturing into, Megan,” she told me. “But maybe that’s just me being cautious. I mean, we just found you…” She reached for my hand and squeezed. “We don’t want to lose you!”

      “Thanks—I don’t want to lose you guys either.” I gave them all a grateful look. “And thank you for working the spell for me, Avery,” I added. “But I’m afraid I still have no idea what I’m going to do on Saturday night.”

      “I can tell you one thing you’re going to do—you’re going to call me,” Emma said firmly.

      “And me,” Kaitlyn chimed in.

      “And me,” Avery said, nodding. “Check in with us and let us know where you’re going—if you go,” he added. “And then text us every hour on the hour after that so we know if we need to come looking for you.”

      I felt a little tug on my heart strings. There at the last, before he’d sent me to my Aunt Dellie, my dad had been so distracted I could have disappeared for days and he wouldn’t have noticed. And now I had three good friends who wanted to make sure I was okay no matter what.

      “Megan, you’re crying.” Kaitlyn sounded concerned.

      “Am I?” I leaned over the scrying bowl again to look at my reflection. Sure enough, tears were rolling down my cheeks and, as I watched, one of them fell into the water.

      “Oh!” Emma and Kaitlyn gasped as one.

      For when my tear touched the surface of the water, another picture suddenly appeared in the ripples it cast.

      It was a perfect red rose with blood-red petals and long, curving thorns. It bloomed briefly in the water and then the image was gone, replaced by nothing but the blank silver bottom of the bowl.

      “Oh my God—did you see that, Avery?” Emma exclaimed.

      “What does it mean?” Kaitlyn asked.

      But Avery shook his head.

      “Honestly, I don’t know. The scrying bowl is supposed to show either true intentions or sometimes it shows an image of the future. But I don’t know what the rose could symbolize either way.”

      “Could it be that Griffin is going to send you roses?” Kaitlyn asked me doubtfully.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged and wiped at my cheeks, wanting to be careful that no more tears fell in the bowl. “I guess it could.”

      “He doesn’t exactly seem like the sentimental type, though,” Emma pointed out, frowning.

      “Even if he was, I doubt you could interpret the images of the scrying bowl quite so literally,” Avery said dryly. “It tends to speak in symbols and portents—not really obvious images. I mean, it’s not like one of those fake crystal balls.”

      “So those are all crap?” I asked as he got up and carefully picked up the large silver bowl, holding it with both hands.

      “Afraid so,” Avery said. “It’s just a copycat of real scrying—which isn’t easy to learn to do, by the way,” he added modestly. “My Aunt taught me since my mother couldn’t. It’s kind of a family skill.”

      “Like Griffin’s skill controlling beasts?” I asked.

      Avery nodded. “Sort of like that, yes. Different families of Others have different specialties—especially witches.”

      “What’s my family’s specialty then?” I asked curiously. “What do the Latimers do better than anyone else? Is there some kind of skill I’m supposed to have that comes naturally to me?”

      “Besides being stronger than everybody else and always heading up the Windermere Coven?” Avery asked. “Well, until this last generation, anyway when Nasty Nancy’s mother took over as the Head Sister.”

      “Is the leadership of the coven a hereditary thing?” Emma asked. “I mean, is it passed down from mother to daughter or something?”

      Avery nodded as he set the silver bowl aside.

      “It’s supposed to be. Unless there’s a generation with no magic—then the leadership passes to the next strongest member of the coven.” He frowned at me. “We know your Aunt Dellie is a Null so she couldn’t take over. And you say your mom also didn’t have any powers?”

      “None that I ever saw,” I said, shaking my head.

      “Hmmm…” Avery looked thoughtful, his blue eyes far away.

      “You still haven’t told me if there’s some special magic my family does better than anyone else,” I pointed out.

      “Oh, well…” He hesitated. “Now, don’t let this give you any crazy ideas but rumor has it that Corinne Latimer practiced, well…”

      “She did Blood magic, didn’t she?” Kaitlyn exclaimed, excited.

      “Well…yes, she did.” Avery nodded reluctantly. “But that’s only according to legend. And it’s probably wrong because she is also the one who had the Council outlaw it.”

      “What? Why would she outlaw her own magic?” Emma asked blankly.

      “Who knows?” Avery shrugged. “Like I said, this is all just legend and speculation. There are a lot of things attributed to Corinne Latimer besides outlawing Blood magic and forming and enforcing the Edict. She was kind of a legendary figure in the Other world—like George Washington is for America.”

      “Wow.” Kaitlyn looked at me in apparent awe. “You really are royalty, Megan.”

      “She does have an extremely impressive lineage,” Avery agreed.

      “Whether I can live up to it is the question,” I murmured pessimistically. How could I possibly hope to follow in my illustrious ancestress’ footsteps if I still couldn’t access my magic or even find out why Griffin was attracted to me? And me to him, for that matter.

      “You’ll live up to it,” Emma said and yawned widely. “Sorry guys but I am so tired. Having all these late nights in a row is rough.”

      “I agree—we should get to bed.” Kaitlyn yawned too. “I have an exam tomorrow—I’m glad I’ll have some extra time to study during study hall,” she added.

      “Thanks to Griffin, you mean,” Emma pointed out as we all heaved ourselves off the floor and put the cushions back on the couch. “Without him you’d still be in gym.”

      “Which is such a pleasure,” I said dryly. “Coach Vasquez has us playing softball now and I can’t hit the ball to save my life! I have zero hand-eye coordination.”

      “I’m sorry you’re all alone in that class,” Kaitlyn said. “But at the same time, I’m very grateful I don’t have to be there.” She ducked her head shyly. “Will you please thank Griffin for me for that? It was very kind of him to see my problem and solve it for me.”

      “Of course I will,” I said, smiling at her. And it really had been kind of him, I thought. Who was Griffin really? A bloodthirsty Nocturne who wanted to drain me dry? Or a chivalrous knight who wanted to serve and protect me and the ones I cared for?

      I wondered if I would ever know…
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      I thought the time between Thursday and Saturday, when I would have to decide if I should meet Griffin or not, would drag horribly. But as it turned out, there was plenty on Friday to distract me from my impending decision.

      I was in the middle of not being able to perform yet another elementary spell which all the much-younger girls around me were doing with ease when a runner came to the door.

      There wasn’t an intercom system in Nocturne Academy—not because the castle was too old but because Headmistress Nightworthy didn’t believe in interrupting classes with “frivolous announcements”—at least according to Avery. So the school’s office employed a series of runners called “gerrunds.”

      These were a type of Fae only about a foot and a half in height with tall pointed caps which were brightly colored to aid with visibility. They didn’t want to get knocked over in the hallway, after all—which was a distinct possibility given their diminutive size.

      To me, the gerrunds looked like cute little garden gnomes in their homespun peasant outfits and colorful pointy hats and long beards, which they tucked into their belts. But when the one that came to Elementary Casting called my name in his piping voice and told me I was to report to the Headmistress’s office immediately, there was nothing cute about the situation.

      “You may go, Miss Latimer,” Ms. Yasmeen said, giving me a penetrating stare. “And have a good weekend—I will see you on Monday. I hope.”

      This last statement put a knot in my stomach. Did my Casting teacher know something I didn’t?

      I thanked her and followed the little gerrund, who ran with surprising quickness down the hallway and around the corner. I expected him to take me back to the office in the North Tower, where I had first come with my acceptance letter what felt like a lifetime ago, though it had only been a week.

      But instead, a new hallway I had never seen opened up suddenly to my right and the gerrund ran down it. I gaped at it stupidly for a moment—it shouldn’t have been there.

      Nocturne Academy castle was in the shape of a square with the four towers at its corners and the long stone hallways between each tower serving to connect them and house many of the classrooms. There weren’t supposed to be extra little hallways leading off from the main one.

      Because there was no place for them to go.

      The castle was surrounded on three sides by a narrow wedge of land, mostly taken up by hedges, and then by the lake, which might as well have been a moat since it cut the castle off so completely. On the fourth side—the back of the castle—the land extended further but it was completely taken up by the track and the broad green field where PE classes were held.

      Of course, I remembered that I had caught Griffin sneaking out of a side hallway which led off one of the main corridors that first night when he had warned me to stay away from him. But that had been a short one—barely more than an alcove.

      This new hallway which had suddenly opened up where none had been before was long—almost as long as the bridge that led from the land to the castle’s front door, I estimated, looking down it. It was also narrow and gloomy, lit only by a few flickering candles in holders that looked disturbingly like golden hands, cut off at the wrist and jutting into the corridor at irregular intervals.

      As I looked, I realized the gerrund who had come to get me was rapidly disappearing into the gloom of the strange narrow hallway. His pointy blue cap was nearly lost in the shadows when I finally got hold of myself and stepped into this new, mysterious area of the Academy.

      I walked as quickly as I could, trying not to notice the way the golden hand candleholders would occasionally flex their fingers, as though trying to get a better grip on the silver candelabras they held. Despite my speed, I never quite caught up to the gerrund, who was scurrying along at a tremendous pace, his short little legs a blur and his pointy blue hat bobbing as he ran.

      I didn’t pass any doorways or windows at all—there was nothing but blank gray stone and the creepy hand candleholders. Also, no matter how far I went, I never seemed to get any closer to the end of the corridor—or should I call it a tunnel? Because that was what it felt like—like it was somehow underground. Maybe the walkway was tilted ever so slightly downward and the farther I went, the deeper it got? I didn’t know if that was accurate but it felt true.

      It seemed I had been walking forever and several times I turned my head to look back. But every time I did, it appeared that the entrance where I had come in was exactly as far away as the faint light at the very end of the tunnel. Was it an optical illusion? Or something more sinister?

      I began to get really nervous. Was I walking into a trap? What was going on?

      “Hey,” I called to the gerrund and cringed when my voice echoed back at me hollowly down the long stone corridor. Hey…hey…ey…

      Still, I couldn’t go on like this forever! I had been walking for what felt like half an hour already. I needed to get some answers.

      I steeled myself against the echoes and tried again.

      “Hey,” I yelled at the scurrying little gnome-man. “How much farther are we going? Are we almost there yet?”

      He didn’t answer but as though my question had called it into existence, a large black door suddenly appeared in front of me, not three feet from my face. I was so surprised I nearly ran into it face-first and barely stopped myself in time. On the door in golden script were the words,

      Headmistress Nightworthy

      I suppose I should have opened the door and gone in at once, but I wanted to know what the hell was going on. I looked around, wondering how the seemingly endless hallway had come so abruptly to an end. I wanted to ask the gerrund but he was gone—vanished into thin air, apparently, since there was no place for him to go but back and I didn’t see him anywhere along the long, long…

      Wait a minute!

      I had turned my head to look for my guide, expecting to see the long, unbroken stretch of stone hallway I had been traveling through for the past thirty minutes to get to my destination. Instead, I saw that the main corridor the tunnel-hallway had branched off from was only three feet behind me.

      Literally one large step would have taken me back to my starting point.

      I was about to take that step, just to test and see if I could really get back the way I had come so quickly, when the black door opened behind me and a voice said,

      “I think you’d better not do that, Miss Latimer. It will take you too long to get back to my office again and my time is limited.”

      Turning, I saw the ageless face of the Headmistress, her sleek, silver cap of hair feathered around the temples and her piercing blue eyes which seemed to be able to look right through me. She was dressed as she had been the first time I met her, in a fashionable black dress and sky-high heels.

      “Please, come in,” she said, holding open the black door and ushering me inside. “We have much to talk about.”
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      Stepping into the Headmistress’s office was like stepping back in time, I thought—specifically, stepping back into the Victorian era.

      There was a grandfather clock with a golden pendulum ticking quietly in one corner and a plush oriental rug in maroon and forest green and muted china-blue on the floor. A stately mahogany desk with elaborate scrollwork dominated the center of the room and there was an old-fashioned high-backed wooden chair behind it.

      Everything was polished to a high shine and the desktop was meticulously neat with only a single piece of parchment and a quill pen made of a large black feather sticking out of an ink pot. A brass light fixture hung from the ceiling, casting a dim golden glow over the entire office but the illumination it shed wasn’t quite bright enough to cast light into the corners of the room, which remained in shadow.

      Across from the desk were two uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs and both of them were occupied.

      Sanchez was sitting in one—an angry, sullen look on his beefy face. On his left cheek, the blue outline of my hand still showed prominently. It hadn’t faded a bit, I saw as my stomach clenched.

      When he saw me, he glared at me, his eyes yellow and filled with hate. The look made my stomach clench even harder but I was determined not to give him the satisfaction of seeing me afraid. I lifted my chin and gave him a blank stare before turning my attention to the other person in the room.

      Sitting in the chair beside Sanchez was a woman who looked to be in her late forties, I thought. She had black hair twisted up into a bun at the back of her head and a pair of librarian-type glasses perched on the end of her nose. Her eyes were black as well and very sharp as she looked at me.

      I thought her mouth was disproportionately large compared to the rest of her features. Her lips, which were painted a bright shade of mauve—seemed to take up the entire bottom part of her face and when she smiled at me in a business-like way, her teeth were large and square and ever so slightly yellow, as though she might be a smoker.

      She was wearing a business suit with a skirt and blouse and jacket, all in the exact same shade of mauve as her lipstick. It was too much of the same color and it seemed too loud in the Victorian office where the brightest thing was the muted colors of the rug.

      “Miss Latimer,” Headmistress Nightworthy said to me. “Do you know why you have been called to my office?”

      Well, why is anybody ever called to the Principal’s office? Because they’re in trouble, of course. Great. Just great.

      I had a sick feeling in the pit of my stomach and my mouth didn’t want to work but I made myself say in a calm voice, “I’m afraid not, Headmistress.”

      “Bullshit!” Sanchez burst out. “That little puta knows why she’s here—she knows what she did to me!”

      “Mr. Sanchez!” The Headmistress turned on him, her blue eyes blazing. “Your disrespectful term for Ms. Latimer is not disguised by your use of another language. I am fluent in many different tongues, including Spanish and the Drake dialect. If you ever use a word like that to insult a woman again in my presence you will have cause to regret it. Your misogyny has no place here—do I make myself abundantly clear?”

      Sanchez’s beefy face paled a little at the threat in her low, intense tone and he nodded shortly.

      “Right. Sorry, Headmistress.”

      “You will be if you forget yourself again,” she snapped. “Now, then,” she went on, turning back to me. “Ms. Latimer, you are here because Mr. Sanchez alleges that you struck him Tuesday morning this week and gave him this permanent mark on his cheek.” She pointed to the blue handprint. “Is this true?”

      I thought about apologizing or making excuses about how I hadn’t known what I was doing. But the steely glint in Headmistress Nightworthy’s blue eyes convinced me that would be a bad idea.

      “Yes,” I said, lifting my chin, “It is.”

      “Very good. I thought as much.” She nodded briefly. “Very well then, this is Ms. Winifred Rattcliff, a very powerful witch of my acquaintance.” She nodded at the lady in mauve with the two-big mouth who rose and nodded at me.

      “Hello, Megan,” she said, smiling at me and revealing those yellowed teeth behind her large, rubbery mauve lips. “It’s nice to finally meet you in person. I knew your mother well.”

      “You did?” I frowned, trying to place her. I had never seen her before in my life, though I realized now who she must be—Nancy’s mother. I wondered if she knew what a bully her daughter was and if the Headmistress had told her about the incident we’d had in the Dining Hall my first day of school.

      “Oh my yes, I knew her,” she said, her smile widening in a friendly but somehow unpleasant way. “But of course, this was before you were born. We were classmates right here at Nocturne Academy together. We were coven-mates too as well as friends. Winny and Ginny, people used to call us. We were inseparable.”

      I tried to imagine my mom hanging around with this woman and being close to her the way I felt close to Emma and Avery and Kaitlyn but somehow I just couldn’t do it. Also, my mother’s name had been Guinevere and she had always used her full name. I couldn’t imagine her shortening it to “Ginny.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I said neutrally and nodded my head at her.

      “Ms. Rattcliff is, in fact, the head of the highly decorated Windermere Coven,” the Headmistress said blandly. “When the Healer failed to remove the mark of your hand from Mr. Sanchez’s face, I called her in to help, as a stronger and more experienced witch is almost always able to remove a spell laid by a younger one. But I am afraid she, too, has failed.”

      “However did you do it, Megan dear?” Nancy’s mother asked me, still smiling at me in that fake, ‘you can tell me,’ way I didn’t trust a bit. “I know you can’t have learned it here—Shaming-magic isn’t taught at Nocturne Academy.”

      “No, it is not,” Headmistress Nightworthy remarked, frowning.

      “Exactly.” Ms. Rattcliff nodded in agreement. “But you must have learned it somewhere—did your Aunt Delilah teach you? Because she’s registered as a Null. So I don’t see how—”

      “Aunt Dellie didn’t teach me,” I interrupted. “And neither did anyone else. It just…happened. I did it, but I don’t know exactly how,” I confessed, looking at the Headmistress.

      I was hoping the question of Blood magic wouldn’t come up, which was apparently how I had accessed my power. But I still really didn’t know exactly how the power I had tapped into had made the blue mark on Sanchez’s florid cheek. All I knew was that I had been angry and that anger had somehow transformed itself into a permanent mark on his face.

      “I see.” Mistress Nightworthy tapped one elegantly manicured nail against her cheek thoughtfully. “Well, maybe if you explain the events surrounding the marking, we can shed some light on the matter.”

      At this, I saw Sanchez shift uncomfortably in his hard wooden chair. Just as I had thought, he hadn’t told the Headmistress the whole story about why I had marked him. I had a feeling he was in for a rude awakening when she found out.

      I explained the incident quietly and without any kind of embellishment—it didn’t need any. The image of Sanchez hitting Kaitlyn in the face with the football and then laughing about it would have made anyone wince.

      “And then he came up to her and called her a freak and laughed at her while she was down on the ground crying and hurt,” I said. “And I just got so angry, I—”

      “Liar!” Sanchez shouted, jumping out of his chair. “This little—” he cast a glance at the scowling face of Headmistress Nightworthy. “This little witch is a liar!” he finished, scowling. “She’s saying things that aren’t true.”

      “Yes, that is the generally accepted definition of ‘liar,’ Mr. Sanchez,” the Headmistress said dryly. “And which part of her statement, exactly, do you contest?”

      “She’s acting like I did it on purpose,” Sanchez grumbled. “It wasn’t my fault the freak…er, that girl’s face got in the way of my ball!”

      Headmistress Nightworthy’s face darkened.

      “You accuse Miss Latimer of lying but you are the one I find myself doubting, Mr. Sanchez,” she said. She looked at Nancy’s mother again. “Ms. Rattcliff, if you would be so kind?”

      “Of course.” Winifred Rattcliff turned to Sanchez, who was still standing there with his hands curled into fists and a belligerent look on his face. She pointed one finger at him and spoke a single word. “Veritas!”

      Immediately I felt as though a shower of invisible sparks had settled over my skin. I jumped involuntarily and saw Ms. Rattcliff watching me from the corner of her eyes, as though gauging my reaction to the magic.

      “Thank you,” the Headmistress said briskly. “Now, Mr. Sanchez, please tell us—did you hit Kaitlyn Fellows in the face with the ball on purpose?”

      Sanchez opened his mouth—no doubt to lie—but then a strange look came over his face.

      “I…I…of course I did!” he burst out at last. “She’s an ugly little freak and I thought it would be funny to put her down on the ground where she belonged.”

      Headmistress Nightworthy’s face darkened but all she said was, “Is that so, Mr. Sanchez? Please go on—what did you do after you had hit Miss Fellows in the face with the ball?”

      “I…I went over and laughed at her. Because it was Goddamned funny! She was all crying in the dirt like an ugly baby—fucking hilarious!” Sanchez’s eyes widened even as his mouth worked again and I could tell he was talking against his will.

      I might have felt sorry for him—after all, since Griffin had marked me with his blood, I certainly knew the frustration of having to tell the truth when I would much rather dissemble. But the ugly things Sanchez was saying killed any pity I might have had for him. After hearing that he had hit Kaitlyn on purpose and thought it was funny, I felt like he deserved everything he had coming to him.

      And from the look in Headmistress Nightworthy’s flashing blue eyes, what was coming wasn’t going to be pleasant.

      “I see.” She nodded, her lips a thin white line in her ageless face. “Did you know, Mr. Sanchez, that Kaitlyn Fellows lost both her parents in a fire just two years ago? She received third degree burns over three quarters of her body and the extensive scarring which you find so funny, has been untreatable, though both modern Norm medicine and the best and most complicated Healing magic have been tried. She lost her family and her beauty in one awful night and you tell me you find it ‘hilarious’ to hurt her and jeer at her?”

      Sanchez shifted from foot to foot uncomfortably but the truth spell was still on him.

      “I can’t help what happened to her,” he growled angrily. “It’s not my fault she got turned into a freak! And if you ask me, she shouldn’t be here. Unsightly females shouldn’t be allowed in view of the public!”

      “I am very well aware of the Drake culture’s misogynistic views towards females who are considered ‘less than perfect.’” The Headmistress’s voice was icy. “But I will not tolerate such behavior at my school. Nocturne Academy is built on the idea that Others of all types can come together and get an education without fear of being bullied or belittled.”

      “But she’s not even an Other,” Sanchez snarled. “She’s just an ugly little Norm!”

      Ms. Radcliff threw the Headmistress a surprised look.

      “The girl in question is a Norm? I didn’t know you were allowing Norms to attend classes with our children here, Headmistress Nightworthy.” Her voice was stiff with disapproval.

      The Headmistress gave her a cool look that was easy to read—back off, this is my territory.

      “We have a few Norm students,” she said. “Norms whom I feel show promise and talent and who need a safe place to grow.” She fixed Sanchez with her penetrating blue gaze again. “Which is precisely why Kaitlyn Fellows was admitted here. Hearing that you have hurt and bullied her in what I hoped would be a safe place, well, Mr. Sanchez, I cannot adequately express my rage.”

      Wow. Not anger but rage. It was a strong word and the look on the Headmistress’s face backed it up. Her blue eyes were narrowed and her fangs were out—long and sharp—the same way Griffin’s got when he thought I was being threatened.

      I bit my lip and took a silent step back, glad I wasn’t the one she was glaring at.

      “I…um…it’s not my fault,” he said again, weakly. “And you shouldn’t have let her in here anyway,” he added with renewed belligerence. “Nobody oughta have to see her ugly face!”

      “That is not your concern any longer, Mr. Sanchez, since you personally will not be seeing Kaitlyn anymore,” the Headmistress snapped. “As of this minute, you are expelled from Nocturne Academy. You are to go at once. Do not even stop to pack your things—they will be sent to you.”

      “What?” Sanchez exploded. “But what about my face? What about this fucking mark? If it was a battle scar, it wouldn’t make a difference but this is a goddamned shame mark!”

      He stabbed one finger at his left cheek, which was nearly purple with anger. My handprint stood out like a signpost on his face—a tattooed warning of what he really was inside—ugly.

      Headmistress Nightworthy gazed at the mark for a moment.

      “Considering your people’s feelings about facial deformities and the way those who are marked in any way are looked down on in your culture, I would say that is a fitting punishment. Maybe wearing it will allow you to empathize with your victim and see what it feels like to be ridiculed for something which is outside of your control.”

      “You…you can’t do this to me!” Sanchez sputtered. “You’re supposed to fix this—not throw me out! My Sire paid a shit-ton of money to send me here!”

      “So he did,” Headmistress Nightworthy said coolly. “But the cost of your tuition does not include the right to bully and belittle another student—especially one so vulnerable. You should be ashamed of yourself, Mr. Sanchez.” She glared at him. “I know I am certainly ashamed of you and if your Sire has any kind of honor—which I know your people value greatly—I believe he will be ashamed of you too. Now go!”

      She pointed to the black door of her office, which opened on its own, as if in response to her voice.

      For a moment Sanchez just stood there, glaring back at her, his eyes yellow and his ham-sized hands curled into fists. The stink of his anger was very strong in the small office—the smell of adrenaline and testosterone, I supposed—it smelled musky and animalistic.

      I wondered if he was going to change—if he was going to let his Drake out the way he almost had on the PE field—and if it would fit in this room if he did. I remembered the Healer saying the dragons inside most Drakes were “as big as a barn” and that some of them breathed fire. Was Sanchez’s Drake able to do that? And would it matter? If he started growing fangs like he had out on the PE field, he would probably bite all our heads off first and then burn our bodies to a crisp afterwards.

      But for some reason, he didn’t change. Maybe it had to do with some magic built into the Headmistress’s office or maybe she had the same gift Griffin did and was able to control beasts. Either way, all he did was go to the open door as the Headmistress had directed.

      Before he went, however, he turned back and stabbed a finger at me.

      “This is your fault, you fucking witch! You and that ugly little freak-friend of yours. Someday, you’re gonna pay!”

      Then he stomped angrily out of the office, slamming the thick black door behind him.

      Or at least he tried to. The door jerked to a stop about an inch from its frame and then, no matter how much he pulled on it, wouldn’t close any further. Sanchez yanked on it angrily for a moment, clearly wanting to make his point, though all I could see of him were his fingers curled around the inside of the door.

      On the third yank, Headmistress Nightworthy said, “All right,” in a low voice and the door at last closed—on Sanchez’s fingers.

      I heard a high, angry howl and then the fingers disappeared and he could be heard clomping down the hallway as the door shut very gently and quietly on its own.

      “Thank you,” the Headmistress said, though if she was talking to the door itself or some unseen entity who had closed it, was impossible to determine. “Now, then,” she turned back to me. “Thank you for your candor, Miss Latimer, and for standing up for a weaker student, even in the face of what must have seemed a very formidable threat. You may go.”

      Relief flooded through me and I opened my mouth to thank her but Winifred Rattcliff’s voice rang out instead.

      “Wait! We still don’t know how she did it! I must find out!”

      Well, crap.
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      Winifred Rattcliff gave me a penetrating look and I tried to stop myself from shifting around guiltily. I looked right back at her, trying to keep my face calm and blank. I only hoped she wouldn’t use the same truth spell on me she had used on Sanchez or my secret about using Blood magic was going to come out for sure.

      “Your Elementary Casting teacher, Ms. Yasmeen, told me when I asked that you are still struggling with even the most basic of spells, Miss. Latimer. So please tell me how you were able to do such advanced magic which even I could not undo?”

      “I…just got angry,” I said uncomfortably. “I got angry and slapped him for hurting Kaitlyn and laughing at her.”

      “Yes, yes, we know the story,” she said impatiently. “But how can a witch who is unable to even light a candle with her magic suddenly perform a complex Shame-marking spell on the spot?”

      “I don’t know,” I said stubbornly. “Sorry, I just don’t.”

      “Perhaps we can find out,” she said. And reaching for me, she captured one of my hands in both of hers.

      Two things happened simultaneously.

      First, I felt something like a cold finger poking at me—poking at my brain, my memories, it seemed. I couldn’t see anything but I could feel it—an intrusive, prying feeling that wasn’t nice at all.

      Second, the key necklace which had been sleeping between my breasts woke up with a jolt. But instead of burning, as it did when I encountered Griffin, it froze—radiating a cold so intense it felt like someone was shoving an icicle right through my chest into my heart.

      “Oh!” I gasped and yanked my hand out of her grip. “Don’t do that! Don’t ever do that again!” I heard myself yelling at her, though I wasn’t even sure what ‘that’ was.

      Headmistress Nightworthy looked at Ms. Rattcliff sharply.

      “What exactly did you do, Winifred?”

      “Nothing,” Nancy’s mother said hurriedly, a frustrated look on her face. “Just a little revealing spell, that’s all.” She reached for me again but I stepped out of her reach.

      “Leave me alone! Don’t touch me!” I blurted. The key was still icy and throbbing a warning between my breasts.

      “But I have to know—” Ms. Rattcliff exclaimed…and then stopped abruptly.

      “You have to know what, Winifred?” Headmistress Nightworthy had one perfectly shaped eyebrow arched and was looking at her with a little frown.

      “Nothing. I just…wanted to know how she could possibly work such strong magic by accident,” Ms. Ratcliff said, scowling. She looked at me. “You know, my dear, I can help you if you let me,” she went on, her face smoothing out into a smile about as real as a three-dollar bill. “You can come to me for tutoring sessions—I’ll do them for free.”

      “Thanks but I’ll figure it out on my own,” I said shortly. “Though it was nice to meet you.”

      Ms. Rattcliff’s black eyes narrowed and her thick lips pulled back revealing her too-large teeth, making her look very much like her daughter, I thought.

      “Young lady, you do not dismiss me in that manner. I am your Elder Sister and I deserve respect!”

      “I’m not disrespecting you,” I said, carefully keeping my voice calm and neutral. “I would just prefer not to let you touch me again and I would rather figure my magic out on my own. I think that’s my right.” I looked up at the Headmistress who nodded in confirmation.

      “She does not have to accept help from you, Winifred. Though it is, of course, very kind of you to offer,” she added in a conciliatory manner.

      Ms. Rattcliff’s narrowed black eyes were snapping with anger by now but her voice was calm when she answered.

      “Very well, but I think if Megan is going to get a proper magical education she ought to move into the South Tower with the other Sisters. I understand you have her living in the Dungeon now, Headmistress, which is hardly fitting for someone of her illustrious lineage.”

      Now, how did she know where I was rooming? Had she asked Nancy? Or did she have some other source of information here at Nocturne Academy?

      “A good thought.” Headmistress Nightworthy nodded and turned to me.

      “Miss Latimer, would you care to move into the South Tower now that you have proven your magical ability?”

      “No thank you,” I said at once. “I’m very happy in the Norm Dorm.”

      “The Norm Dorm?” Ms. Rattcliff sniffed. “Whatever is that?”

      “It’s what we call the Dungeon dormitory,” I explained, speaking more to the Headmistress than to Nancy’s mother. “Because two of my coven-mates are Norms.”

      “If they are Norms then they can’t be considered to be in a coven!” Ms. Rattcliff protested.

      “Well, that’s the way we think of it. Besides, it doesn’t really matter what we call ourselves—what matters is our friendship,” I said. I was damned if anyone was going to separate me from my little tribe. Emma, Avery, and Kaitlyn were my people now—we belonged together and that was how things were going to stay.

      Headmistress Nightworthy nodded.

      “I’m pleased to hear you’ve found some friends here already, Miss Latimer. Of course you may stay where you feel most comfortable.”

      “But…but it’s not proper,” Ms. Rattcliff sputtered angrily. “Sticking a Latimer away down in the Dungeon like that! Why, I was her mother’s best friend, so in lieu of any proper guardian, I think I ought to decide what’s best for Megan!”

      Right—so she could have me in the South Tower Sisters’ dorm where Nancy could keep an eye on me, no doubt.

      “I do have a proper guardian—my Aunt Dellie,” I snapped back. “And anyway, my mother never mentioned you to me once. How do I know you were best friends? You could just be saying that!”

      “Are you accusing me of lying?” she demanded, her nostrils flaring to show long black nose-hairs that needed trimming. “How dare you?”

      “Enough!” The Headmistress’s voice cracked like a whip, stopping us at once. “Winifred,” she said, frowning at Nancy’s mother. “I asked you here to help in a magical matter—not to dictate where my students are housed or how they are educated. And Miss Latimer,” she added, turning to me, “You must not speak so disrespectfully to your Elders. Ms. Rattcliff may well be your direct superior if you join your mother’s old coven when you graduate. I suggest you show a little restraint with that in mind. Please apologize.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, with as much courtesy as I could muster, though I was still seething inside. “Again, I don’t mean to be disrespectful. I’m just happy where I am and I think I’ll find a way to release my magic eventually.”

      I hoped anyway.

      But Winifred Rattcliff clearly wasn’t listening to my apology, forced though it was. She was staring at me—staring at the space right between my eyes.

      “There’s a mark there!” she exclaimed, pointing at me. “She’s been marked by a male!”

      Well now the cat really was out of the bag. I had gotten away with the Blood magic but Griffin’s mark was going to get me into trouble just the same. I wondered if she could tell who marked me just by looking.

      I wondered how much trouble I was going to be in.
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      “Miss Latimer, let me see you.”

      Headmistress Nightworthy put one cool finger under my chin and raised my face to hers. She studied the place between my eyebrows with a critical air of someone trying to decipher markings written in a foreign language.

      I submitted to her inspection without protest though my heart was pounding so hard I though it might break through my ribs and gallop away. Could she see the mark too? Could she tell it was Griffin’s?

      At last she let me go and stepped back, nodding.

      “There is, indeed, a mark of protection and possession on her forehead,” she confirmed.

      “Of course there is—it’s plain as day! I don’t know why I didn’t see it before!” Winifred Rattcliff exclaimed. She rounded on the Headmistress.

      “Are you now allowing the students to mark each other, Headmistress Nightworthy? What is next—Blood-Bonding?”

      “Certainly not.” Headmistress Nightworthy frowned at me. “I am certain Miss Latimer has a good explanation for the fact that she has been marked by someone of the opposite sex.”

      “I do,” I said quickly. “Sanchez threatened me. I was marked in order to keep him away—to keep me safe.”

      “I see.” The Headmistress’s frown let up just a shade. “In the future, please come to me if you feel threatened by another student. We can handle such things in a much better way than allowing yourself to be marked as someone’s Katarra.”

      I frowned. “What? I’m sorry—I haven’t heard that term.”

      “Katarra means ‘cherished one,’” the Headmistress said severely. “And you should not have allowed yourself to be marked as such if you didn’t even know the name and implications that come with such an action!”

      I thought of protesting that Griffin had marked me before I even knew what he was doing but again I sensed that excuses wouldn’t fly with Headmistress Nightworthy.

      “Yes, Headmistress,” I said, nodding and bowing my head. “I’m very sorry. It won’t happen again.”

      She made a sound very close to a snort.

      “It certainly will not. You cannot wear the marks of two males at once—at least I have never heard of such a thing happening.”

      “You’re missing the point,” Winifred Rattcliff interjected impatiently.

      “Oh?” The Headmistress arched one perfectly shaped eyebrow at her. “And what is the point, Winifred?”

      Nancy’s mother frowned angrily.

      “As you and I both know, Headmistress, there are no warlocks registered at Nocturne Academy this term,” she said. “There is only one male witch and from what I understand he has no interest in marking females of any kind.”

      I wondered how she knew so much about the Academy and its students. I could understand if she and Nancy were close and Nancy gave her tidbits of gossip from time to time but it almost seemed like she was studying everyone, finding out everything she could for some reason of her own.

      “Which means?” the Headmistress said blandly, though I was pretty sure she knew where this was going. I knew I did and it wasn’t good.

      “Which means that Megan Latimer has allowed herself to be marked by a male of a different class of Other than her own!” Winifred Rattcliff exclaimed triumphantly. “Which means she has broken the Edict and must be expelled!”
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      Expelled? I looked at Headmistress Nightworthy, wide-eyed. Was I really going to be expelled on my very first week? Was I going to be kicked out of Nocturne Academy and this whole new world that I had only just discovered?

      “I don’t…I can’t…” I croaked, unable to make my throat work. “I don’t understand.”

      “Understand this, Miss Latimer,” Winifred Rattcliff said, looking down her long nose at me in apparent satisfaction. “Breaking the Edict is cause for automatic expulsion. Not only from Nocturne Academy but from the entire magical world. You will not be accepted into any coven anywhere. Moreover, none of your friends here will ever be able to talk to you or associate with you again!”

      I felt sick. Was I going to lose my coven when we had just found each other? The thought made my throat tight with misery and fear. I didn’t want to be alone again—I needed Emma and Avery and Kaitlyn—we belonged together! It was like we had been waiting to meet all our lives and now a cruel twist of fate was tearing us apart!

      “But…” I began, but Winifred Rattcliff interrupted me, a cruel smile spread over her wide, rubbery lips.

      “No buts, missy,” she declared. You’d best march right down to that ‘Norm Dorm’ of yours and pack your bags. You are not wanted here or anywhere in the magical world anymore. And that includes the Realm of the Fae and the Sky Lands of the Drakes as well as here on Earth!” she continued triumphantly and I got the sense that she felt she had won in some way—that I was a problem she had neatly disposed of and now wouldn’t have to worry about anymore.

      But could it really be so bad just to be marked by an Other who wasn’t of my same group? Avery had thought that the marking was justified and none of my coven had thought I would be expelled. Desperately, I looked at Headmistress Nightworthy.

      All this time, the Headmistress had been standing silently by, her arms crossed over her chest, tapping her perfectly manicured fingernails against her upper arms. There was a frown on her face, as though she was considering the right thing to say and do. Now she finally spoke.

      “Just a moment, Miss Latimer,” she said to me. “Do not pack your things. You will not be leaving.”

      “What?” Winifred Rattcliff rounded on her, a shocked look on her face. “What did you say, Headmistress?”

      “I said, Megan Latimer will not be leaving Nocturne Academy. She is not being expelled.”

      “But…but breaking the Edict has always been an automatic expulsion offense!” the other woman sputtered. “Ever since I attended here myself when I was her age. It’s understood that—”

      “Nothing in my school is understood or automatic,” the Headmistress interrupted her. “I judge each case on its own merits and I do not believe it would be in anyone’s best interests to turn a powerful witch out into the world with no knowledge of how to use or control her very formidable gift. It would be tantamount to throwing out a bomb, set to blow sometime in the near future instead of trying to defuse it. So no, I will not be expelling Megan Latimer from Nocturne Academy. It would be irresponsible in the extreme for me to do so.”

      For a moment Nancy’s mother looked so angry I thought she might have a stroke. Her face turned the same color as her dress and lipstick, which made her strangely monochrome.

      “Well at least find out who marked her!” she burst out at last. “And then punish them both—severely.”

      I lifted my chin. “I’m sorry, Headmistress,” I said as calmly as I could, though my voice shook a little. “But I can’t tell you the name of the one who marked me. He was trying to protect me when I was in a dangerous situation. I can’t repay his kindness to me by betraying him.”

      Headmistress Nightworthy nodded thoughtfully.

      “I understand, Miss Latimer. Though I do not condone your actions, your loyalty to friends is commendable.”

      “What?” Winifred Rattcliff burst out. “You’re not even going to make her tell his name? Well if you won’t, I will!” Turning to me, she pointed a finger straight at me and shouted, “Veratis!”

      I felt the magic trying to work on me at once. Like a hundred prying fingers tugging at my brain…my mouth…my tongue. Trying to force me to say Griffin’s name—trying to make me give him up.

      Tell…tell…tell…a hundred tiny voices buzzed in my ears. Tell…tell…tell…you must tell!

      No! I fought it as hard as I could but I knew I couldn’t last long. Nancy’s mother was a senior witch—she had years of experience on me. Years of practicing magic and learning how best to craft and use a spell. Eventually her truth incantation would work on me—unless I could counteract it.

      I did the only thing I could do. Steeling myself against the sharp pain, I bit my cheek as hard as I could and hot blood squirted into my mouth.
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      The moment I tasted the hot, coppery blood in my mouth, the prying little fingers dropped away and the buzzing voices fell silent. It was like they had been flies bothering me and I had swatted them all at once.

      I drew in a deep breath, relief washing over me like a spray of cool mist on a hot summer’s day. I knew that somehow I had rendered Winifred Rattcliff’s spell useless and from the look on her face, she knew it too.

      “You little…” she muttered and stopped, glaring at me with narrowed eyes. “How did you do that?” she burst out at last. “How did you deflect my spell without even a word of power?”

      Luckily, I didn’t have to answer because at that moment, Headmistress Nightworthy stepped in again.

      “I think the real question, Winifred, is why you attempted to lay a spell on my student in my office and without my permission!”

      Her voice was low and controled but her blue eyes flashed angrily. Clearly she was in a rage. Once more, I was glad her fury wasn’t directed at me.

      Winifred Rattcliff drew herself up, a look of self-righteous indignation written across her face.

      “I had to!” she exclaimed. “You can’t have Others of different species breaking the Edict by marking each other—it sets a terrible example for the rest of the school! I for one, as a parent, do not intend to allow my daughter to attend an institution where such behavior can be not only gotten away with but condoned by the administration!”

      “Very well,” Headmistress Nightworthy said quietly. “You may, of course, remove Nancy from Nocturne Academy at any time.”

      Clearly this was not the answer Winifred Rattcliff had been expecting to hear. She had threatened to remove her daughter from the school, hoping to exert pressure and instead Headmistress Nightworthy had been perfectly willing to let Nancy go.

      “You…I…I don’t believe this!” she sputtered. She pointed at me. “Megan Latimer has broken our most sacred law! Aren’t you going to punish her at all?”

      “Indeed I am.” Mistress Nightworthy turned those piercing blue eyes on me and I felt my stomach twist into knots. “Miss Latimer,” she said to me, “You will forgo half of your weekend privileges this weekend. You may leave on Friday afternoon with the other students after the last bell has rung and remain at liberty Saturday during the day. But you will return to Nocturne Academy no later than midnight Saturday night and you will not be allowed to leave the castle on Sunday.”

      “What?” Nancy’s mother nearly shrieked. “You’re docking her weekend privileges one day? For breaking the Edict, that’s all the punishment she gets? I can’t believe this!”

      Headmistress Nightworthy frowned at her.

      “Do I need to remind you, Winifred, that I am the Headmistress here? The Board of Trustees has given me complete discretion to deal with any wrongdoing in the way that I see fit. As I see it, Miss Latimer was only trying to protect herself from what she deemed—and rightly so—to be a dangerous situation. She is new to our world and she didn’t understand the implications of her actions. However,” she added, turning her piercing stare on me, “She knows now. And I trust we will not have any more trouble of this nature in the future. Correct, Miss Latimer?”

      “No.” I swallowed hard. “No, Headmistress, you won’t.”

      “Thank you. Then see to it that you are back here by midnight Saturday night. Now, you may be dismissed to go to your last period.” She glanced at the grandfather clock ticking quietly against one wall. “I think you should just make it if you hurry. If you are late, simply tell Mrs. Hornsby you were with me and she will excuse you.”

      “Thank you, Headmistress,” I said. And when the black door opened for me of its own accord, I walked quickly through it, feeling that I had just had a very narrow escape indeed.
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      As I stepped out of the Headmistress’s office and the black door closed behind me, I saw the long dark hallway had been truncated to a journey of a few steps. I was sure I would find myself back out in the main corridor in no time and though I saw students scurrying by as though the bell had just chimed, I was certain I could make it to Home Ec in time.

      But just as I was about to walk out, the black door opened again and Winifred Rattcliff stormed right past me. She didn’t seem to see me, maybe because I was standing a little to one side in the shadowy corridor. Or maybe she was just blinded by fury. Her face was still as dark as her dress and her hands were clenched into fists at her sides.

      I let her pass and stayed prudently in the shadows, deciding I could wait to get to Home Ec until after the angry senior witch had a generous head-start on me. I certainly didn’t want to run into her again in her present mood—or ever, if I could help it. She might try some other—stronger—spell on me, especially when she knew the Headmistress wasn’t watching.

      The inside of my cheek stung where I had bitten myself but I considered it a small price to pay to keep the truth spell at bay. If she’d been able to make me talk, I might have blurted out not just Griffin’s name, but the fact that I had been doing Blood-magic. I wasn’t sure how Headmistress Nightworthy would take that particular news on top of the revelation that I had broken the Edict and I didn’t want to find out.

      As I watched her storm out into the main corridor, I couldn’t help feeling like Winifred Rattcliff had had it in for me from the start. She had tried to get access to my memories and when that had failed, she had attempted to force me to tell what she wanted to know. Then she’d tried to have me kicked out of Nocturne Academy and the entire magical world, like I was trash she wanted to throw away!

      She was as much a bully as her daughter and I didn’t believe for a moment she’d been friends with my mom, just as I was never going to be friends with Nancy.

      As though thinking of her had called the leader of the Weird Sisters to me, I saw Nancy herself passing by in the hall at that very moment. Her mother saw her too because she snaked out a hand and grabbed her by the arm.

      “What?” Nancy looked at her startled. “Mom, what are you doing here? I have to get to class—I’m going to be late.”

      “Then you’ll be late!” Winifred Rattcliff hissed. “I have to talk to you and it can’t wait.”

      “Mom!” she protested again but just then the late bell rang and all the other students disappeared magically into their classrooms. Nancy and her mom were all alone in the main corridor—or thought they were anyway. I pressed myself further back into the shadows to the side of the Headmistress’s door, trying not to be seen. The last thing I needed was for the senior witch to try and get me expelled for eavesdropping!

      “You told me she was a Null!” Winifred Rattcliff hissed at her daughter, coming in close to glare at her. “You told me the Latimer girl was nothing but a Null!”

      “I thought she was!” Nancy protested. “I’ve been provoking her every day just like you said and she hasn’t retaliated—not once!”

      I felt a shock of disbelief. So the nasty attack on me in the Dining Hall and the constant harassment in Home Ec were more than just bullying—they had actually been ordered by Winifred Rattcliff. She had told her daughter to provoke and attack me. But why? Why would—

      My train of thought was broken when Winifred Rattcliff slapped her daughter hard across the face.

      “Ouch!” Nancy cried, her hand going to her cheek which was already turning red. “Why did you do that?”

      “If you don’t know, you’re stupider than I thought!” her mother hissed at her. “She’s no Null. She has great power—I felt it! And you should have known it after she shame-marked that Drake boy.”

      “That’s all just a load of crap,” Nancy said uncomfortably. “Some kind of a prank or something. I heard she can’t even make a feather float or light a candle. And she sure as Hell can’t stop me from making her cookies burn so she can’t have any power.”

      “You cannot discount a Latimer that easily!” her mother insisted. “She has the proper bloodlines and she’s a direct descendant of Corinne Latimer herself—she could be the one the prophesy speaks of! And if she is…” She let the words hang ominously in the air like a threat as Nancy continued to cup her wounded cheek, her dark eyes narrowed in fury and filled with tears.

      “I don’t care what that stupid fucking prophesy says!” she snarled at her mother. “It’s all just a load of bullshit anyway!”

      “You listen to me, girl!” Her mother grabbed her shoulders and pulled her closer so they were face to face. “You’d better care what the prophesy says if you want to be the head of Windermere Coven after me! And you’d better find out who marked her. That’s right—the little slut’s been marked by a male already,” she added in response to the shocked look on Nancy’s face. “And it had better not be by him!”

      Nancy shook herself free of her mother’s grip.

      “It probably is him,” she snapped sullenly. “He’s all over her lately—taking her to classes, holding her hand…who else could it be?”

      Winifred Rattcliff’s face went pale and I felt the blood drain from my own face as well. Griffin—they were talking about Griffin. But why would the senior witch care if I was marked by the tall Nocturne?

      I had no idea but it was clear Winifred Rattcliff did care—very much.

      “This is worse than I thought,” she muttered, loosening her grip on her daughter’s arms.

      Nancy drew away at once, shooting her mother a venomous glare but Winifred Rattcliff barely seemed to notice.

      “We must consider a plan of action.” She pointed a finger with one long mauve nail at her daughter. “Make sure it’s really him. I need to know for certain who marked her before I can do anything else.”

      “Fine. I’ll find out,” Nancy said sullenly. “Now can I go?”

      Winifred nodded absently.

      “Yes. I’ll see you later. For now, go about your business like nothing’s changed.”

      “Nothing has changed,” Nancy snapped. “She’s just a do-nothing, know-nothing wanna-be witch. You’re getting all worked up for nothing, Mom.”

      “Worked up for nothing? You stupid little witch.” Winifred shook her head as she regarded her daughter with clear irritation. “If only you knew what is really at stake here,” she told Nancy. “It isn’t only the leadership of the Windermere Coven we are fighting for. “It is much, much bigger than that.”

      Then she left Nancy and walked quickly away, her mauve heels (yes, even her shoes were mauve) clacking on the flagstone floor.

      Nancy stood for a moment staring after her mom, resentment clear on her face.

      “Stupid old bitch,” I heard her mutter. “Someday I’ll be head of the coven and then we’ll see how you like it!” She forked the first two fingers of her left hand and spat through them in the direction her mother had gone.

      I wasn’t sure what the gesture meant but it looked like some kind of insult—like flipping somebody off, but maybe in a magical way.

      Clearly there was no love lost between Nancy and her mom and for a moment I felt sorry for them. My mom and I had butted heads on occasion but my mother had never slapped me or called me stupid and I had known that she loved me unconditionally, right up until the end.

      Then I remembered how nasty Nancy and her mom both had been to me and my pity faded. They deserved their toxic relationship and really it wasn’t surprising they were so nasty to each other when they were clearly just as terrible to everyone else around them.

      “Some people just have bad blood,” my mother used to say and I had to think she would have said the same about Winifred and Nancy Rattcliff right at that moment.

      I wished desperately that I could talk to my mom right now. That I could ask her the truth about her relationship with Winifred Rattcliff and why she hadn’t told me anything about the magical world full of both wonders and dangers I now found myself in.

      But my mom was gone and no amount of wishing could bring her back. The best I could hope for was to get some answers from my Aunt Dellie—I was betting she knew a lot more than she had ever let on to me.

      A hell of a lot.
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      “What prophecy?” Avery demanded when I told him and Emma and Kaitlyn.

      “That’s what I’d like to know,” I said, frowning thoughtfully. We were all sitting in the common room of the Norm Dorm, ready to go home for “weekend liberty” as it was called here—though of course I was only going to get half of mine.

      I had been bursting to tell the others about what had happened in the Headmistress’s office as well as the confrontation I’d seen between Nancy and her mom for all of Home Ec. The entire class Nancy had been watching me narrowly—her attention so focused on me that for once, she was the one who burned her baked goods—blueberry muffins with an oat crumble on top. She forgot to set a timer and hers came out of the oven smoking, much to my private satisfaction.

      I had gone about my business, pretending not to notice her and, for a wonder, she actually left me alone. Maybe because she was too busy looking at the mark on my forehead or maybe because she didn’t have to bother and try to provoke me anymore to know I was really a witch.

      “Forget the prophesy—I can’t believe that bitch-witch tried to have you kicked out of the Academy!” Emma exclaimed. “What is her problem?”

      “I have no idea.” I shook my head. “The whole thing was just so weird. And I had the feeling she’d been spying on me—or maybe having Nancy do it.”

      “You don’t think she has us bugged, do you? Like, with some kind of magical listening device?” Kaitlyn looked around our common room worriedly, as though someone might be listening in to our conversation right that minute.

      “I don’t think so,” Avery said slowly, frowning. “First of all, that kind of spell is really complicated and delicate. And second, if Nancy’s mom was listening in on us they would have known how Megan was able to resist her truth spell and how she was able to shame-mark Sanchez too—by Blood magic.”

      “Don’t talk about it anymore until we’re sure!” Kaitlyn begged. “We’d better be more careful from now on, don’t you think? I mean now that we know Nancy’s mom has it in for Megan for some reason.”

      Avery nodded. “You’re right—we need to be careful what we say and where we say it. And we don’t have time to talk about it now, anyway. We have to be out of the castle gates by the time the weekend liberty bell rings or we’ll all be stuck here all weekend.”

      “Why don’t you all come by the I Scream tomorrow for lunch?” Emma suggested as we gathered our things—which was pretty much nothing at all for me. I was wearing the clothing I had come in with, having left my black leather satchel and all my uniforms hanging in my wardrobe.

      “Mmm…the I Scream Diner,” Avery murmured, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners with laughter. “Five star dining all the way.”

      “Cut the crap, Avery. We can talk during my lunch break,” Emma said crossly. “And Megan can decide once and for all if she’s going to meet you-know-who you-know-where,” she added significantly.

      I sighed. In all the confusion today, I still hadn’t decided if I would meet Griffin Saturday night or not. Of course, the answer was “no” if he wanted to meet after midnight—I would have to be back at Nocturne Academy by then. But if he wanted to meet before, well…I still didn’t know.

      I had been planning to make a decision when I saw him after my last period class but he hadn’t appeared to escort me to my dorm after Home Ec so now I didn’t know what to think.

      “You look like you’re still not sure what to do,” Avery said, looking at me. “What do you think—want to meet for lunch? I can pick you up.”

      “You have a car?” I asked as we all trooped up out of the Norm Dorm and made our way with a crowd of other students eager for the weekend towards the main entryway of the castle. Though I looked everywhere, I didn’t see Griffin among them.

      “Oh, sure.” Avery shrugged. “My dad bought it for me.”

      “Not just any car,” Emma added, “He’s got a Tesla!”

      “The kind with the wing doors,” Kaitlyn added, sounding slightly awed.

      “Um, those are pretty expensive, aren’t they?” I asked as the bell chimed three times and we passed with the mass of other students through the stone archway and started walking down the long bridge the led over the black waters of the lake. The sun was bright and hot overhead but a cool breeze blew, ruffling my hair pleasantly.

      “They certainly are expensive.” Avery gave me a wry smile. “My father gives me money instead of love. And since love won’t do zero to sixty in three point six seconds, it works for me.”

      I could hear the bitterness in his words and I reached out to grab his hand and give it a squeeze.

      “Sorry, Avery. I have a complicated relationship with my dad, too,” I murmured, letting him know I understood how he felt. “He pretty much dumped me on my aunt when he decided being a parent was too much trouble anymore after my mom died.”

      “Parents suck sometimes,” Emma said as we all tromped towards the end of the long wooden bridge. This time I barely noticed when the huge, scaly head of the Guardian surfaced for a moment and looked at us with a dinner plate-sized golden eye before sinking below the black waters again.

      “My dad left the day after I was born and never wrote or called or anything,” she went on. “My mom doesn’t even know where he is or if he’s still alive or anything.”

      “My parents were great,” Kaitlyn said softly and we all looked at her. She had her head down as usual and her long, wavy black hair was hiding her eyes. Remembering what I had learned about her tragedy in the Headmistress’s office, I suddenly felt really bad.

      “I’m sorry, Kaitlyn—we must all sound really ungrateful to you,” I said.

      She shook her head.

      “Of course not. Everybody has different relationships with their parents. It’s always complicated except with mine, well…it wasn’t. They loved each other and they loved me and I loved them.”

      Knowing what I did of her sweet nature, I could certainly believe this. She seemed like the kind of girl who would almost never fight with her parents and would stay close to them for life—if she’d been given a chance, that was.

      Kaitlyn sighed deeply as we all stepped off the bridge with the mass of other students. Some had cars of their own and some had cars waiting for them.

      Nancy and her fellow Weird Sisters shot me one last disdainful glance before piling into the back of a long, sleek limo which was apparently waiting for them. Wow, her mom must have money then! I wondered how much being the leader of a prestigious coven paid and why, if Winifred Rattcliff was so rich, she couldn’t find someone to help her dress in something beside mauve.

      It really wasn’t her color.

      “Well, I’d better get my bike and get going,” Emma said with a sigh, pointing to a bike rack where a single lonely bike was parked. It was an old ten-speed that looked like it had seen better days.

      “Don’t be silly—I’ll give you a ride. We can put your bike in my trunk,” Avery said. He looked at me and Kaitlyn. “And before we go, I’ll pick you two up for lunch tomorrow at…” he glanced inquiringly at Emma. “When is your lunch break?”

      “Kind of late—not until two,” she said apologetically.

      “That’s all right—late lunch works for me,” I said.

      “Me too,” Kaitlyn said. “And I think Mr. Breedlove can probably drop me off if you can give me a ride home, Avery.”

      “Of course, Katydid, no problem.”

      “I’ll ask my aunt but I might need a ride both ways,” I said. “It depends on if she’s teaching one of her classes or not.”

      “Your wish is my command.” Avery made a sweeping bow. “I’m happy to drive all you lovely ladies around all weekend if you want. It’s either that or fight with my father—if he’s home this weekend. Or else sew and craft with my mother—which of course, makes fighting with my father all the worse. He just hates it when I’m domestic. Oh look, Kaitlyn—I think your ride is here.”

      I looked up with interest--wanting to see the Nocturne family my new friend and coven-mate lived with. I had an idea they were going to be an interesting sight...
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      Standing beside a sleek black BMW, I saw a good-looking couple.

      He was tall with black hair, sharp features, and pale skin and she was slim with long, straight blonde hair and an ivory complexion. Both of them were wearing dark glasses. I could tell they were both powerful Nocturnes, though I never would have known before my first week at the Academy. I would have just thought they were rich and snooty-looking.

      Standing between the tall couple was a little girl, who looked to be no more than four. She had her mother’s blonde hair and she was jumping up and down excitedly.

      “Katy! Katy’s back!” she exclaimed, pointing to Kaitlyn.

      Kaitlyn smiled and ran over to sweep the little girl into a hug.

      “Hello, Allegra,” she said as the little girl wrapped her arms around Kaitlyn’s neck and squealed with delight. “I missed you this week—did you miss me?”

      “So much! I missed you a thousand muches!” the little girl exclaimed and gave her a smacking kiss on the cheek.

      Watching them together, I saw the blonde woman give a wan smile, though the man only nodded with slight approval before looking back down at his cell phone.

      “Those are Alistair and Anastasia Breedlove,” Avery said under his breath. “Kaitlyn was their babysitter before her parents died in the fire and now she’s kind of their live-in au pair.”

      “It’s nice that they took her in after her parents passed and sponsored her for the Academy,” I said.

      He nodded. “Yes, but they’re not exactly the warmest people. And the fact that their little girl adores Kaitlyn and she’s so good with Allegra factored heavily in the decision, I’m sure. She’s more their servant than another daughter to them.”

      “At least their little girl really loves her,” Emma said firmly. “Even if the parents are kind of cold.”

      I had to agree with her as Kaitlyn waved goodbye to us and, with Allegra Breedlove still wrapped around her like a clinging vine, climbed into the back of the sleek black BMW.

      “Oh, Meggie! There you are!” a familiar voice called.

      Looking away from the Breedloves’ BMW, I saw my Aunt Dellie coming towards us. She had parked her dusty old car on the edge of the lot and was wearing yet another crazy muumuu—this one had unicorns and rainbows printed all over it.

      “Oh, so that’s your aunt,” Emma said, grinning. “I’ve seen her around town sometimes but I didn’t know she had any family.”

      “She didn’t until I moved in,” I said.

      I was tempted to be embarrassed of my aunt’s eccentric appearance but then I remembered Kaitlyn’s sad face when she talked about her dead parents and how Avery couldn’t get along with his father and how Emma didn’t have a father to get along with in the first place.

      I’m lucky to have someone who loves me, I thought. And even luckier to have an aunt who was willing to take me in and get me into Nocturne Academy. It couldn’t have been easy to go demand they give me a scholarship when she’s a Null herself and everyone thought I was one too.

      “Aunt Dellie!” I called, waving at her and ignoring the looks of the few milling students who were studying her muumuu in amusement.

      She came up to us, puffing a bit because of the Florida heat.

      “Oh, Meggie—it’s so good to see you again! So, how was your first week? And who are these nice-looking young people?” she said, all in one breath.

      “Aunt Dellie, meet my coven-mates,” I said, smiling. “Two of them, anyway.” It felt a little weird to introduce them that way but right too, as though it was always meant to be. “This is Emma,” I said and she nodded and smiled at Aunt Dellie who smiled back. “And this is Avery,” I added.

      Avery took my aunt’s offered hand and bowed over it with a flourish.

      “Enchante,” he murmured in a French accent. “We have heard much about you, Aunt Dellie—all of it good, I assure you.”

      “Oh, what a charmer!” Aunt Dellie laughed delightedly and her free hand fluttered to her chest. She turned to me. “Didn’t I tell you that you’d meet wonderful friends at Nocturne Academy?”

      “You did.” I nodded. “And you were right. In fact, we’re all going to lunch tomorrow at the I Scream where Emma works. Um, can you drive me? If not, Avery can pick me up.”

      We settled it that Avery would pick me up and drop me off since Aunt Dellie had to teach a tea leaf reading class from one to two and then I waved goodbye to my friends and headed back to her dusty old car with her.

      I had a lot to talk to my aunt about—thought I certainly wasn’t going to tell her everything. And I had a lot to ask her too.

      The question was, how much could I ask without making her suspicious?
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      “Aunt Dellie,” I said as we drove home, “Why didn’t my mom ever tell me about any of this? For that matter, why didn’t you before you brought me here? I was kind of lost at first, finding out that witches and vampires and were dragons and fairies really exist. I mean, it was super disorienting until I got used to the idea.”

      “Oh dear, I’m really sorry about that, Meggie,” she said, casting a glance at me as she navigated the dusty road through the orange grove. “It’s just that I knew you’d been raised outside the magical world and with no knowledge of it—that was the way your mother wanted it and she made me promise not to tell you anything. So…” She shrugged. “I kind of had to throw you into the deep end. I’m sorry.”

      “What? Why wouldn’t my mom want me to know about Nocturne Academy and everything else?” I asked, confused.

      “Well…” Aunt Dellie looked troubled. “It’s kind of a long story. Maybe I should tell you over supper—I made a homemade vegetable and barley stew. It’s been simmering on the stove all day.”

      “Sounds delicious,” I said and meant it. After eating the food served to the Norms all week, I was ready for some home cooking. Not that Avery’s roasted meals weren’t wonderful, but I was craving something that wasn’t cooked on a spit for a change.

      We got home to Aunt Dellie’s big, ramshackle house which was, nonetheless, surrounded by a riot of flowers and a big vegetable garden—my aunt might be a Null but she had a green thumb for sure. Since I had nothing to unpack and was really hungry, (lunch had been another weird casserole made of broccoli and pinto beans and shredded barbeque chicken with the ubiquitous orange-crayon cheese melted on top) we settled right down to dinner.

      “Now, here you go,” Aunt Dellie said, placing a large blue bowl filled to the brim with a hearty vegetable stew and a plate with a thick slice of homemade cornbread in front of me. “Eat up and we’ll talk while you do.”

      My stomach was rumbling so I dug in, savoring the many fresh vegetables my aunt had no doubt picked from her own garden swimming in a thick tomato broth. The cornbread was delicious too—crumbly and moist and slightly sweet—it made a perfect accompaniment to the spicy stew. Aunt Dellie had also poured me a tall glass of cool, handmade lemonade which was very refreshing.

      “Mmm, this is delicious. So much better than what they feed the Norms at the Academy,” I remarked between bites.

      “Oh—did they have the nerve to class you as a Norm?” Aunt Dellie exclaimed, bristling. “You’re a Latimer, Meggie! I’ll go right back to that Academy and I’ll give them a piece of my mind. They’d better not—”

      “It’s okay, Aunt Dellie,” I said quickly, cutting her off. “I’m not a Norm—I’m technically classed as a Null. Though…” I added carefully. “I don’t know if I am or not.” I wasn’t sure how much I wanted to tell her about my magic and how I had managed to access it—if Blood magic was so completely forbidden, she might get really upset if she learned what I had been doing.

      “Oh, have you Manifested yet, Meggie? Have you Flamed up?” she asked me anxiously.

      “Well, sort of,” I said and told her about shame-marking Sanchez after he’d been cruel to Kaitlyn though I didn’t tell her how I had managed it exactly.

      “Oh my—that’s very strong magic!” Aunt Dellie’s gray-green eyes widened. “I knew you had it in you, Meggie—you’re just like your mother was at your age.”

      “So…Mom had magic too?” I asked. “She wasn’t a Null like—” I stopped abruptly.

      “Like me?” Aunt Dellie said briskly. “It’s all right, my dear—you can say it. I got over not having magic of my own a long time ago. It doesn’t really matter. Your mother, though—she had enough magic for both of us. She was more powerful than any other witch in our age group. Why, she was more powerful than many of our teachers at the Academy. It was the Latimer blood, shining through, you know.”

      I shook my head, confused.

      “But if she was so powerful, why didn’t she ever teach me about magic—why didn’t she tell me about our heritage?”

      “Because she forgot it—all of it,” Aunt Dellie said seriously. “And before you ask me how anyone could forget something as incredible as magic and Nocturne Academy, she did it on purpose.”

      “On purpose?” I said blankly. “How? How can you just make yourself forget?”

      “She worked a spell,” Aunt Dellie said sadly. “A clouding spell on her memories and a binding spell on me, to keep me from telling you what you really are or reminding her of the truth. She knew, you see, that she would have a daughter—that she would have you, Meggie. But she didn’t want you to have anything to do with magic—anything at all.”

      “She didn’t?” I couldn’t imagine why my mother would feel that way—why she would want to deny me my heritage.

      “No, she didn’t.” Aunt Dellie. shook her head. “I told her—I promised her—that she didn’t have to bind me. I told her I would never remind her or speak of it to you about magic if she didn’t want me to. But she said there would come a time in the future that I would be desperate to remind her and that she couldn’t risk it.” She looked at me sadly. “As it turned out, she was right.”

      “The cancer,” I whispered. “The lung cancer—could it have been cured by magic?”

      Aunt Dellie reached out and put a hand over mine.

      “My dear sweet Meggie,” she said earnestly, looking into my eyes. “The lung cancer your sweet mother died of was caused by magic.”
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      “What?” I jumped up from the table, my wooden kitchen chair falling backwards to land with a flat smacking sound on the clean but faded linoleum floor. “Are you saying that someone put a spell on Mom that gave her cancer?” I demanded.

      I was thinking of how it was lung cancer and yet she’d never smoked a day in her life. And I could also guess who might want to hurt her that way. Winifred Rattcliff’s face with her too-large mouth and small, mean eyes rose in my memory. Wouldn’t my mom have been next in line to head up the Windermere Coven? And wasn’t it clear that Winifred Rattcliff would have done anything to get that place for herself and keep it for her daughter?

      But Aunt Dellie was waving her hands and trying to calm me down.

      “No, no, Meggie!” she exclaimed. “No, I’m not saying someone put a spell on her to give her cancer. I’m saying her unused magic caused it. At least, that is what I believe.”

      “You can get cancer if you don’t use your magic?” I asked blankly, reaching down to straighten my chair and sitting back down reluctantly.

      “Cancer or any number of other diseases,” Aunt Dellie said seriously. “Bottling up magical power—especially power as formidable as your mother’s was—is very dangerous indeed.”

      “But…she must have known that when she cast the forgetting spell on herself and the binding spell on you,” I protested. “So why would she do it?”

      Aunt Dellie shook her head.

      “I only wish I knew. It happened not long after your grandmother died of a stroke—Guinevere and I were both still in shock because she was only fifty, you know—and she passed so quickly! But your mother knew it was up to her to take over the leadership of the Coven. She was still so young—not even twenty yet. But she had the power and the leadership of the Coven was her birthright.”

      “Windermere Coven, right?” I asked.

      Aunt Dellie nodded.

      “Yes—the same one your Great-great-great grandmother Corinne founded. Anyway, your mother and some of the stronger witches in the Coven went away on a kind of…retreat, I guess you could call it. They went to do cleansing rituals and seek the Goddess’s will. I expected that your mother would do the ceremony of transition and take over the leadership of the Coven when she returned but instead…” She shook her head, her voice failing.

      “Instead she decided to swear off magic?” I asked, frowning.

      Aunt Dellie nodded.

      “She told me that she had seen things—terrible things—that had to be avoided at all costs. And she said the only way to avoid those things was for her to take herself out of the equation completely. So she ceded the leadership of the Windermere Coven to Winifred Rattcliff and worked the spell of forgetfulness on herself and the spell of binding on me. Then she moved away—all the way to Seattle, so she wouldn’t be reminded of her past in any way—married a Norm and had you. And that was that,” Aunt Dellie finished with a sigh.

      “But…but when she got cancer. Surely you must have thought—” I began.

      “Of course I thought it was probably her magic turning inwards—eating her from the inside out!” Aunt Dellie exclaimed passionately. “But I was bound and couldn’t say anything. And besides, your mother didn’t let me know about her cancer until it was well advanced—already metastasized.” She sighed unhappily and swiped at the tears welling up in her eyes. “I think some subconscious part of her knew that I would try to find a way to use magic to heal her, even though I have none of my own—that I would try to remind her of her past—a past she wanted desperately to forget.”

      “But why?” I exclaimed. “What could she possibly have seen that was so bad it would make her abandon her heritage and raise me like a Norm? And live like a Norm herself, for that matter? What could it have been?”

      Aunt Dellie shook her head.

      “I don’t know—she never told me. I only know she was very firm about it—and also very firm that she never wanted you to be raised in the ways of magic either.” She bit her lip. “In that, I’m afraid I didn’t keep to her wishes. I couldn’t tell you about your heritage yourself, but I knew if I could get you into Nocturne Academy, you would find out on your own.” She looked at me appealingly. “I hope I did the right thing.”

      “You did,” I told her firmly. “I just wish I knew what Mom saw on that retreat that made her so scared of her own magic…and that made her want me to keep away from magic too.”

      “I wish I knew too,” Aunt Dellie said sadly. She got up from the table and began clearing her dishes. “But I feel that the Goddess will reveal it to you eventually, Meggie dear. I just hope you’ll be safe and nothing bad will happen because I went against your mother’s wishes.”

      “I’ll be fine, Aunt Dellie,” I said, trying to put her mind at ease. “I’ve already got friends—coven-mates—and it feels like we’ve been together all our lives.”

      She smiled and nodded.

      “Oh yes—those first bondings are so strong and they can last a lifetime. You know, I believe the Goddess puts us together with our coven-mates for a reason. Each person she brings into your life has something they can teach you—and something you can teach them. Just listen to the will of the Goddess and stay true to your friends—they’ll see you through good times and bad, Meggie.”

      I thought of Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn and realized I was missing them even now. Maybe I should text the three of them and see what they were up to.

      As Aunt Dellie rinsed the dishes and loaded them in the dishwasher, I pulled out my battered cell phone which I had barely used at all my first week at Nocturne Academy. Mostly because there were so many dead spots due to magical interference that it was practically useless there.

      It was an old iPhone with a thin, silvery crack across its face but it still worked all right and I certainly couldn’t afford anything newer. I pressed the home button to bring it to life and started to go to my texting app but then I saw that someone had already texted me.

      Looking at the bubble popping up on my screen, I felt my heart start to pound. The text wasn’t from any of my coven-mates.

      It was from Griffin.
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      I called to Aunt Dellie that I was tired and going up to my room early and then raced up the creaking wooden stairs, my iPhone clutched hard in my hand.

      The minute I got into my bedroom with its antique toys and creepy, dead-eyed dolls, I threw myself on the bed and read what Griffin had written.

      Hello, little witch. Home safe? his text read and it had been sent only a few minutes before.

      At my aunt’s house, I texted back. Where were you after last period?

      Heard the excellent news that Sanchez was expelled, was the reply. So I thought you didn’t need me anymore.

      My heart leapt up in my throat and for a moment, I didn’t know what to say. Then my thumbs started moving on their own, it seemed.

      That doesn’t mean I don’t want to see you, I sent back, aware of how shamelessly needy it sounded. Yet somehow I couldn’t seem to help myself.

      His answer came back almost immediately.

      I want to see you too, little witch. But I don’t know if it’s a good idea.

      You won’t hurt me, I sent back. I know you won’t. We need to talk.

      You don’t know that, he countered. And what is there to talk about?

      I took a breath, wondering how much I should say.

      Have you ever heard of a prophecy? I sent after deliberating for a moment. One that might involve you and me?

      A bubble with three little dots blinked on my phone’s screen for so long I thought he must be writing a book. But when his reply finally popped up, almost five minutes later, it was only four words long.

      We need to talk.

      Where and when? I sent back immediately. I was aware that our original plan to meet Saturday night was probably getting thrown out the window but I didn’t care—I just wanted to see him. Between my breasts, the black key throbbed in agreement.

      Tonight, Griffin texted back. My place.

      Where’s your place? Never been there, I sent.

      Not far from you. I’ll come get you. 10 all right?

      I probably should have hesitated, probably should have thought things through. After all, I still wasn’t sure it was safe to be with him alone. But somehow I couldn’t seem to help myself—I just wanted to see him. No, I needed to see him.

      Yes, I texted back. 10 works.

      I knew Aunt Dellie would probably be asleep before then. She was an early to bed and early to rise kind of person and besides, she often taught a sunrise medication class. So sneaking out at ten to meet Griffin should present no problem at all.

      Except the fact that it was probably hazardous to my health to be alone with the tall Nocturne.

      But again, I couldn’t make myself care. The necklace at my throat burned and throbbed and my heart pounded. I craved his cool touch and wanted to look into those lightning and pitch eyes again.

      Even if they were the last thing I ever saw.
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      Sneaking out of the house proved to be no problem at all. In fact, I didn’t so much sneak as just walked right out the front door and locked it behind me with the spare key Aunt Dellie had given me.

      My aunt was already asleep, just as I had predicted. I had heard her snoring gently as I crept down the creaky wooden stairs, trying not to step on the steps that made especially loud noises.

      The minute I found myself out in the moonlight in the middle of Aunt Dellie’s garden, I heard a low voice calling my name. Turning, I saw Griffin standing there, at the front gate of the low wooden fence which bordered the front lawn.

      “You have to come to me, little witch,” he said when I waded carefully through the blooming flowers which were mixed in with vegetable plants. “I can’t come in to you unless the owner of the property invites me.”

      Somehow I doubted Aunt Dellie would invite a Censured Nocturne onto her land so I came to the front gate to meet him. I was about to go through it when Griffin put a hand on mine, keeping me from opening the latch.

      “Wait—consider if you should do this, Megan,” he murmured. He was wearing jeans and a white shirt, with the sleeves rolled up and the collar open to show the Blood Stone lock around his neck. “Consider if it is safe.”

      “Are you telling me you’re planning to hurt me?” I asked, frowning at him. The cool touch of his hand on mine was making it hard to think and already I could smell his wintry scent, sharp and crisp, even over the lush, heavy floral smell of the flowers of the garden.

      “All I can tell you is that I desire you more than ever,” Griffin murmured and his eyes were deep enough to drown in. “All I can tell you is that I have never wanted a female as badly as I want you. And…that I will try to control myself.”

      These last words probably shouldn’t have been very reassuring, but I found myself reassured anyway.

      He doesn’t want to hurt me, I told myself. It occurred to me that I probably should have called or texted Emma and Avery and Kaitlyn but somehow I hadn’t. Somehow I had wanted to keep this meeting secret, even from my coven-mates, though I had promised to keep them in the loop. Why had I done such a thing?

      I didn’t know. I only knew I wanted to see Griffin desperately and now, here he was and I was going to take a chance and leave the safety of my aunt’s house and go with him, risks be damned.

      I opened the gate and went to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            53

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t very smart, I know, and I don’t recommend that anyone else walk out into a dark night with a Censured Nocturne. But the moment Griffin laced his long, cool fingers with mine, I couldn’t feel anything but a desire to get closer to him. There was literally no room for any other emotion—not fear or caution or anything else.

      I just wanted to be with him.

      “I’ve been thinking about you all day,” Griffin admitted in a low voice as he led me around the back of my aunt’s house towards the wilderness that grew there. And when I say wilderness, I mean it. It wasn’t just a few trees and some underbrush—there were thickets of vines and ivy all tangled together, making what looked like an impenetrable mass.

      “I’ve been thinking about you too,” I said. Since he was being honest, I would too, I decided. Not that I had much choice since his mark on me made me tell him the truth, especially when he asked me direct questions.

      Of course, that went both ways and I had some questions I was dying to ask him. But I wanted to wait until we got where we were going.

      “How are we going to get through all this?” I asked. We had reached the edge of the tangled wilderness and I couldn’t see any way through it in the silvery light of the moon.

      “This way—I made a path,” Griffin answered casually. Stooping down, he lifted a curtain of ivy and sure enough—I saw a narrow tunnel had been made through the greenery—which looked black in the moonlight.

      “Um…” I hung back, uncertain. “Look, I don’t like to sound like a girly-girl, but…aren’t there poisonous snakes here in Florida? And alligators too?” I added. Who knew how close we might come to some hidden pond where the carnivorous creatures were hanging around, hoping for a midnight snack?

      I didn’t want to be on the menu.

      Griffin gave me one of his rare smiles.

      “So you’ll willingly put yourself in the power of a Nocturne of very questionable character but you’re afraid of a few snakes?”

      “And gators,” I reminded him. “Don’t forget those. This is Florida, after all.” As the humid night air could attest to.

      “Animals of those kinds avoid me,” he said simply. “Predators sense that I could control them and they stay away—my scent repels them.”

      “What—all predators?” I asked, rather dismayed. I liked animals, especially cats and dogs, which—even though they were cuddly pets—had to be classed as predators.

      He shrugged. “As you see. You might have noticed that since I have taken your hand, not even a mosquito has tried to bite you. That is because you’re within my radius of influence.”

      He was right, I realized. Florida nights were always humid and buggy. But since I had taken his hand, I hadn’t had to slap at a single mosquito. Well, that was nice, anyway.

      “Where are we going?” I asked as we picked our way through the thick underbrush. There was a kind of narrow tunnel leading through it but there were still a lot of vines and branches to contend with. I was sure I would be lost in half a minute if Griffin wasn’t there to guide me, but he led the way and never let go of my hand once.

      He looked back, giving me a humorless smile that was impossible to interpret.

      “My place.”

      “Avery told me your family lives in that big white Victorian over on Kings Street,” I said. “Um, are you taking me to meet your parents?” And would he want to be introduced to Aunt Dellie in turn?

      But Griffin shook his head.

      “That is where my family lives, but I am no longer in residence,” he remarked. “I make my home someplace…much more modest now that my parents have disowned me.”

      “Because of you being Censured?” I asked, hoping it wasn’t too touchy of a subject.

      “In part,” Griffin said neutrally. “Though I think it was the crime I was Censured for in the first place that really caused the rift.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to ask what that crime had been, but again I stopped myself. We needed to get to our destination before we talked. I wanted to sit with him and look him in the eyes when he answered the questions I had been burning to ask him, rather than talking to his back while he led me through the forest.

      It seemed like the vines and trees went on forever but at last, we came to an opening in the broad, tropical leaves and suddenly we were out in the open again.

      Well, if by open you meant a big, overgrown field full of knee-high weeds.

      I took a step forward and stumbled over something on the ground.

      “Be careful, little witch.” Griffin’s grip on my arm saved me from going ass over teakettle, as Aunt Dellie would have said. “Watch out for the tracks,” he added.

      “Tracks?” I frowned, peering down at the darkness around my feet.

      “This used to be an old train yard—back when the farmers used trains to send their produce to market instead of trucks, which they mostly use now. This whole field is full of tracks,” he told me. “In fact…here.”

      “Oh!” I gasped, for he had swung me up into his arms as though I weighed nothing at all and was carrying me easily across the field. “You…you don’t have to do that,” I said, my voice sounding breathy in my own ears. Being so close to him made my heart beat like a drum.

      “Yes, I do—you’ll just keep tripping otherwise,” he said looking down into my eyes. “Besides, I like carrying you,” he added, his voice dropping to a low purr. “I like your warmth and being so close to your sweet scent.”

      “You smell pretty amazing to me too,” I admitted. Since we were telling the truth, I might as well let it all out.

      “Then if you’re enjoying being close to me as much as I’m enjoying being close to you, there’s no reason to let you walk,” Griffin pointed out. “In fact, I can’t think of a single reason to put you down.”

      “I…I guess not,” I whispered, feeling lost in his eyes. How he could walk in the dark without stumbling when he wasn’t even looking where he was putting his feet was beyond me, but I didn’t care as long as he was near.

      It occurred to me that I’d had a few crushes before—who hasn’t by the time they get at least halfway through high school? But I had never, ever been so completely enamored of a boy before and have him be just as interested in me as I was in him. All I wanted to do was be close to Griffin—to never leave him. And from the way he was looking at me, he felt the same way.

      Why were we so drawn together?

      I opened my mouth to ask him when he looked up, finally breaking eye-contact with me and said, “Here it is. This is my place.”
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      I dragged my eyes away from his perfect face and was surprised to see that we were standing in front of an old abandoned train car—a caboose to be exact.

      “You live here?” I asked, and I couldn’t quite keep the surprise out of my voice.

      “It’s not much to look at from the outside,” he admitted. “But I have done some things over the years to make the inside much more livable.”

      He put me down for a moment, though he kept a proprietary arm around me, and brought me up a set of three wooden steps which led to the back end of the old caboose. There was a tall, narrow door set in the wood and Griffin pushed it open easily and ushered me inside.

      It was too dark to see anything and for a moment my heart began to skitter in my chest. Had I been foolish, coming all the way out here with him? Was it really incredibly stupid of me to go into a dark space alone with him, without telling any of my friends or my aunt where I had gone?

      The answer to both question was undoubtedly yes but before I could get too frightened, I heard a small click and a warm, golden glow lit the interior of the old caboose.

      “Oh,” I breathed, looking around, because a whole new world had been revealed.

      I had been expecting a dim, shadowy place, possibly dirty and somewhat decayed since the outside of the caboose was weathered and looked at least fifty years old. But the light revealed a neat little apartment, complete with a couch which I thought probably folded out into a bed, a table with two chairs, a large bookcase crammed with books—though they were all neatly arranged with their spines pointing outwards—and, (the biggest surprise of all, as far as I was concerned) a kind of music nook. There was an upright piano, a guitar hanging on the wall, a violin and even a cello.

      “Do you play all these?” I asked, wandering over to look at his collection of instruments.

      In answer, Griffin sat at the piano and played a complicated-sounding classical riff with apparent ease.

      I stared at him. I had taken four years of piano lessons as a kid, before my mom finally gave up on the idea of me becoming a great classical pianist so I recognized the technical skill it took to play with such easy grace. I had certainly never attained it myself. Either Griffin was a musical prodigy or he’d had a long, long time to practice.

      “That’s…very impressive,” I said, listening to him play.

      “Not really.” He stopped abruptly and put the lid of the piano down. “It’s easy to get good at something when you have nothing else to do…and you’re trying desperately to take your mind off…well, shall we say, other things.”

      His eyes went to my throat as he spoke—I was wearing one of my long-sleeved Henleys and I had put my hair back in a low ponytail to keep it from being caught in the branches and vines earlier, so my throat was bare.

      “What…what kinds of things do you mean?” I asked and then wished I hadn’t.

      Griffin gave me a direct look from where he sat on the piano bench.

      “I think you know the answer to that, little witch.” His eyes went to my exposed throat again.

      I felt a shiver go down my spine and wondered nervously if I should let my hair down to cover my neck but Griffin had already looked away, though he seemed to have to force himself to do so.

      “So…how long have you been practicing?” I asked instead, looking at the instruments.

      He shrugged. “In earnest? For as long as I have been Censured.”

      “And how long has that been?” I wasn’t sure I wanted to know but I couldn’t help asking.

      Griffin looked down at his hands.

      “This Sunday it will be fifteen years.”

      “Fifteen years?” I looked at him incredulously. “So you’re…how old?”

      “Older than I look.” He laughed humorlessly. “But since my people age slower than yours, I’m only a few years your senior in Nocturne years.”

      “But fifteen years…” I shook my head. “That seems like a really long time for a punishment.”

      “There is no time limit to the Censure,” Griffin told me. “I am condemned to it for as long as the sun rises in the East and sets in the West.”

      “So…forever?” I shook my head. “What could you have possibly done to get a life sentence?”

      He sighed and raked a hand through his thick black hair—a very human gesture, I thought.

      “I knew you would ask me that eventually but I wish we could have put it off a little longer.” He sounded very unhappy, though his face was carefully blank.

      “Would…would you rather not tell me?” I asked carefully. “Do you, uh, want me to withdraw the question?”

      Griffin shook his head and rose from the piano.

      “No, you deserve to know the answer—though you may wish you hadn’t when you hear it. Come…” He went over and sat on the couch, which was covered in a black spread, neatly tucked in. Sitting on one end, he nodded me to the other.

      I would much rather have sat beside him and held his hand, but I realized he was putting some distance between us for a reason—though I still didn’t understand why.

      I had a feeling, though, that I was going to find out.
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      “I lived with my family back then—before the Censure,” Griffin began, looking down at his hands. “I went to Nocturne Academy, though at the time I was living in the North Tower with the other Nocturnes. It was the weekend—a Sunday evening, so I was here in Frostproof. I was spending a little more time alone before going back to the crowded, noisy life of the Academy. The last thing I remember before it happened is walking in the woods—the same woods we just passed through,” he added, which sent another shiver down my spine. “And the next thing I remember…”

      He stopped for so long I wondered if he was ever going to go on.

      “It’s okay,” I said as gently as I could. “Whatever it is, I’m not going to judge you.”

      “Oh, I think you might, little witch.” He gave another of those humorless laughs that sounded jagged and painful coming out. “I don’t think you’ll be able to help it.”

      “Look, just tell me,” I said impatiently. There was a terrible fluttering feeling in the pit of my stomach—the feeling of not knowing something you are sure is going to be awful but something you need to know all the same.

      “I woke up near dawn with the taste of blood in my mouth.” Griffin spoke in a low, monotone voice and he kept his eyes on his hands, I noticed—not looking at me as he spoke.

      “And?” I prodded mercilessly.

      “And when the sun came up, I saw the bodies.” He looked up at me then. “Two of them. Young girls around your age, Megan. They had been…” His voice dropped. “They had been slaughtered.”

      “Oh my God.” I put a hand to my mouth. “But you didn’t…I mean, you couldn’t have—could you?”

      Griffin shrugged.

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember doing anything to them. In fact, I had never seen them before in my life. And of course, I had never done anything like that before. We Nocturnes do not generally drink directly from humans, even when we take their blood. We get bagged blood instead.”

      “Why?” I asked, wanting badly to change the subject. “Why not just…bite them directly?”

      He shrugged. “Bagged blood is less messy. Also, biting a human—Norm or otherwise—over and over can lead to problems such as accidental vampirism. That is, creating a Made vampire. All proper Nocturnes are born, not made. And any Nocturne who makes a vampire, as well as the vampire he or she made, will be shunned by all of Nocturne society.”

      “Oh,” I said. “I had no idea it was possible to really turn a human into a vampire. Tell me more about that.”

      Griffin gave me a direct look.

      “I think we’re getting off the subject, somewhat. You need to know what I was accused of.”

      “You told me already,” I said, frowning. “And I’m sure you couldn’t have done it—you must have been framed or something!”

      “But I had their blood in my mouth and all over my hands…” He turned his hands with their long, white fingers in front of him, as though he could still see the crimson smears and streaks. “Anyway, the Elder Council certainly thought I did it.”

      “I…I don’t believe you did,” I said, trying to make my voice firm, though I honestly wasn’t sure what I believed. It flashed through my head again that it had been very, very stupid of me to come here and be alone with him. But how could I have known that he’d been accused of a double homicide?

      And why didn’t that knowledge change how I felt about him? How I wanted to be with him?

      “That’s very kind of you to say,” Griffin said dryly. “But the evidence was overwhelming. The only reason I wasn’t put to death was that the girls were Norms—if they had been Others, it wouldn’t have gone so well for me. Before he turned me out of the house, my father hired me the best attorney money could buy—a Fae gentleman who traveled all the way from the Realm to take my case. He was able to get me off with a Censure—the terms of the punishment being that I will wander the halls of Nocturne Academy forever, never graduating or going free, except during nights and weekends, which I spend here.” He nodded at the renovated caboose.

      “But…” I bit my lip, not sure how to phrase my question. “But if the Council really thought you did those awful things, why would they lock you up in a school with other people’s kids?”

      “Do you mean why would they trust a hardened killer around their children?” Griffin asked, raising an eyebrow at me.

      I nodded.

      “Well, because of this, of course.” Griffin spread his collar open wider and pointed to the heavy black padlock set with Blood Stones in all four corners. They winked and sparkled in the dim golden glow of the overhead light.

      At the sight of the lock so exposed, the key at my own throat jumped excitedly. I felt it yearning towards Griffin—towards his necklace. As though it was desperate to get to him and fit itself in the inviting lock.

      I put a hand to my chest, trying to calm both the key and the drumming of my heart.

      “And what…exactly does that do?” I asked uncertainly.

      Griffin gave me a direct look.

      “It keeps me from drinking blood—any blood. I cannot even partake of the animal blood which most of my kind use to survive.”

      “How do you survive, then?” I asked. “How do you manage not to die of hunger or thirst or whatever?”

      “It is a thirst.” His voice was so low it was almost a growl. “A thirst so deep and wide I feel like I could drink an ocean of blood—if only this damn thing would let me.” He nodded down at the black lock around his neck again.

      “I think I have the answer,” I said, before I considered if it was a good idea or not. “The answer to your thirst, I mean.”

      His eyes widened.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I have this,” I said, lifting the key on its matte-black chain out of my shirt to show him.
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      “Ah…” Griffin’s eyes flashed silver and the key got so hot it burned my fingertips. It was yearning towards the lock he wore, tugging and pulling ceaselessly towards him as though it was desperate to go home—to bury itself in the heart of the lock and open the heavy black padlock at his throat.

      Griffin was tense—his entire body clenched like a fist as he sat on the very edge of the couch and turned towards me. I had the feeling that he wanted to get to the key every bit as badly as it wanted to get to him but somehow, for some reason, he was holding himself back.

      “Put it away, please.” His voice was courteous but strained.

      “But, if you need to be unlocked—” I began.

      Griffin held up a hand to stop me.

      “After fifteen years of unrelenting thirst? I think that would be an extraordinarily bad idea, Megan. If you release me now, I do not think I could stop myself—I would drink you dry.” His eyes blazed like lightning as he talked and I felt as though my heart had stopped in my chest, just for a second.

      “I…I don’t believe that,” I said but my voice sounded uncertain in my own ears.

      “Believe it,” Griffin said steadily, his voice low and harsh. “You have no idea what the thirst can do. It’s like a live thing, clawing at my throat.” He motioned to the long white column of his neck as though to illustrate his point.

      “I don’t understand,” I whispered. “How can you live without…without sustenance?”

      Griffin shook his head. “The lock sustains my life but it hasn’t allowed a single drop of blood to pass my lips in a decade and a half. Try to imagine how thirsty—and hungry—you would be if you hadn’t eaten or drunk in that amount of time. Blood is what a Nocturne lives on—it is our food and our drink—and I have had none for years.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said in a low voice. “I…I can’t imagine. It must be torture.”

      “That is exactly what it was designed to be,” Griffin said dryly. “Now please—put the key away where I cannot see it.”

      I dropped the key back into my Henley, though it twisted and protested mutely between my fingers as I did so. When I looked up at him again, I thought Griffin’s silver eyes were blazing a little less intensely.

      “Goddess Bright…” He ran both hands through his hair and heaved a deep breath as though he was finally coming back to himself. “Where did you get that?”

      “I found it in a flea market in Tampa,” I told him, aware that the key was still twisting against my chest in an angry way. “I put it on and it wouldn’t come off. I’ve been wearing it ever since.”

      Griffin shook his head.

      “She said she’d thrown the key into the ocean—she said it would never be seen again—that I would wear this lock and bear the shame for all my days.”

      “Well, whoever she was, she was wrong,” I said firmly. “It came to me. I think maybe…” I bit my lip. “Maybe it found me because it knew I would be meeting you. Does that sound crazy?”

      “Not crazy at all, my little witch.” Griffin was still sitting on the far side of the couch to put distance between us but now he reached out and stroked a cool finger down my cheek.

      His touch made me shiver with longing. I wanted to get closer to him—but I sensed it would be very difficult for him to be near me so soon after seeing the key, so I stayed where I was.

      “Do you think…” I hesitated, not sure how to phrase my next question.

      “Yes?” Griffin looked at me, one eyebrow raised.

      “Do you think that the only reason we want to…want to be together is because of these necklaces we’re wearing? Because of the lock and the key?” I asked in a rush. I was hoping his answer would be no—but desperately afraid it would be yes. After all, why else would someone as gorgeous as him want to be with average-looking me?

      Griffin took his time about answering.

      “I don’t think so,” he said at last, looking thoughtful. “The lock around my neck keeps me from drinking and it keeps me in perpetual thirst, but it does not control my emotions.” He ran one finger down my cheek again. “From the first moment I laid eyes on you, all I wanted was to be with you, Megan. I wanted it so much it frightened me—I was afraid I might hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” I said, scooting a little closer to him.

      “Not as long as you keep your key far from my lock,” he said dryly. And then, more seriously, “I think it would kill me if I harmed you—I would want to die. That’s one reason I tried to stay away from you at first.”

      “I wanted to be near you too,” I confessed. “Although I didn’t know why. And…and the feeling keeps getting stronger. It’s hard to believe I’ve only known you about a week. I feel like…like we’ve known each other forever somehow. I know that sounds bizarre.”

      “No it doesn’t.” He shook his head. “I feel the same for you. Almost a kind of bonding that was meant to be between us.”

      “Exactly!” I exclaimed. “It doesn’t make sense but that’s how I feel too.”

      It was a little like the instant sense of connection I’d felt with Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn, I thought. The feeling almost of predestination—like we had been marked for each other in some long distant past and now we were coming together like pieces of a puzzle finally fitting into place.

      Griffin looked at me intently.

      “I want to be closer to you—I want to hold you in my arms.”

      My heart leapt and then started beating double time. I could feel my pulse racing and it seemed hard to get a deep enough breath.

      “I want that too,” I whispered, trying to keep my voice calm and not succeeding very well. “But…well…is it safe?”

      He nodded. “I think so. As long as you keep the key hidden. It will be torture of course, to hold you close and smell the delicious scent of your blood rushing in your veins, but a sweet kind of torture. One I desire very much. Come to me, Megan.”
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      I went to him then—I couldn’t stop myself from going. I meant just to sit beside him but before I knew it, Griffin had pulled me into his lap and I was leaning against him with my cheek pressed to his chest and his chin resting on the top of my head. His long arms wrapped around me, making me feel secure, and I could hear the slow, deep drumming of his heart as his cool, spicy scent enveloped me.

      “This is good,” Griffin rumbled, stroking one hand over my back soothingly. “This is what I’ve wanted from the first moment I saw you—to gather you close and hold you to me, little witch.”

      “It feels right,” I admitted. “Like we were meant to be together. Why…why do you think that is? Is it because I’m wearing your mark?”

      “I don’t think so—though that probably enhances it.” He sounded thoughtful. “I don’t fully understand it myself—I’ve never felt like this for any other girl, ever.”

      I thought of the girls he had woken up beside—the ones who were dead with their blood smeared on his mouth and hands. But I didn’t believe Griffin had done that—he was holding himself back from hurting me even now because he wanted badly to be close to me, to hold me.

      I didn’t feel in my heart that he was a killer.

      “I haven’t either,” I said. “Felt this way about a guy, I mean. I’ve had crushes before, of course. But this just feels like…”

      “Forever,” Griffin finished for me, stroking a hand through my hair gently.

      “Yes,” I sighed. A need welled up inside me—a longing to be closer—to have more. Daring greatly, I reached up to thread my fingers through his midnight black hair and tried to draw him down for a kiss.

      For a moment, Griffin allowed himself to be drawn. But just as I felt just the whisper of his breath against my lips, he pulled abruptly away.

      “Forgive me,” he murmured and his voice was almost as strained as when I had showed him the key. “But…I can’t.”

      “Oh.” I felt crestfallen and embarrassed. I let go of his hair and looked down at my hands. “I’m sorry. I just thought…I wanted…”

      “I want it too. Believe me, Megan.” He lifted my chin to make me look at him. His eyes were glowing silver again—that same look I associated with his thirst.

      “Then…why not?” I asked uncertainly. “I mean, I didn’t want to…you know. I just thought—”

      “You thought a simple kiss couldn’t hurt anything,” he murmured. “Unfortunately, sexual desire and thirst are tied strongly together in mature Nocturnes. Biting is part of making love for us. My thirst is already so great and you are so small and fragile…” He trailed off, shaking his head.

      I bit my lip.

      “You think you’d hurt me if you let yourself get too, um, worked up? That you’d try to bite me if you let yourself kiss me?” I asked. I couldn’t help remembering the several times he’d come close to kissing me, only to draw back at the last instant.

      Griffin sighed.

      “I would like to think I would never hurt you, under any circumstances—the lock I wear would keep me from drinking your blood, at least. But as I said, you’re fragile and Nocturnes have many times the strength of humans. If I allowed my desire for you to inflame my thirst which caused me to be careless with you…” He trailed off, letting the sentence hang in the air.

      “I’m sorry,” I said contritely. “First I show you the key and now I’ve made your unbearable thirst even harder to bear. I didn’t mean to make things worse for you, Griffin.”

      He shook his head.

      “You haven’t, little witch. As I said, it is sweet torture to be so close to you, but it’s a torture I willingly bear. Would you just let me hold you for a while?”

      “I’d like that,” I said and nestled against his chest again. Griffin put his arms around me and for a long time, I allowed myself just to relax against him and enjoy the feeling of finally coming home.

      I think I could have sat like that all night, but there were more questions tugging at the corners of my mind—questions and concerns that wouldn’t let me be until I found out their answers.

      “I guess we shouldn’t be doing this,” I said at last, with a sigh. “We’re breaking the Edict, aren’t we? The two of us together—a Nocturne and a witch? Or, a Sister, I guess,” I amended.

      He laughed dryly.

      “I am already being Censured for double murder. I don’t see that breaking the Edict could make things that much worse.” He pulled back a little and looked down at me in concern. “Of course, it’s different for you. Your reputation is unstained—it’s probably better if you stay away from me.”

      “Griffin…” I looked up at him in exasperation. “Do you really think I could do that? Stay away from you, I mean? All I want is to get closer to you—to never leave you. I can’t stay away.”

      He sighed. “I can’t either, I’m afraid,” he admitted. “It was incredibly hard not to come to you and walk you from your last period class today. But I told myself you didn’t need me anymore—now that Sanchez is gone.” He frowned. “How did that happen, exactly? There are many rumors but I have the feeling you know the truth.”

      “I do, as a matter of fact.” I told him about the meeting with Sanchez and the Headmistress and Winifred Rattcliff. But when I spoke the senior witch’s name, Griffin stiffened.

      “She was the one who put this on me.” He touched the black padlock with his fingertips. “She’s on the Council of Elders, you know—the terms of my Censure were all her idea—the endless thirst and being kept at Nocturne Academy indefinitely—so Headmistress Nightworthy could keep an eye on me, she said.” He made a face which showed his long, white fangs.

      I shivered but didn’t pull away from him. I didn’t need to fear him anymore, I reminded myself. He had seen the key and passed the test it posed—he had chosen to remain locked up rather than put me in danger.

      I wasn’t surprised that Winifred Rattcliff had been involved in his Censure a bit.

      “I don’t like her,” I said. “Not just because of what she did to you—she’s a horrible woman! I don’t trust her. She tried to get inside my head twice during the meeting.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me.

      “And you were able to repel her? That’s impressive, Megan. As is the shame-marking you worked on Sanchez in the first place. But then, I never doubted your power.”

      “Remember I asked you if you’d ever heard anything about a prophecy?” I asked.

      Griffin nodded. “I haven’t but it sounded serious—which is one reason I asked you to meet me tonight instead of waiting for tomorrow.” He gave me a sidelong look. “The other reason, of course, was that I couldn’t wait to see you again.”

      “I felt the same way,” I admitted softly.

      “But what about the prophecy?” Griffin asked. “What were you talking about?”

      “I don’t know, exactly,” I said, frowning. “It was something I heard Ms. Rattcliff tell Nancy. They didn’t know I was listening and she said, ‘she could be the one the prophecy speaks of,’ when they were talking about me. She was also pretty upset when Nancy told her you’d been taking me around to all my classes,” I added. “Though I have no idea why. I, uh, think she figured out you’re the one who marked me.”

      “I hope that didn’t cause you too much trouble.” Griffin frowned. “I wanted to protect you at the time, but I guess I could have gone about it a different way. One which wouldn’t have opened you to accusations of breaking the Edict.”

      “I’ll be all right,” I said, lifting my chin. “The Headmistress saw it my way.”

      He nodded thoughtfully.

      “Headmistress Nightworthy has remarkable vision. She has found and admitted some of the most talented Others in the world to Nocturne Academy. In return, the Board of Trustees of the school gives her carte blanche to do as she pleases.”

      “She’s the one who admitted me and gave me a full scholarship, when my Aunt Dellie came to put in my application,” I said. I didn’t tell him that the Headmistress had told me I had better not do anything else that came even remotely close to breaking the Edict, though—I didn’t want him to think he’d gotten me into trouble.

      “So there is some sort of prophesy involving you and possibly me, but we have no idea what it is…” Griffin mused, getting back to the matter at hand.

      “No idea,” I said, shaking my head. “But I wonder if it has anything to do with the reason my mom chose to leave magic behind and raise me as a Norm?” I added, having a sudden thought.

      “What?” He looked interested and so of course I had to explain everything I’d learned from Aunt Dellie that afternoon.

      “So I just wonder if maybe my mom heard about this ‘prophecy’ whatever it is, and it somehow made her decide to leave the magical world,” I said. “I know if she hadn’t left, Winifred Rattcliff never would have gotten the leadership of the Windermere Coven.”

      “Do you think Rattcliff had anything to do with ousting your mother?” Griffin asked, raising an eyebrow. “She seems the type to get rid of rivals at all costs—which could include you, you know, Megan. Especially if the leadership of the coven is supposed to be hereditary. Technically, if you manifest enough power, you might be able to displace her and take back your rightful place.”

      I shook my head.

      “I don’t want anything to do with the leadership of the Windermere Coven. She can have it.”

      “You might think differently if you weren’t so new to the world of the Others,” Griffin said seriously. “The Sister who leads the Windermere Coven is generally acknowledged to be the most powerful witch in the entire South Eastern territory. It’s like being the Alpha Drake or the Fae’s Queen of Light and Shadows or the Master Nocturne.”

      “All those people have a lot of underlings beneath them, I guess,” I said, frowning. “But I don’t want any of that, Griffin. I don’t want to be anybody’s boss but my own. I mean, I don’t want to answer to anyone but myself and I don’t want anyone else answering to me—you know?”

      The corners of his mouth twitched up.

      “So you want to be your own boss. Which was doubtless why you were so upset when I marked you and proclaimed that I ‘owned’ you.”

      I shifted a little in his lap.

      “Avery explained that to me. He said it’s not so much a mark of ownership as a sign that you’ll protect me, no matter what.”

      “Your coven-mate is completely correct.” Griffin’s pale gray eyes grew serious. “I will always protect you, little witch. No matter what—now that I have marked you, you are my Katarra.”

      “Katarra means ‘cherished one,’ right?” I asked shyly, remembering what Headmistress Nightworthy had said.

      Griffin nodded and stroked my hot cheek with one cool finger.

      “Exactly, my little witch. I will cherish and protect you. As I have said before, I am your Blood Knight.”

      His words brought to mind the strange picture I had seen in Avery’s scrying bowl when we had worked the True Heart Revealed spell to see if Griffin wanted to hurt me or not. I told him about it and he frowned.

      “So…that was all you saw? An image of the Witch Queen and her Blood Knight? And on those grounds alone you decided to come out with me tonight?”

      “Well, no…” I admitted reluctantly. “I didn’t decide because of that. In fact, I didn’t know what the picture meant and I still don’t. And I had no idea if it was safe to go with you. But I just…” I shrugged. “I couldn’t help myself.”

      Griffin frowned, his face like a thundercloud and I got the feeling he was genuinely upset with me.

      “Megan, did you not hear any of the warnings I gave you when I first made my invitation? Do you know how dangerous it was for you to come to me tonight—especially wearing the key that could unlock my rapacious thirst?” he demanded, glaring at me.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I couldn’t help myself. There’s just something that draws me to you!”

      “For all you knew it could have been luring you to your death,” Griffin growled. “Have you not heard a word I said tonight? Have you forgotten already that I am a murderer, twice over?”

      “You’re not,” I said, frowning back at him. “I don’t believe you did that for a minute!”

      “Then you are the only one in the entire Other community who doesn’t,” he said dryly and shook his head. “Megan, my little witch—what am I going to do with you? You have no sense of self preservation at all.”

      “That’s not true,” I protested.

      “Yes, it is,” Griffin asserted. “Look at the facts:” He ticked them off on his fingers. “You shame-marked a rather large Drake who could have let his beast out and eaten you in two bites. You took on a senior witch—the leader of the Windermere Coven no less—only this afternoon. And now you are out in the night with a Censured Nocturne who also happens to be a convicted murderer—and I bet you didn’t tell your aunt where you were going or call your friends before you came with me, either—did you?” he asked.

      I hung my head a little.

      “Well…I was afraid they might try to stop me,” I admitted to him—and to myself. “I just wanted so much to be with you…”

      Griffin put a finger under my chin and lifted my face until I had to meet his eyes.

      “I want to be with you too, little witch,” he murmured. “But you have to be safe. Please promise me you will never risk yourself for me again.”

      I thought I could safely promise that, now that we both knew he wasn’t going to go crazy and rip my head off.

      “I promise,” I said. “And I know it sounds like I’ve been acting kind of reckless but I didn’t mean to. I just kind of…fell into all the trouble I had my first week at the Academy.”

      He sighed. “Just like you fell into my arms, I suppose.”

      I raised an eyebrow.

      “Are you complaining?”

      “Oh, no.” Griffin gave me a sardonic smile. “How can I complain when all this trouble has ended with us being together? Even if you are more trouble than any four witches put together.”

      “You…” I slapped at his arm and the long sleeve of my Henley pulled up with the gesture, revealing my scarred arm.

      I moved quickly to pull down the sleeve and hide my scars, but Griffin was quicker.

      “Just a moment, Megan,” he murmured, catching my hand in his. With his other hand, he pushed the sleeve all the way up, baring the neat white rows of scars that marched all the way from my wrist to my elbow.

      “What are you doing? Stop,” I said uneasily, trying in vain to pull my arm away.

      “I don’t think so.” Griffin sounded thoughtful. “It occurs to me that you have heard the worst of my past, but I have heard almost nothing about yours.”

      “There’s nothing to tell,” I said uneasily. “I mean, my mom died and my dad left me with my aunt and she sent me to Nocturne Academy where I met you. End of story.”

      “Of course that’s not the end of the story.” He frowned. “Will you really make me invoke the truth-telling part of my mark on you? Must I ask you directly how you got these scars?” He nodded at my arm.

      I sighed and bit my lip. I had told the story to Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn but it somehow felt scarier to share it with Griffin. They were my coven-mates but he was beginning to feel like a part of my heart. What if he heard what I had done and rejected me?

      He seemed to know what I was thinking because he cupped my cheek and looked into my eyes.

      “Whatever it is, you can tell me,” he murmured. “I shared the worst thing in my past with you and you didn’t judge me, though you probably should have. I can do no less for you.”

      “Well…” I looked down at my hands. “All right,” I said at last, sliding off his lap to put a little distance between us. “I’ll tell you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            58

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “My mom had cancer,” I began and told him, as I had told my coven-mates, about the pain she’d been in and how none of the medicines the doctors had given her helped.

      “It hurt so much to watch her hurting and not be able to do anything about it,” I told Griffin, still looking down at my hands as I sat beside him on the couch. “I felt like I had to do something to release the emotional pain I was feeling or I was going to go crazy. So…I started cutting.”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw him nodding thoughtfully.

      “I thought it might be something like that,” he murmured. “But I sense there is more to the story.”

      “There is,” I said and told him how I had discovered that by cutting I could take my mother’s pain for a little while. “It was like a transfer,” I said. “The pain poured out of her and into me and then she was able to rest.”

      “It must have been agonizing,” Griffin said softly.

      “It hurt but it wasn’t nearly as bad as seeing her in pain and not being able to do anything about it,” I said. “Me being able to cut for her made a huge difference in those last few months. For both of us, I think. It was the only thing I could do for her and I would definitely do it again.” I lifted my chin defiantly. “Even if it was Blood magic.”

      “Ah, yes,” Griffin murmured. “Blood magic—the most forbidden kind of magic a witch can do.”

      “It seems to be the only kind of magic I can do,” I said glumly. “I used it when I shame-marked Sanchez and again when I kicked Winifred Rattcliff out of my head when she tried her truth spell on me. I haven’t found any other way to let my magic out so far. I thought for a while that I was somehow blocked but I don’t know now—maybe this is the only way I can do magic.”

      “Maybe it is.” Griffin shrugged. “What of it?”

      “What of it?” I asked, frowning. “Well…it’s forbidden, like you said. Avery says it’s like using the nuclear option every time.”

      “So? Who does it hurt if you use the ‘nuclear option’?” Griffin asked. “Just as who does it hurt if we break the Edict? Why should we abide by the laws of a group of Elders who are simply passing down dusty traditions from our ancestors?”

      I personally thought he had a point but I doubted the rest of the magical community would agree.

      “It was my own ancestor, Corinne Latimer, who came up with the Edict in the first place,” I pointed out. “And she’s the one who outlawed Blood magic too. Even though Avery told me rumor is she used to do Blood magic herself.” I frowned. “Why would she outlaw her own magic?”

      Griffin shook his head and winced, one long white hand going to his throat.

      “I don’t know. Excuse me.”

      He got up and went over to a small sink set into one wall of the caboose. There were no other kitchen appliances—I supposed because as a Nocturne, he had no need to cook anything.

      Griffin drew himself a glass of water from the sink and drank it thirstily in long swallows. Then he drew another and sipped it more slowly.

      I looked at him anxiously as he put the glass away and came to sit by me again.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” he said, a bit too dismissively, I thought. “The thirst is…especially bad tonight. The water helps some, though not nearly as much as I would like.”

      I knew why his thirst was so bad tonight—it was because being near me was, as he had described it, sweet torture. My very presence and the scent of my skin and the blood pumping under it made things harder for him—so much harder.

      I tried to imagine what it would be like to be with someone you wanted so badly and cared for so deeply and yet to know that having them near you would cause terrible pain.

      What an awful thought.

      “I should go,” I said, standing up reluctantly. “This is too hard for you, Griffin. Being so near me for so long when you’re so thirsty…”

      “I don’t care about any of that,” he said, frowning. “I just want to be with you, Megan. It’s all I’ve wanted from the first moment I saw you.”

      “But your thirst—” I began.

      “Has been unrelenting for the past fifteen years,” Griffin said firmly. “I refuse to let it rule me—I will not let it drive you away.” He reached for my hand and pulled me back down to the couch with him. “Stay with me, Megan,” he murmured. “For just a little while longer.”

      I wanted to stay with him forever, of course, but the thought that I was hurting him with my very presence made me horribly uncomfortable. The idea that I was making his excruciating thirst worse and there was nothing I could do about it was a special kind of torment.

      Or was there?

      Suddenly I had an idea. Probably not a very safe idea, but one I thought might really help if it worked.

      Though if it didn’t work, I might end up dead.
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      I looked around for a knife or anything sharp, but I couldn’t see anything that would be remotely useful. As I said earlier, there were no kitchen implements anywhere in the converted caboose except for the sink.

      Then I felt the black key pricking at me, as though trying to get my attention.

      Oh, no, I thought at it. There’s no way I’m pulling you out again—seeing you was hard enough on Griffin the first time and I’m trying to make his thirst better, not worse.

      But the key pricked at me insistently, scratching me almost sharply enough to draw blood.

      Suddenly I understood what it was trying to do.

      Before I could give myself time to think, I plunged my hand down the neckline of my shirt and gripped it between my fingers.

      “Megan?” Griffin was looking at me warily. “What exactly are you doing?” he asked in a low, measured tone. “Please don’t bring the key out again. You have no idea how difficult it is to resist or how sharply it makes my thirst spike.”

      “Your thirst is what I’m going to try to help,” I told him. “But I have to take the key out for just a minute to do it. I promise I’ll be quick.”

      “Megan, please—” he began but then I pulled the black key with its glittering Blood Stones out of my shirt.

      Gripping it tightly between the finger and thumb of my right hand, I pressed the sharp end of the key—which had somehow gotten sharper until it was almost like a needle—into the pad of my left thumb.

      Griffin’s eyes widened when he saw what I was doing.

      “No!” he roared. “Megan no—don’t cut yourself in front of me! The scent of your blood so close will be too much. You can’t understand—”

      And then his words died away to nothing and a look of wonder and surprise came over his face as his long fingers went to his throat.

      At the same time, I felt my own throat tighten. Agonizing pain shot through me, as though the tender tissues there were suddenly lined with barbed wire. At the same time, a thirst so great I felt like I could drink an ocean of water suddenly struck me.

      I struggled for a moment with the pain and the desperate thirst. I felt like I was dying—like I had to drink something or I would shrivel up and blow away like a tumbleweed on the wind.

      Was this what Griffin had felt every moment of every day for the last fifteen years? No wonder he was often scary and sarcastic—this was agony—complete torture! And yet somehow he dealt with it and went on about his day—I wondered how he could.

      “Megan?” His voice brought me back to myself and I looked up at him as the intense pain began to ease a little bit. As with my mother, the pain I had taken didn’t last forever—it was only hard to bear at first.

      “I’m…” I coughed. “I’m okay,” I finished hoarsely. It hurt to talk but not as much as I had feared.

      “Here—you need some water. It helps.”

      He got up from the couch and got me a glass of water from the sink. I drank it thirstily and it helped a little. Bit by bit I felt the pain and thirst fading—I just hoped they weren’t pouring back into Griffin. But from the cautiously relieved look on his face, they weren’t.

      Somehow, I had given him a temporary respite, just as I had been able to do for my mother.

      He put his hand to his throat again.

      “This is the first time in fifteen years I haven’t been in pain—haven’t been tormented by thirst.” He shook his head and looked at me wonderingly. “You took the pain and thirst for me, didn’t you? You shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Why not?” I asked and found that I had hardly any pain at all now. I took another swallow of water and was glad to see that it quenched the last of the terrible thirst.

      “Because I don’t want you to hurt yourself for me.” Griffin sounded stern.

      “But it helped, right?” I asked anxiously. “And it’s still helping?”

      He nodded reluctantly. “How long will it last?”

      I shrugged. “For my mom it seemed to be anywhere from two to four hours. So I really don’t know. I hope as long as possible.”

      “It’s amazing.” He touched his throat again as though he couldn’t believe it, then frowned at me. “I don’t want you doing it again, though.”

      “Why not?” I asked again, with exasperation. “It hurts at first but the pain fades pretty quickly and it gives you relief.”

      “Listen to me, Megan…” He took me by the shoulders. “You are not my sin eater. I wouldn’t wish the pain and thirst I bear on anyone—least of all my Katarra.”

      “You’re not the only one with power,” I pointed out. “Just because you marked me and promised to protect me doesn’t mean I can’t do the same for you. In fact…”

      Reaching out, I pressed the pad of my left thumb to his forehead, right between his black brows.

      I felt a tingling go through my arm and then into my whole body. Again it was like being naked outside in a snowstorm and feeling each separate snowflake as it kissed my body.

      Only this time, Griffin was in the center of the storm with me.

      “Megan!” He grabbed for my wrist but when he pulled my hand away, it was already too late. Even as I yanked my wrist out of his grip, I saw the bloody outline of my thumbprint fade away as the blood soaked into his skin.

      In its place, was a softly glowing, diamond-shaped mark. It was like he was wearing a tiny, luminescent jewel just under his skin.

      In my own forehead, I felt a similar warm glow—a glow that seemed to spread through my whole body, replacing the snowflakes feeling with a rush of heat. It was done—first Griffin had marked me and now I had marked him.

      We had broken the Edict not once but twice and it was obvious we had done so.
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      “You shouldn’t have done that—it’s permanent, you know.” Griffin’s voice was calm but his eyes were glowing and not only with thirst this time, I realized. He was looking at me with a kind of hunger—a need to get closer. A need to own—to possess and caress and make me his.

      I felt a similar need growing inside myself. A desperate desire to be closer to him. I reached for Griffin and he reached for me at the same time, his cool hand cupping my cheek.

      “Megan,” he murmured, his voice thick with desire.

      “I want to kiss you,” I blurted, unable to help myself. “I know you said it was dangerous but I—”

      Griffin cut me off by pulling me into his arms and taking my mouth in a searing kiss.

      My heart thundered in my ears and I kissed him back desperately—as though he was the only source of oxygen in the room and I would die without him. I would have expected his mouth to be cool, like the rest of him, but it was hot…hot and sensual and demanding in a way that made me feel like I was melting in his arms.

      I’ll admit I was a virgin and I didn’t have very much experience at all. After my mom had died, I had buried myself in my books and I could count the number of boys I’d gone out with on one hand. So I wasn’t a very experienced kisser—but Griffin made up for that by being good enough for both of us.

      His mouth on mine took my breath away and then he bent me over his arm and began kissing along my jaw…and then trailing hot, soft kisses down the side of my neck.

      I gasped as parts of my body I’d never paid much attention to before lit up and began to tingle and ache. He was driving me crazy—waking me up in a way I hadn’t known was possible. My heart was pounding and my blood was rushing in my veins and all I wanted was more.

      I turned my head to the side, giving me better access to my throat—to the vulnerable side of my neck where the carotid artery pulsed. I felt the sharp tips of his fangs skate dangerously along the tender flesh and didn’t care—in fact, I realized hazily, I wanted him to bite me. Wanted to give him everything—my body, my blood…my very being.

      I wanted to belong to Griffin Darkheart in every possible way and I didn’t give a damn how dangerous it was.

      I felt the needle-sharp points of his fangs settled right over the pulsing vessel in my throat but still he hesitated. Murmuring his name, I reached up to thread my fingers through his hair, drawing him down, letting him know I wanted this as badly as he did…

      Suddenly Griffin jerked away from me.

      His arms left me so suddenly, I felt back onto the couch in an undignified heap. Looking up, I saw that he was clutching at his throat, at the thick black chain of his necklace. The Blood Stones on the four corners of the lock were glowing so brightly I almost couldn’t look at them.

      “All right,” I heard Griffin say in a strangled voice. “All right, I got carried away. Forgive me!”

      “What happened? What’s wrong?” I sat up, looking at him anxiously.

      He shook his head and grimaced. Then the necklace around his neck seemed to ease its grip and the glow of the Blood Stones in the lock faded.

      “I nearly went too far with you and the lock stopped me,” he said, frowning and massaging his throat where a red ligature mark was forming. “As well it should,” he added severely. “I never should have even come close to biting you.”

      “It was my fault,” I said, biting my lip. “I shouldn’t have marked you and then…did what I did.”

      I could feel my cheeks getting hot when I remembered how shamelessly I had thrown myself at him and the way I had reacted to his kisses…almost like a female animal in heat. Even now I could feel myself still wanting him but I made certain to keep some distance between us—what was wrong with me?

      “It wasn’t your fault.” Griffin ran both hands through his hair and got up, pacing around the small living area as though to work off his pent-up energy. “I have heard that a double marking can sometimes have that kind of effect, but I don’t think I’ve ever heard of one so strong…so overwhelming.”

      “I can still feel myself wanting you,” I confessed in a small voice. “I’ve never felt like this before. Like I’m almost hungry to be touched.”

      “And I am hungry to touch you, but we must not.” Griffin sounded stern again.

      “But why not?” I asked plaintively. I felt like a child who had been denied the candy she wanted—no, that was too mild a metaphor. I felt like a starving woman who was desperate to eat and had just had the food yanked away from her. My whole body ached for his touch and when I remembered the feeling of his hot mouth and sharp fangs on my neck, I shivered helplessly with desire.

      “Little witch…” Griffin sat down beside me again, his voice gentle. “How old are you, Megan?”

      “Sixteen,” I said mutinously. “So what, though? Isn’t that the age of consent in Florida?” Actually, I had no idea what the age of consent was and I frankly didn’t care—I just wanted to be with him—to be one with him and nothing else mattered to me.

      “You are underage,” Griffin said, frowning. “And you’re still a virgin, too—aren’t you?”

      I would have liked to lie but the fact that we were now “double marked” as Griffin had put it seemed to strengthen my urge to tell him the truth immeasurably.

      “Yes,” I said reluctantly. “So?”

      “So, you’re not ready for this,” Griffin said gently but firmly. “I’m not going to take what you’re not ready to give.”

      “But I am ready!” I protested. In fact, my entire body was aching and throbbing and insisting I was ready.

      But Griffin was shaking his head.

      “I could have hurt you just now—badly,” he said, frowning at me. “Maybe even killed you, Megan. Love between Nocturnes is sometimes brutal. I’m glad the lock stopped me.” He tapped the black lock at his throat meaningfully.

      I glared at him.

      “Stop acting like I’m some fragile butterfly that has to be protected!”

      “And what happens to a butterfly if it lands on your palm and your hand squeezes into a fist?” Griffin demanded.

      “It wouldn’t be like that,” I protested. “You can be gentle, Griffin—I know you can. I trust you.”

      “Well I don’t trust myself,” he said shortly. “What if my pain and thirst had returned at the very moment I was trying to ‘be gentle’ with you? You said yourself this cessation of agony won’t last forever.”

      I supposed he had a point there. And I didn’t mean to sound so insistent. It was just that my body felt like it was on fire with need and it seemed like he was withholding exactly what I was craving so badly.

      Still—it was time to get hold of myself.

      I took a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry,” I said at last, letting the breath out as I tried to relax. “I’ve just…never felt like that, ever. Is it…” I bit my lip. “Is it because I’m a virgin?” I asked in a low voice, feeling my cheeks heat at the question. “I mean is wanting to…to make love—is it always like this?”

      Griffin shook his head at once.

      “No—it’s never been like this. For me, at least,” he admitted. “Though I do have more experience than you, I have never felt anything like the desire I felt when you marked me.”

      “Do you think it has something to do with the fact that we’re different kinds of Others?” I asked, having a thought.

      “Possibly.” Griffin looked thoughtful. “It would certainly be a reason for the Edict to be so rigidly enforced. If the attraction between different kinds of Others is so strong, it would be difficult to resist.”

      “But doesn’t the Edict actually keep Others of different species from feeling attraction to each other in the first place?” I asked, trying to remember exactly what Avery had told me.

      Griffin shrugged.

      “I might have in previous generations. But I think you and I are proof that it isn’t working quite the way it used to.”

      “I want to be close to you again,” I said, knowing I sounded shamelessly needy and unable to help it. “If I promise to behave myself do you think you could…could hold me again?”

      Griffin sighed and raked a hand through his hair.

      “I think so. The feeling when you marked me caught me by surprise but I’m on my guard now. And I will not do anything that you might regret in the future. Especially while you are still underage.”

      There we went with the age thing again. I had a feeling that was going to be a problem for some time to come—at least two years to be exact. But at this point, I would take what I could get.

      “Just hold me then,” I said, scooting closer to him.

      Griffin put an arm around me and drew me close to his side. As he touched me, I felt the zing of warmth and the diamond-shaped mark on his forehead, which had disappeared when he had stopped touching me, suddenly blazed into life again.

      “You’re glowing,” I said, looking up at him.

      “So are you, little witch.” He sighed and shook his head. “This is going to make things extremely complicated back at the Academy, you know.”

      I was sure he was right but just at that moment I didn’t care. All I wanted was to stay in his arms as long as possible and not think about anything but being close to him.

      I would worry about the Academy and the implications of what we had done tonight, later.
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      “You what?” Avery demanded, looking at me with wide eyes across the Formica tabletop where he and Emma and Kaitlyn and I were all sitting.

      The I Scream You Scream diner was a throwback to the golden age of ice cream sodas and poodle skirts. There were wide padded booths, covered in shiny red vinyl, framed posters of Elvis and The Four Tops, and Chuck Berry on the walls, and even a juke box in the corner that didn’t have a single song written after 1960.

      Seriously, it looked like something out of the set of Grease, the Musical.

      But it wasn’t the décor I was looking at—it was Avery’s shocked and disbelieving face.

      “Are you seriously telling me you marked him back?” he asked me.

      “Can’t you tell by looking at my forehead?” I said.

      They all leaned forward and peered at me—at the spot between my eyebrows where Aunt Dellie claimed “the third eye” was placed. I hadn’t seen anything there myself this morning when I looked in the mirror but then, I hadn’t seen it when Griffin had first marked me either.

      Avery sighed and shook his head.

      “No, thank the Goddess,” he remarked and frowned. “Though I can’t understand why not. Usually when people mark each other, it’s there for everyone to see.”

      “It shows when we touch each other,” I said and blushed.

      Emma and Kaitlyn exchanged an unreadable look and Avery shook his head again.

      “Girl, you have it bad. But could you have picked a worse guy to fall for? The school bad-boy and a Censured Nocturne. Not to mention the fact that he’s from a whole different species of Other so you’ve now officially broken the Edict twice.”

      “Keep it down, will you?” I hissed, looking around.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” Emma said. “People from the Academy hardly ever come here—it’s strictly a Norm hangout. Most of our fellow students prefer the café on campus.”

      I was partial to the café myself, but it only served drinks, which made it useless as a substitute for the awful cafeteria food.

      “Besides, you’re not going to be able to hide being double marked with a Nocturne for long,” Avery said, frowning. “It wouldn’t matter if Headmistress Nightworthy herself walked in here and overheard us because eventually this particular kitty is coming out of the designer handbag.”

      “Well, even if she is, uh, double marked now, at least it doesn’t show up unless she touches Griffin,” Kaitlyn volunteered, clearly trying to stick up for me. “I mean, maybe they’ll be able to hide it.”

      “If they can keep their hands off each other.” Avery sounded distinctly skeptical about that idea.

      “We can if we have to!” I exclaimed, feeling defensive. “And in case you’re wondering, I didn’t set out to mark Griffin. It just sort of…happened.”

      “I could buy that excuse the first time, Princess,” he said flatly. “I mean, after all, the first time he marked you and it was to protect you from Sanchez. But you don’t just happen to break the Edict twice in a row!”

      “Shouldn’t the Edict itself have kept this from happening?” Emma asked doubtfully. “I mean, I thought it worked to keep members of different species of Others from feeling attracted to each other in the first place.”

      “Yes, but didn’t Avery also say it was getting really old?” Kaitlyn said. “Like wearing out, maybe? Do you think there are other, uh, Others from different species who are feeling attracted to each other but they’re just hiding it?”

      “That’s a whole lot of Other business going on,” Avery said skeptically. “And to answer your question, I don’t know and I don’t care. All I’m worried about right now is Princess Latimer here getting caught doing the unthinkable.”

      “Is it really that bad to break the Edict, though?” I protested. “I mean, really?”

      Avery sighed. “Look, you weren’t raised in the magical world so you don’t understand. For most Others, being caught breaking the Edict is almost the worst thing you can do. I mean, it’s so socially unacceptable you might as well declare that you’re going to take up…I don’t know, serial murder or something awful like that.”

      “That seems kind of extreme,” I said. “How can you equate killing people with loving someone of a different species or race?”

      Avery shrugged. “I’m just telling you what the Council of Elders thinks about it.”

      “Well, they’re older,” I said. “The older generation. But maybe things are changing—maybe they ought to change. Think about it—just a generation or two ago a lot of people hated mixed marriages and gay marriages now they’re much more common.”

      “A lot of people still hate mixed couples—especially in the South,” Kaitlyn said in a low voice. “My parents used to get some pretty nasty looks and remarks from time to time, since my dad was white and my mom was black.”

      “And you try telling my dear old dad that gay marriage is acceptable now,” Avery said dryly. “I’m sure he’d love to hear all about it.”

      “My point is that just because a few people think something is wrong, doesn’t make it wrong,” I argued.

      “A few people? You don’t understand,” Avery said. “You’re talking about breaking the Edict like it’s some kind of Civil Rights issue. I’m telling you, Megan—it would be tearing the fabric of Other society apart if everybody started doing what you and Griffin are doing.” He leaned forward. “And speaking of that, what exactly are you doing? I’ve heard Nocturnes are amazing. Strictly from other Nocturnes, of course,” he added quickly.

      “It’s none of your business,” I said primly. And when the three of them groaned in disappointment, I added somewhat reluctantly, “Actually, not much. I’m underage, according to Griffin, and he refuses to do anything illegal.”

      “Except for breaking the Edict,” Avery said dryly.

      “You keep coming back to that,” I said, feeling exasperated. “But it’s not like Griffin and I are Blood-Bonded or anything. And anyway, what about the other things we were supposed to discuss today? What about the prophecy I heard Nancy and her mom talking about? Did you get a chance to do any digging on that?”

      Avery shook his head.

      “I meant to get over to my aunt’s house and look through her spell library but she had to leave for a weekend retreat with the rest of the Windermere Coven and my mom lost her spare key.”

      “Great.” Emma sighed. “How are we ever going to find out what prophecy they were talking about then? Because I really think Megan needs to know!”

      “I do too,” I said. “I want to know if that’s the reason my mom kept me out of the magical world and raised me as a Norm.”

      Then, of course, I had to tell them all about my conversation with Aunt Dellie and everything she’d said about my mom. All three of them were wide-eyed when I had finished.

      “Okay, now we definitely need to find out about that prophecy,” Kaitlyn said at last. “Is there another magical library somewhere we could look? Maybe someplace on campus?”

      “There is one,” Avery said slowly. “But it’s in the South Tower in the Sisters’ dorm. They have an ancient grimoire that supposedly belonged to Corinne Latimer herself. If there were any pertinent prophecies to do with one of her descendants, I’d bet it would be there.”

      “Great,” I said. “Let’s go!”

      “Not so fast, Princess,” Avery said, frowning at me. “The only people who are allowed in the Sisters’ Spell Library are Sisters. Specifically those who live there.”

      “Do you think we’d get in trouble if they caught us there?” I asked. “I mean, you’re a Sister and I technically am too. In fact, Nancy’s mom really wanted the headmistress to move me in there. She said it was the only way I would get a ‘proper magic education.’”

      “I think we would get into trouble, yes,” Avery said. “But of course, that’s only if we get caught.” He brightened. “And I happen to know that this weekend is probably the best chance we’ll ever get to sneak into the South Tower. All the Sisters are away at the weekend retreat with the Windermere Coven. It’s kind of a magical field trip where they perform the Great Rite for the first time,” he added, by way of explanation. “So if we’re going to break in, now’s the time.”

      “Like I said—let’s go,” I said, slapping the tabletop with one hand and making the thick white china dishes rattle on the table. The I Scream didn’t serve anything on paper or plastic—even the strawberry milkshake I’d drunk had come in a tall, old-fashioned glass and had been topped with real whipped cream.

      “I can’t right now,” Emma said regretfully. “I have to finish my shift.”

      “And I have to put Allegra to bed before I can go anywhere,” Kaitlyn said apologetically. “Mr. and Mrs. Breedlove are already being really nice, letting me take time off in the middle of the day like this.”

      “It’s better to go after it gets dark anyway,” Avery said, shrugging. “And Megan has to be back at school by midnight tonight anyway. So shall we say I’ll pick you all up around ten and we’ll head back to the Academy then?”

      I was impatient to begin but I could see the sense of this plan. After all, if anyone was hanging around the campus and watching, it would be way easier to see a bunch of people who didn’t belong sneaking into the South Tower in the middle of the day. At night, there was much less chance of anyone noticing us.

      “All right,” I said. “Ten it is.”

      “Just see that you’re at your aunt’s house and not over at Griffin’s place when I come to get you,” Avery said waspishly.

      I frowned. “Actually—” I broke off to yawn, surprising myself. But the excellent cheeseburger and milkshake I’d had were suddenly weighing on me. “Actually, I’m going to go home and take a nap,” I finished. “I, uh, didn’t get a lot of sleep last night.”

      “What? Did you and Griffin stay up all night staring into each other’s eyes? Since he’s too proper to do anything ‘illegal?’” Emma asked, grinning at me.

      Actually, that was closer to the truth than she probably thought. We had been talking—talking about everything and nothing—getting to know each other more intimately even though the most Griffin would do was hold me after our near-disastrous make-out session which had been stopped only by the black lock around his neck.

      It occurred to me then, that I still hadn’t told my coven-mates about the key I wore and the lock that matched it. I thought about it now…but pushed the thought away. First because I wasn’t sure if the key would allow itself to be revealed. And second because they might want to know what Griffin had done to deserve to be locked up in constant pain and thirst for essentially the rest of his life.

      I didn’t want to tell them the whole story—his awful memory of waking up beside the two dead Norm girls and being blamed for their murder. He hadn’t done that—I was sure of it. But I wasn’t sure I could convince my coven-mates of his innocence, and I didn’t want them to hate my boyfriend.

      Wait—was boyfriend the right word for Griffin? I could feel his mark on me even now—a warm spot on my forehead that seemed to radiate love and protection. Somehow boyfriend didn’t seem like a strong enough term of affection—it didn’t feel like an accurate description of what he was to me.

      Blood Knight, whispered a little voice in my head, but I still didn’t really know what that meant. What good was an ancient legend when it came to describing the most important and unique relationship of my life?

      “Megan? Oh, Princess Latimer…”

      Avery snapping his fingers under my nose made me realize that I’d drifted off, thinking of Griffin.

      “Yup, she’s got it bad, all right,” Kaitlyn remarked, grinning. She seemed to be more approving of Griffin than Emma and Avery—maybe because he had helped her to get out of Coach Vasquez’s PE class from Hell.

      “Sorry, guys,” I said and yawned again. “I’m just sleepy. And to answer your question, Emma, we were up all night talking,” I said primly. “Just talking.”

      And being close…and looking into each other’s eyes. I knew it sounded stupid and hopelessly romantic but I couldn’t help it. The memory of Griffin’s strong arms around me…his cool, wintry scent…the way his voice went soft and low when he called me his “little witch”—all those things were hard to forget. I had never been in love before and just thinking of him made me feel tingly all over.

      “Okay, she’s drifting off again,” Avery said, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Time to get her home so she can have some sweet dreams of her Nocturne Blood Knight before we break into the South Tower tonight.”

      “Ha-ha, Avery—very funny,” I said, but I could feel my cheeks getting hot. He was right—my mind kept wandering back to Griffin. But at the same time, I wanted to find out about the mysterious prophecy and I also found myself curious about my ancestor, Corinne Latimer.

      Why would she enact such a restrictive law as the Edict and bind all the Others to it? And even more puzzling, why would she outlaw her own kind of magic—Blood magic?

      I didn’t know but I was determined to find out—right after I had a much-needed nap. (In which I knew I would dream of Griffin.)
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      “Okay, nobody’s coming—the coast is clear,” Emma hissed, putting her head around the curving side of the South Tower and beckoning to us with one hand.

      “Take it easy, Jane Bond,” Avery said dryly. “I think you’re getting a little too deep into all this spy stuff. Just act natural and if anyone asks, I’ll say I’m picking up a book I loaned to one of the Sisters in the dorm.”

      “Emma and I will be right out here,” Kaitlyn whispered. She seemed more nervous than Emma, who was clearly thoroughly enjoying the “spy stuff” we were all engaged in.

      I had argued that only Avery and I should go, since we were technically the only witches in our little coven. But Emma and Kaitlyn had gone mulish and declared that we were sticking together.

      “Coven-mates don’t abandon each other!” Emma said, frowning when I had proposed she and Kaitlyn stay behind in the Norm Dorm. “Kaitlyn and I can at least be look-outs.”

      So the plan was for the two of them to hang around the South Tower, trying to look casual, as though they were just strolling around the castle grounds. If anyone went into the tower, Emma was going to open a spelled scroll and read a certain magic word which Avery had written for her. The moment she said it, he would hear it in his right ear and know that someone was coming. This, in theory, ought to give us plenty of time to hide.

      Personally, I thought we would probably be able to hear it if anyone opened the heavy wooden door with its thick brass knob, but the magical scroll and word added a nice touch to our little “covert operation.”

      “All right, here goes nothing,” Avery remarked. Putting his hand on the shiny brass knob, he turned and pushed at the door at the same time.

      Nothing happened.

      “Hmm…” He frowned and tried again. “What in the name of the Goddess?” he murmured.

      “What is it? What’s going on?” Kaitlyn whispered nervously. She was probably enjoying our little spy mission the least, but she had refused to be left behind, repeating Emma’s assertion that coven-mates stuck together.

      “I think someone’s put a spell on it,” Avery said, frowning. “They locked it magically so nobody could get in while they were gone.”

      I tried the knob myself. It would only twist a fraction of an inch before it stopped and the door didn’t even rattle when I pushed against it.

      “They locked it all right,” I said grimly. “But I don’t think they did it magically. This feels like a real, solid lock and this is a heavy door.” I shook my head. “I don’t think we’re getting in.”

      “Oh, yes we are. We’ll never get a better chance to look at Corinne Latimer’s grimoire than this weekend,” Avery said grimly. “Stand back, girls—I’m going to try something.”

      “Something” turned out to be an opening charm which didn’t work. Nor did the unlocking spell he used next or the reversal incantation which should have made the lock reverse its function and open the door instead of holding it closed.

      At last Avery stood back panting and I saw droplets of sweat beading in his blond hairline.

      “Whatever it is—it’s strong,” he said, glaring at the lock as though it had offended him personally. “And if it’s not magic, it’s at least magic-resistant.”

      “Is that it, then?” Emma sounded disappointed that our little caper was over almost before it had started. “We’re not getting in?”

      Avery shrugged, looking defeated.

      “I hate to give up but I just don’t know what else to try.”

      I felt a surge of disappointment. I didn’t know why, exactly, but I had a very strong feeling that I needed to see my ancestor’s grimoire. Not just to see if there was some obscure prophecy I was supposed to fulfill but because more and more, I wanted to know who Corinne Latimer was—or who she had been, I guess. After all, in a round-about way, she was part of me. The search for her felt a little like the search for myself—the magical part of myself, anyway—that I was still struggling to unlock.

      Speaking of unlocking, was there anything we could do to get this door open? I wondered if I should try Blood magic, but somehow it just didn’t feel right. It was too overt—too obvious. And yet—

      Just then I felt a tugging around my neck. Looking down, I saw something twitching under the cotton fabric of the Henley I was wearing. Though I was only supposed to have uniforms on when I was on campus, I hadn’t bothered to change.

      The black key tugged at my neck again and then pulled away, as though trying to get to the door.

      I frowned—could it be that the black Blood Stone key was the answer? I had thought it was only meant to unlock the padlock around Griffin’s throat but maybe it could help me in another way too.

      Carefully, I reached into my shirt and pulled the key out. The chain grew obligingly longer so I didn’t have far to reach to fit it into the lock.

      “Hey, what’s that?” Avery frowned at the key when it slid smoothly home, as though it had been made especially for this particular lock.

      “Just something I found at a flea market,” I said absently and turned the key in the lock.

      “What is that? One of those keys that fits any lock? A what do you call it—a skeleton key?” Kaitlyn asked excitedly.

      “Something like that,” I said. And since the door was now unlocked, I tucked the key back into my shirt, turned the shiny brass knob and pushed it open. “Are you coming?” I asked Avery, who was looking at me in frank amazement. He seemed to get over it after a moment, though he was still eyeing the lump under my shirt where the key lay with uncertainty.

      “Coming,” he echoed and we pushed our way into the South Tower, our feet barely making a noise on the flagstone floors.

      Great, we were in. Now what?
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      “Now we go up about a bajillion stairs,” Avery informed me. “The library is at the very top of the tower—in the cupola.”

      I looked up the broad gray stone stairs that spiraled around and around the outside edge of the tower and groaned. But really, what could we do but climb? After all, it wasn’t like there was going to be an elevator in a thousand-year-old stone castle.

      Also, though it was a pain in the butt, putting all the valuable, rare magic books at the very top of the tower made sense. Who would try to steal them once they realized they had to climb forever to get to them and then cart them down all those stairs?

      We started climbing, passing wooden doors along the way that led, first to various classrooms and then to the dorms—or so Avery said. I peeked into a few of them and saw that all the beds were full-sized with rich-looking tapestry-type canopies and the wardrobes were shiny, polished oak, unlike the battered ones we had in the Norm Dorm. The rugs on the floors looked thick and fluffy and new and the brocade drapes hanging in the windows looked like something you might see on a tour of Buckingham palace.

      “Nice to see how the other half lives, isn’t it?” Avery said dryly as I scanned one of the dorms before moving on. “Does it make you want to move up here, away from the Norm Dorm?”

      “Not for a minute,” I said without hesitation. “I’d rather live in a hole in the ground with you guys than in a mansion with Nancy and her merry band of assholes.”

      Avery snickered at this and shot me an appreciative glance.

      “Snarky—very snarky, Princess. I think I’m rubbing off on you.”

      “Maybe you are,” I said, grinning at him. “You’re helping me unlock my inner bitch-witch.”

      “Speaking of unlocking,” he said with studied casualness as we continued to climb. “That’s a very interesting key you just happened to have with you. You say you found it in a flea market?”

      “Yup. In Tampa,” I said, just as casual as he was.

      “Mm-hmm.” Avery nodded thoughtfully. “And did you know it had magical properties at the time? Because that is clearly no ordinary key.”

      “Well,” I said carefully, waiting to see if the key would react to being talked about. “I know that once I put it on, I couldn’t take it off again. Maybe…maybe it recognized something about me,” I said. I was still determined not to talk about the lock it matched—the one Griffin had around his neck.

      “Maybe so,” Avery said, frowning. “Or maybe there’s more to it than that. Maybe someone or something wanted you to find it.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. “How could anyone know—Oh!”

      My exclamation was because we had finally come to the very top of the tower and I had carefully pushed open the black wooden door labeled Library in flowing golden script.

      Inside were rows of books on shelves but not just books—tomes. Great, thick, leather-bound things that had to be centuries old. Several of them were open on stands around the room, showing beautiful, vibrant colors and illustrations which I could see even in the dim golden glow from the few overhead lamps which were still on.

      “These are illuminated manuscripts,” I said excitedly, stepping into the room. “I got to study a few of these at University of Seattle’s rare manuscript section about a year ago.”

      My English Lit teacher, Mrs. Sorenson, had sponsored me and written a letter of recommendation, explaining my interest in Chaucer and Fourteenth Century English Literature to get me in to see the rare volumes. I’d had to put on a pair of white gloves to make certain the oils in my fingers didn’t hurt the ancient tomes and handle each page as delicately as though it was a fragile butterfly’s wing, turning every one with great care.

      But as impressive as the University’s collection had been, this was ten times better. The manuscripts looked newer somehow—the leather bindings oiled and supple and the colors fresh and vivid. Maybe they had been preserved by magic against the ravages of time or maybe there was something special about the air in this room. But for whatever reason, the books were in gorgeous condition and there were so many of them!

      “Hey, don’t lose your focus, Princess,” Avery said sharply, when I started drifting through the room, wondering if they might have an original Canterbury Tales in the tower library. “I get that you’re a rabid bibliophile but there’s only one book we’re interested in up here. And this…is…it,” he finished triumphantly.

      I turned and saw him standing on the far side of the round stone room. Beside him, on an elaborately scrolled wooden reading stand, was a book as big as my torso. It had an oxblood leather cover worked all over with curling, golden designs and I estimated it was at least four inches thick.

      I could tell this because the book was closed tight and bound with heavy brass bands—two along its breadth and two enclosing its length. They met in the center in a kind of golden lock.

      Avery tried to open the book and winced, pulling back his fingers as though he’d been shocked.

      “Let’s see if your key can handle this one, Princess,” he said dryly. “This time I’m sure it’s a magic lock and no ordinary tricks are going to open it.”
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      I came to stand in front of the reading stand, looking down at the massive book. The golden curving markings all over the oxblood cover almost seemed to spell something out—something in a language I could almost but not quite read. Down in the bottom right-hand corner was something I could read, however—the initials C.L. were inscribed there in flowing, golden script.

      “This is gorgeous,” I whispered reverently, reaching out to touch it.

      “Be careful!” Avery hissed. “Touching it really hurts.”

      But when my fingers made contact with the bindings of the book, I felt only a gentle hum. It was like the book was acknowledging me—welcoming me in some way. Suddenly, the room was filled with whispers.

      “Welcome, descendant of the first Latimer,” a hundred echoing voices murmured—like a choir singing all around me. “Open the lock and claim your birthright.”

      “Crap!” Avery jumped and looked around, as though he expected the choir of whispered voices to suddenly appear in the flesh. “That’s strong magic, Megan,” he muttered to me. “Can’t you feel it?”

      Actually, I could. It was like a tingling which started in my fingertips where I was touching the book and ran though my entire body, making the short hairs on the backs of my arms and at the back of my neck stand up like static electricity.

      “Megan!” Avery whispered, looking at me in an awed way. “Your hair—it’s floating.”

      I looked to the side and noticed that he was right—my long auburn locks were rising into the air, almost as though the book I was brushing with my fingertips was full of some weird energry and it was charging me just to touch it.

      “It feels…strange,” I admitted, not moving my hands from the book. “Strange but really good too—like I’m charging up like a battery.”

      “Yeah, you’re looking charged up, for sure. Well, what are you waiting for?” Avery demanded. “Open the grimoire!”

      I tried but though I tugged gently at the brass bindings, the book remained locked and shut. So apparently just being a descendant of Corinne Latimer wasn’t enough to open it.

      “Try your key,” Avery said, indicating the keyhole in the center of the bindings.

      I squinted down at it, frowning. The keyhole looked strange. Instead of having a round top and then a triangle bottom like I might have expected, it was simply a perfect circle, barely bigger than a pinhole.

      “I don’t think it’s going to work,” I said, pulling the black key out of my shirt anyway. Sure enough, the barrel of the key was much too big to fit into the tiny lock. And the lock didn’t seem inclined to grow, nor the key to shrink, to fit each other.

      “Oh,” Avery said, sounding disappointed. “Well, now what?”

      “I suppose we could try an opening spell?” I asked, looking up at him.

      He shook his head.

      “I very much doubt any opening spell I could come up with would open Corinne Latimer’s grimoire. And you still don’t have access to your magic.”

      “Yes, I do,” I said, frowning. “Just because I don’t have the kind of access everybody here considers ‘normal’ doesn’t mean I can’t get to my magic.”

      The black key had sharpened in my hand again, as though it knew what I was thinking.

      Avery’s eyes grew wide but before he could protest, I had stuck the pad of my right index finger with the needle-sharp point at its end and allowed a single ruby droplet of blood to fall into the tiny keyhole.
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      For a moment, nothing happened. The drop of blood just sat there—long enough that I began to consider with horror that I had probably stained a priceless manuscript with my blood and left DNA evidence of the crime into the bargain.

      But then the ruby droplet was suddenly sucked down into the lock. There was a faint but distinct clicking sound from within and the brass bindings began to move, drawing back and telescoping in on themselves like some kind of ancient puzzle being solved. After a moment, they had disappeared entirely and I was able to—very gently—pull back the front cover of the grimoire.

      Written on the inside cover in a flowing, feminine hand in faded ink was the inscription:

      
        
        Herein lies the journal and spell book of Corinne Latimer—being her most private thoughts and those spells which she has found to be most effectual to general use.

        

      

      Under this was something else, written in Latin. To my surprise, I saw it was the same motto I had seen at the bottom of my acceptance letter to Nocturne Academy:

      
        
        Qui Dominatur in Omni Noctem.

        

      

      “The Night Reigns over All,” I murmured, tracing the motto with my eyes. “But…isn’t that the Nocturne motto? Why would it be in a witch’s grimoire?”

      “Who knows?” Avery said. He was staring wide-eyed at the open book in front of us. “Go on, turn the pages—maybe you’ll find out.”

      Delicately, being careful only to touch the very edge of each page, I turned the yellowing parchment. There were pages of spells—big ones like love spells and revenge spells—as well as little ones that told how to make a wart disappear or cure a cow of milk fever.

      Drawings of plants and flowers and notes on the different uses of herbs took up many pages as well. There were also lots of healing spells, I noticed, all written in the same flowing script as the inscription, which must be Corinne’s handwriting.

      There were also notes about her daily life—journal entries interspersed with the spells. Many of them seemed to talk about day-to-day things—the fabric she had bought for a dress or how many eggs her hens had laid that morning. The language and spelling were a bit obscure, but thanks to my interest in Old English, I was able to translate well enough for Avery.

      Towards the middle of the book, I came to an entry which caught my eye.

      
        
        “The plague has come,” Corinne had written. “We think a traveling tinker brought it with his wares. John Cotton and Goody Cotton, his wife, already are dead. Their three boys sick as well—may the Goddess have Mercy!”

        

      

      “Oh, no,” Avery whispered, as caught up in the ancient narrative as I was. “How awful!”

      “It gets worse,” I said grimly. “Look at this.”

      I pointed to an entry further along where Corinne had written,

      
        
        “Half the towne is now beplagued. Seven funerals alone today with twice as many again tomorrow. If I cannot find a spell to cure this illness, we all shall die.”

        

      

      Her flowing hand was shaky in this entry and there were blotches on the ink, as though tears had fallen while she was writing. I felt a great surge of pity for my long-ago ancestress. I knew the bitter pain of not being able to save people you loved—of watching them slip away from you while you were helpless to keep them safe.

      “Do you think they all died?” Avery asked as I paged through the book, seeing many more healing spells which Corinne must have tried, one after another, with little to no success.

      “I don’t know,” I murmured. “I hope not. Oh, no!”

      For Corinne’s next entry said,

      
        
        “I have taken ill myself. Today I woke with the aching joints and feverish ague that betokens the first stages of the malady. I pray the Goddess to spare my life, if only that I may go on seeking for a cure. But I fear that soon I must join her, in the Glade Beyond the Woods.”

        

      

      I looked up at Avery.

      “The Glade Beyond the Woods?”

      “The afterlife,” he murmured. “She must have thought she was going to die. Oh my God, Megan—this is worse than one of those stories on that What’s Next? app. Hurry and turn the page! What happened to her?”

      I thought about pointing out that we knew Corinne had lived—if she hadn’t I wouldn’t be there. But I understood his sense of urgency. Somehow we had both gotten caught up in the ancient history of my ancestress and I wanted to know what had happened to her as badly as Avery did.

      I turned the page and was disappointed to see just another healing spell. And another and another—wow, she kept on working right up until the last! Corinne was definitely a fighter.

      “What’s all this?” Avery demanded peevishly. “Where’s the next journal entry? I have to know what happens!”

      “Take it easy,” I said. “I’m sure we’ll find out in just a min—”

      I stopped abruptly because I had come to a new entry—one written entirely in red.

      Not a faded red, like the rest of the ink in the book was faded. No, this red was rich and vibrant—as crimson as newly spilled blood. It blazed off the ancient parchment page, the letters almost glowing. The first three words read:

      
        
        “He has come.”
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      “We are saved,” the entry went on and the handwriting was much stronger now, still in that glowing, vibrant red. “He has come and saved us.”

      “He, who?” Avery demanded.

      “Keep reading,” I said and then took my own advice.

      
        
        “He is one of Night’s People—a Nocturne, as they call themselves,” Corinne’s journal entry went on. “I was frightened of him at first but he told me had had dreamed of me and come a long way to find me. He has surpassing long teeth—fangs almost, like a beast of the forest. He used them to bite his own wrist and then he gave to me of his blood saying, ‘Drink and be healed.’”

        

      

      “Can Nocturne’s cure illness with their blood?” I asked Avery, looking up.

      He shrugged. “I suppose if it was one of their hereditary gifts. Though I’ve never heard of one who could do it—it must be a rare ability.”

      We both looked down to read some more.

      
        
        “He is both fair and dark with skin as pale as milk and hair like the sky at midnight,” Corinne had written. “His eyes are silver ringed in deepest black and they glow betimes.”

        

      

      I felt my heart catch in my chest.

      “Griffin,” I whispered. “It’s like she’s describing Griffin!”

      “Well, to be fair, lots of Nocturnes have black hair,” Avery said, but I thought he looked a bit shaken. The description of the Nocturne’s eyes was really exactly like Griffin’s. “Oh look,” he continued. “It seems that your ancestor had a thing for her Nocturne too.”

      
        
        “He is my own dear love,” Corinne had written. “He has said that he will be my Blood Knight and I shall be his Witch Queen, just as in the days of old. I have taken his mark and have marked him in my turn. The spot where his blood entered my flesh glows like a star at my forehead when he touches me. And when we come together, I feel my power multiply and grow as never before! Indeed, I no longer need to work spells at all—I need only prick my finger and let a single drop of blood fall to bend the elements to my will. Truly I am most blessed by the Goddess.”

        

      

      “Just like Griffin and me!” I exclaimed, looking up at Avery again. This time, he didn’t even try to pretend he wasn’t spooked.

      “This is getting weird, Megan,” he murmured in a low voice. “It’s almost like you’re repeating your ancestor’s life or something.”

      “Except I didn’t have to get the plague to meet Griffin,” I said.

      “Yes, but your life was threatened—by Sanchez,” he pointed out. “And then you marked each other…and you’ve been doing Blood magic. Just like Corinne Latimer—so weird!”

      “It could just be a coincidence,” I said doubtfully.

      Avery snorted. “Yeah, right. When magic is involved, coincidence flies right out the window. So what comes next? Did they live happily ever after?”

      “Let’s find out,” I said, though I didn’t see how it was possible. After all, at some point Corinne and the Windermere Coven had enacted the Edict and also banned all Blood magic. I didn’t see how she could have stayed with her Nocturne lover after that.

      But when I turned the next parchment page, there was nothing written. And there was nothing on the next one or the next or the next. I flipped and flipped but I couldn’t find a single other entry or spell or drawing.

      There was no ending—every single page to the very end of the grimoire was blank.
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      “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Avery exclaimed, as I flipped through the book. “Where’s the last part? I hate novels that end on a cliff-hanger!”

      “It’s not a novel—it’s my ancestor’s life,” I reminded him, but I was upset myself. It sucked not knowing what had happened next. I had really begun identifying with Corinne—almost feeling like I knew her. And now she—or rather her grimoire—was leaving me hanging.

      Forgetting to be as careful as I should in my irritation, I pressed my fingers to the fragile parchment instead of just touching the edges of the page. To my dismay the pad of my index finger—which was still oozing just a little from the small wound I had made to open the lock—left a crimson print on the upper left-hand corner of a page.

      “Oh, no!” I exclaimed, drawing back in horror. “Oh, Avery—I marked it!” I looked around anxiously for something to clean the ancient grimoire off—though it wasn’t likely there was anything handy that was going to get blood out of parchment. But just then I heard an inarticulate noise from Avery.

      Turning, I saw him staring down at the book again. And when I looked myself, I saw why.

      Color was swirling outward from the bloody print and washing over the page—over all the pages, I saw. Lines in that same crimson script were appearing by magic—it was like a note written in invisible ink suddenly being revealed.

      
        
        “They have said that we cannot stay together,” Corinne’s journal entry informed us. “The Elders of the Coven—which I helped to found after the plague—have pronounced that we must be apart for they say when Witch and Nocturne meet and join, the power born of the joining is too strong and it must be curtailed. Because of this, they say our love is unnatural and wrong.”

        

      

      “They tore them apart,” I whispered, thinking of how awful it would be if someone said I could never see Griffin again. “How terrible!”

      “There’s more,” Avery murmured. “Keep reading.”

      
        
        “The Elders have joined together to make a pact—an Edict—that no Other shall be joined to one from outside his or her race,” Corinne had written. “Thus did they separate me from my love. And I am to go back to working spells in the regular way—no more may I simply prick my finger and let a drop of blood fall to make the magic do my will. I did protest this at the tribunal but the Coven Elders will not hear reason.”

        

      

      “The Windermere Coven enacted the Edict, not Corinne!” I exclaimed. “And they forced her to stop doing Blood magic! I knew she wouldn’t outlaw her own magic—it didn’t make sense!”

      “But how could they force her to do anything?” Avery asked. “If she was already so strong?”

      “Keep reading,” I said grimly.

      
        
        “They have taken my love as a hostage that I shall do as they command,” Corinne had written. “If only I had Blood-Bonded to him when we had the chance! But now they say I must give my word and sign my name to the sacred scroll of truth saying I shall leave him and never again work the magic of the Blood or his life is forfeit. I do not wish to sign my name, which shall bind me to this cursed vow forever. But I do not know what else I may do.

        I have no choice—though I love him more than my own life, I must leave him.”

        

      

      There were blotches on this part of the manuscript again—tear marks, I thought. I could imagine Corinne writing these words as tears coursed down her cheeks, dipping her pen again and again into the ink, which was a faded brown once more, just like all the rest of the entries in the grimoire.

      
        
        “This is a bitter pill indeed and I curse the day I saved the craven Sisters of the Windermere Coven from the plague which surely must have carried them all away if not for my own true love coming to save us all. I have tried to tell them they must not fear him for he wishes only good things, but they will not listen. We must be parted.”

        

      

      “Could a group of witches hold a Nocturne hostage like that?” I asked doubtfully.

      Avery frowned. “Windermere witches could, I’ll bet. At the time this was written, they were the most powerful coven in the world.”

      “And I bet they got that way because Corinne’s Nocturne lover healed them with his blood,” I exclaimed. “The merging of Others increases powers, so they were strong enough together to hold him away from Corinne until she promised never to see him again and to stop doing Blood magic.”

      “And signed her name in the scroll of truth—which I guess must have been spelled to make her keep her word,” Avery remarked. “So she couldn’t get free of them and then go off with her Nocturne after all.”

      “Poor Corinne!” I exclaimed, feeling terrible for my ancestress. “And how ungrateful of the rest of the Windermere Coven to do that to her!”

      “She was right,” Avery said thoughtfully. “She should have Blood-Bonded to him when she had a chance. They could break a marking—even a double marking. But a Blood-Bond would have kept them together no matter what. There’s no magic that can break that—only death can undo it.”

      I thought of bonding to Griffin that way and shivered. I was only sixteen and way too young to decide what I wanted to do with the rest of my life, let alone who I wanted to spend it with. But I couldn’t help it—when I looked into my future, his pale lightning and pitch eyes always seemed to be staring back at me. I wanted him—wanted to be with him forever. I didn’t blame Corinne for being upset—I would be devastated too if someone tried to take my Nocturne from me just as hers had been taken from her.

      “Look, Avery said, pointing though he was careful not to touch the page. “It gets even worse!”

      
        
        “To be certain of our parting, the Elders have ruled that I shall be espoused to another—a man of the village who has no magic in him. Thus they hope to dull my powers and to make certain that my line shall have no magic in their blood.”

        

      

      “Well, I guess that part of their plan backfired,” Avery remarked, looking pointedly at me. “Since you obviously have more than your fair share of magic and Corinne is your Great-great-great—who knows how many greats—grandmother.”

      “Look—they made him go off with someone else too,” I said sadly, pointing at the page.

      
        
        “My own dear love they have paired with one of his own kind,” Corinne went on. “But he has said that he will start a school—a place where Others of all kinds may learn together, even though they may not mingle in fleshy congress.”

        

      

      “Um, I’m guessing that ‘fleshy congress’ is Old English for sexy times,” Avery said dryly.

      “Yes, probably,” I said absently. “But no wonder she used that Latin motto at the beginning of the book—the Night Reigns over All, remember? Her true love must have been the founder of Nocturne Academy!”

      “Wow.” Avery nodded thoughtfully. “I knew the school was old but I didn’t know it was that old.”

      “Apparently so,” I said and sighed. “Poor Corinne—what an awful thing to happen to her.”

      “I agree—the whole thing sucks,” Avery said flatly. “I guess even back then people were afraid of what they didn’t understand.” He sighed. “Is that the last entry?”

      “Actually no, look at this,” I said, when I turned the page.

      There was an illustration here—a rough sketch but I could recognize it very well as the same picture we had seen in Avery’s silver scrying bowl.

      It was the woman with long hair holding out her bleeding wrist to the knight with fangs.

      “Look,” breathed Avery. “The Witch Queen and her Blood Knight!”

      “Beautiful,” I whispered. Hardly knowing what I was doing, I reached out and brushed the hair of the Witch Queen with my still-bleeding fingertip, leaving just a tiny speck of blood on the page.

      “Megan, you shouldn’t—” Avery began and then we both whispered, “Ohhhh!”
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      Color had rushed from the tiny spot of blood, filling in the lines of the rough sketch until it was so rich and vibrant it might almost have been a photograph or one of those hyper-realistic drawings you see sometimes on the Internet. The Witch Queen’s hair was a rich auburn and the blood on her wrist was bright crimson. The knight’s pale eyes shone like lightning and his hair was as black as coal. The looks on their faces were filled with love and devotion—the desire to protect—the need to be close.

      It was beautiful.

      “It’s exactly like we saw in my scrying bowl,” Avery whispered. “Do you think Corinne painted it herself?”

      “She must have,” I murmured. “I haven’t seen anyone else’s hand in here and it’s very well done—like her drawings of the plants and herbs but even better.”

      “She was definitely multi-talented,” Avery agreed. “But what does it mean?”

      “Look—the book is showing us!” I said excitedly, pointing to the page opposite the picture.

      As we watched, the words appeared to be writing themselves across the parchment. And the color of the ink had changed again—this time blazing out of the page in thin silver lines, as though the page was being etched with the precious metal before our eyes.

      
        
        “This vow and foretelling I leave for my descendants,”

        

      

      Corinne had written—or was presently writing, I guessed. Was this a spell left on the grimoire or was she contacting us from beyond the grave? The idea sent a cold finger skating down my spine.

      As we watched, the writing went on.

      
        
        “One day a descendent of mine shall come into her power—a power to equal my own. Magic shall be in her blood, and she shall use her blood to call magic forth and bend it to her will. She shall meet one of my true love’s line and together they will end the Edict, this cruel and evil law which seeks to keep Others of different kinds apart. None shall gainsay her for she shall be The Witch Queen reborn and he shall be her Blood Knight and together they shall set the Others free.

        Take this as a sign—from now until her coming, the sacred roses around the Coven’s Hallowed Glade shall be as withered and dead as my heart. When they begin to green again, The Witch Queen of my line is near. And when once again they bloom, she is come and all the Coven must tremble before her! This curse do I lay on them and their descendants—that she shall reign over them with her Blood Knight at her side and none shall gainsay her. Then shall all Others live together in peace and love, with none to interfere. This do I, Corinne Latimer, swear, attest, and avow.

        So Mote it Be.”

        

      

      The last sentence was written in crimson again, as fresh as spilled blood. It blazed from the page and I felt a tingle run through my entire body as I read it.

      “Wow,” Avery whispered shakily. “This must be the prophecy you heard Nancy and her mom talking about!”

      “What roses is she talking about?” I asked him. “Where is the Coven’s, uh, Hallowed Glade?”

      “Not too far from here, actually,” Avery said. “But I never saw any rose bushes there—though they do have a lot of thorn vines surrounding the Glade. I always thought they were just to keep non-witches out, though.” He shook his head. “And before you ask, I’ve never seen any roses growing on them.”

      “How many people do you think know about this?” I asked, pointing at the silver lines of the prophecy.

      He shrugged.

      “Who knows? It seems to have been hidden until you touched it with your blood. Maybe it only appears to Corinne’s direct descendants that have her blood in their veins.”

      That sounded reasonable to me.

      “So it could have been hidden for years if none of her descendants put their blood on one of the pages,” I murmured.

      “You’re probably right,” Avery agreed. “Oh look—what’s happening to it?”

      Even as we watched, the silver lines of the prophecy were fading and the vivid colors of the painting of the Witch Queen and her Blood Knight were growing dim.

      “The prophecy is hiding itself,” I said quietly. “Just as Corinne must have intended. After all, she couldn’t let her coven know she was plotting against them—not even in the very distant future.”

      I knew I must be right. The prophecy was hiding itself away once more and no one without my blood—Corinne’s blood—would be able to see it.

      At last we were left looking once more at seemingly blank pages.

      Both Avery and I sighed deeply and I looked at him.

      “Do you think my mom ever read it?” I asked doubtfully. “I mean, could Corinne’s prophecy be the reason she left the magical world and chose to raise me as a Norm?”

      “Possibly.” Avery looked thoughtful. “It’s known that Corinne’s descendants always have daughters so she would have known she’d have a girl. But how would she know that you would be the one in the prophecy? Maybe the thorn vines came to life again? They’ve always looked pretty green to me, every time I’ve seen them, anyway.”

      “But am I the one Corinne was talking about?” I asked. “I mean—this is a lot, Avery. Are we really sure the prophecy is about me?”

      “Let’s see—you have a Nocturne boyfriend and you’ve been doing Blood magic,” he ticked off on his fingers. “Plus, your magic is ridiculously strong for an untrained witch and you’re a direct descendant of Corinne Latimer. Oh yeah—I think it’s talking about you, Princess.” He nodded at the now blank-appearing grimoire.

      “But why would my mom leave her coven and raise me in the Norm world just because of some prophecy about the Edict?” I demanded.

      “Have you heard nothing I’ve been telling you?” Avery demanded. He shook his head. “I keep forgetting you don’t understand the importance of the Edict since you weren’t raised with it. Listen, every Other in the whole magical world has had it hammered into their heads from the time they were babies—Others of different species don’t mix. So if your mom somehow figured out that you might be the one to break the most sacred law of Other-kind, well…”

      “I guess… it would be like an Evangelical finding out they were destined to have the Anti-Christ for their baby,” I said slowly.

      “Exactly!” Avery exclaimed. “That’s exactly what it was like. Your poor mom found out she was going to have a Rosemary’s Baby situation going on and she decided she had to leave the coven and the whole magic world for good!”

      “That’s exactly what she decided,” a strangely familiar voice said behind us. “Well, with a little persuasion from me.”

      Avery and I whirled around. Standing there, a smirk of superiority on her face, was Winifred Rattcliff—head of the Windermere Coven and behind her were Nancy and the Weird Sisters.

      Before we could move, they pounced.
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      “Run!” Avery shouted, grabbing my wrist and starting to drag me towards the door. But the other witches were between us and the exit. He pointed his index and pinky finger at Winifred Rattcliff and said something—some word of power—that made my eardrums bulge just to hear it.

      But the senior witch was too quick. She made a sweeping gesture with both arms, as though deflecting Avery’s spell, and then said a word of power of her own.

      At once Avery’s arms came straight down by his sides and his face froze—all except his eyes which bulged frantically from their sockets.

      “That’s what you get for challenging your betters, boy,” Winifred spat.

      For a moment I felt as frozen as my coven-mate—I was horrified at what had happened to Avery. But my paralysis only lasted a moment. I couldn’t let this go on—I knew I had to fight!

      Of course my first thought was to work some Blood magic. Now that I knew it was my birthright, I felt perfectly at ease using it. But Winifred Rattcliff must have been standing behind Avery and me listening for some time—though how she had snuck up on us without Emma sounding the alarm, I had no idea. Anyway, she seemed to know all about my magical methods.

      “Quick, get the bit in her teeth and gag her,” she exclaimed, pointing at me and directing Nancy and her friends. “She mustn’t be allowed to bite herself and draw blood!”

      Before I knew what was happening, a bite guard like something a football player would wear was shoved between my teeth and taped securely in place with a strip of silver duct tape which Nancy slapped across my mouth.

      “There you go, you little no-talent bitch!” she hissed in my face. “Let’s see you try to work spells now!”

      I wanted to point out that if I really had no magical talent, she wouldn’t have to bother gagging me. But of course I couldn’t. And anyway, I was too involved in trying to find another way to make myself bleed.

      I reached for the key but Winifred yanked it off, pulling the black chain from around my neck before I could even touch it.

      “I’ll take that, thank you!” she snapped. “I don’t know how you found it since I thought I had disposed of it pretty thoroughly, but I’ll keep it safe now.” She looked at me triumphantly.

      I gasped behind the gag. How had she managed to get the necklace off when I had been unable to do a damn thing to remove it in over a week?

      “You’re wondering how I’m able to remove it?” Winifred guessed, holding the key by its chain and swinging it in front of me like a pendulum. “Well who do you think spelled it in the first place, my dear little Latimer? It and its counterpart.”

      I knew she was talking about the lock around Griffin’s throat and I felt a sudden spasm of panic. How would he ever be free of the lock now that Winifred had taken away the key? I hadn’t been able to unlock him the night before but I’d had an idea if we were very careful—maybe if I cut for him several times to drive away the terrible thirst that tormented him and we stockpiled a bunch of blood bags to have by him just in case it came back—we could dare to use the key to open the lock and let him go. But now, how could I possibly do that?

      Should have done it last night—should have risked it! I thought to myself frantically. But Griffin hadn’t wanted to.

      “Just let me hold you, little witch,” he’d said when I suggested it. “Let us enjoy being together.”

      I felt the same way I imagined Corinne must have felt when she was parted from her Nocturne lover and thought that they should have Blood-Bonded when they had the opportunity. But now it was too late and I didn’t think I would ever get the chance to free Griffin again.

      As though to reinforce my hopeless thoughts, Winifred Rattcliff put the black key with its winking Blood Stones neatly into the pocket of her puce jacket and patted it, smirking at me the whole time.

      Honestly, she had no idea what colors looked good on her. Not that puce looks good on anyone.

      She saw me watching her and her face twisted into a sneer.

      “Did you find Corinne’s grimoire fascinating reading?” she asked me, knowing full well I couldn’t answer. “I’m so glad you finally took the initiative to come look at it—I thought I’d never get you in here after you refused to move in with the Sisters, as you should have.”

      My eyes widened as I stared at her. So the grimoire had been a kind of trap. She had wanted me to read it—probably to make certain that the prophesy would appear for me!

      Winifred Rattcliff seemed able to read my mind—or maybe she could just read my face.

      “Oh yes—I wanted you to read it,” she said, nodding at my ancestor’s book. “It was the only way to be sure you were the one. And since you are, I’m afraid you’ll have to be disposed of.” She glared at me. “You never should have come to Nocturne Academy. If you’d stayed in the Norm world, where I persuaded your mother you belonged, you wouldn’t have to die now. A pity, isn’t it?”

      She shrugged as though my death was a minor inconvenience that was simply unavoidable and then turned to her daughter.

      “Now then,” she told Nancy and the Weird Sisters. “Let’s get these two and their little Norm friends over to the Hallowed Glade. We have much to do before dawn.”

      As they marched us downstairs—apparently the senior witch’s spell allowed Avery’s legs to move, though the rest of him remained frozen—I managed to catch his eyes.

      What are we going to do? I asked him with a desperate look.

      There was despair in Avery’s blue eyes and I could almost hear him saying, I don’t know!
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      The Hallowed Glade was a small clearing in the woods not far from the orange grove which hid the Academy. It was, as Avery had said, ringed around the perimeter with a wild tangle of thorny green vines. There was only one opening in the briars and Winifred Rattcliff and her daughter and henchmen shoved me roughly through it.

      In the center of the Glade were two ancient trees, both with gnarled roots and leafless, brown-black branches reaching towards the sky.

      They were dead oaks, I saw, and it was easy to see what had killed them. Long tufts of grayish Spanish Moss hung like limp party streamers from their branches. Aunt Dellie had explained to me how the parasitic plant grew on trees, smothering them and covering their leaves so that photosynthesis could not take place, killing them slowly but surely until they were nothing but dry, lifeless husks.

      The trees made a grim sight but my attention was caught more by what was hung between them. It was a kind of hammock, I thought—that was easy enough to see in the bright moonlight—though there was something strange about the long, trailing edges of it. But why would a coven of witches put a hammock in the middle of their most sacred spot? It didn’t make sense.

      “Put her in it,” Winifred Rattcliff commanded, pointing to the hammock. “And make sure she’s tied down tightly. We wouldn’t want her to squirm away while we go get the other one.”

      My heart began to beat a mile a minute. Other one? Other one what? Who or what was the senior witch intending to put into the strange hammock with me?

      Whoever or whatever it was, I was completely helpless to stop anything they or it might do to me. I was still securely gagged and I had my hands tied behind my back—just far enough apart that there was no way I could pinch or cut myself with my nails to get even a tiny bit of blood to flow.

      Nancy and her two goons pushed me into the hammock and strapped me down securely with my hands tied above my head to one end of it and my feet tied to the other. I heard Winifred giving orders for Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn to be tied to trees around the outside of the Glade, “So they can watch,” she said and then their voices faded away.

      I lay completely still, my heart pounding. Had they gone? Was there any way I could escape?

      I began struggling but then someone leaned over the hammock and hit me, hard in the face.

      I flinched back as Nancy’s nasty sneer came into view.

      “None of that you little wanna-be,” she snapped at me. “Mother told me to watch you and your pathetic excuse for a coven and I’m not going to tolerate any trouble. You move so much as an inch and I’ll make you sorry!”

      I wanted to struggle some more—wanted to shout and scream with rage and fear. But of course I couldn’t—I was trapped and there was nothing I could do but wait as the endless minutes ticked by and the moon slowly set, waiting to meet whatever fate Winifred Rattcliff had planned for me.

      I was sure it was going to be nasty.
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      Maybe a little less than an hour before dawn, Winifred Rattcliff and several other witches came back into the clearing. I had been almost drifting off—you can only be terrified for so long, even when you’re waiting for your own awful demise. At least, I couldn’t. I had almost started dreaming as I lay tied to the hammock between the two dead trees, when the scuffling sound of a struggle woke me up.

      “Hold him!” I heard Winifred say to someone. “He’s a strong one—a direct descendant of the line. Keep the spell in place—don’t let him go!”

      I craned my neck, trying to see who they were talking about and what was happening but though the sky was growing a tiny bit lighter, I couldn’t see a thing except for shadows—a lot of shadows—heading towards the hammock.

      Then, suddenly a familiar scent filled the air around me—the smell of winter and dark spice.

      Griffin? My eyes opened wider and I struggled with my bonds, trying to get to him, trying to see if he was all right.

      “Be still, you little idiot,” Winifred Rattcliff said sharply and slapped me across the face. “Don’t worry,” she added, “You’ll be with your Nocturne lover soon enough.”

      “You bitch! Don’t touch her!” Griffin growled at her angrily and lunged, obviously upset that she’d hurt me. The senior witch hurriedly said some words I didn’t understand and made a few motions with her fingers, apparently shoring-up her spell.

      Her actions seemed to work because Griffin went suddenly rigid as a statue, just as Avery had earlier in the South Tower.

      “That’s better. You are a strong one,” she said, panting a little. “And savage too! Of course, that’s all to my benefit. It made it easy for the others on the Council to believe that you’d have no problem murdering those two Norm girls.”

      In the slowly growing light, I saw Griffin’s pale eyes grow wide with shock.

      “You…you did that?” His voice was hoarse with uncertainty.

      “As far as anyone knows, you did it,” she said, giving him a nasty smile. “I certainly went to the trouble to make it look like you had, anyway.” She made a face. “Draining all that blood was such a messy business but it certainly convinced the Council of your guilt.”

      What a bitch! I couldn’t believe she’d framed Griffin for murder and had him punished all these years with the terrible, painful thirst. I’d known Winifred Rattcliff was not to be trusted almost from the moment I’d met her but I’d had no idea just how awful she really was!

      “Why?” Griffin’s voice was hoarse. “Why would you do that to me? What had I ever done to you?”

      “Why, it wasn’t what you’d done but what you were going to do—if you got the chance, that is,” Winifred said, frowning at him. “And you almost did, you naughty boy,” she went on, scolding him as though he was a child. “I knew, you see, that you were the last unmated male descendant left of the founder of Nocturne Academy. And I further knew that if you were allowed to join with this little witch here—” she nodded at me, “the two of you would disrupt the balance of power for the entire Other world and ruin everything. And I couldn’t allow that, could I? So I took precautions.”

      She tapped one puce fingernail against the black lock in the hollow of his throat and looked at him meaningfully.

      “You’re not afraid of me—you’re afraid of Megan,” Griffin said angrily. “You’re afraid she’s stronger than you—afraid she’ll displace you as head of the Windermere Coven!”

      “Oh, I know she would—if she got the chance,” Winifred Rattcliff said, smiling nastily. “But she’s not going to—you’re going to help me see to that, lover boy.”

      “What are you talking about?” Griffin demanded.

      “You’ll see,” she snapped and then, to the three witches holding him she said, “Put him in the snare with her—do it now!”

      I could see that Griffin was trying to fight but her spell still had him completely immobile except for his head.

      “What are you doing? Why are you doing this?” he demanded as they lifted him bodily and pushed him into the hammock with me. We ended up nearly face to face, with Griffin lying on top of me, which would have been extremely pleasant if the circumstances had been different. As it was, I was scared to death, wondering what in the world the senior witch had in mind.

      “Megan? Are you all right?” Griffin asked me anxiously.

      Of course I couldn’t talk, but I nodded my head—the most that I could move.

      “It’s going to be all right—we’ll get out of this,” he promised me. I wanted to believe him, but I didn’t see how we could possibly escape since we were both immobilized—me tied with ropes and Griffin bound with a spell.

      My greatest fear was that now she had us both in one place, the senior sitch would burn us—set the hammock on fire with both of us inside and then try to pass it off as some kind of bizarre accident. I doubted my Aunt Dellie would buy such an unlikely ending for her niece but would anyone care if she had doubts? After all, she was only a Null—what could she do about it if I suddenly died?

      But as it turned out, Winifred Rattcliff had an even worse plan for us.

      “Now then, my darlings,” she said, bending over the hammock to look at Griffin and me lying together. “Are you both nice and comfy?”

      I glared at her and Griffin twisted his head around as well as he could to look at her.

      “What do you want with us?” he demanded. “Is this some kind of spell you’re planning to work to keep yourself in power?”

      “Oh no! No, it’s not a spell, at all,” Winifred exclaimed, her eyes going wide and innocent behind her glasses. “No, you could say that what follows here will be just Nature taking its course. Nocturne Nature, anyway.”

      I had no idea what she was talking about and from Griffin’s face, he didn’t either.

      “Do you know,” she went on, in a conversational tone, “What they used to do to condemned prisoners in ancient times when they wanted them to have a really painful end? They would sew them in a sack with a wild animal—a predator of some kind. A wildcat, say or a wolf…” Leaning down, she stroked Griffin’s cheek lightly.

      He jerked away from her, a low growl rising in his throat.

      “Yes—definitely a wolf, I think,” Winifred Rattcliff said thoughtfully. “Anyway, you can imagine how long the condemned man—or woman—lasted, sewn into a sack with a ravenous predator that way. The answer is not long,” she went on. “Which is even less time than I believe you, my little Megan, will last when you’re sealed in this snare with your Nocturne lover.”

      “What are you talking about?” Griffin growled. “I would never hurt Megan—I have marked her and she has marked me.”

      “Oh, I think you might change your mind…once this is removed.” Reaching down, she tapped at the black lock again.

      Griffin’s eyes widened.

      “No…” His voice was low and hoarse. “No, you wouldn’t…”

      “Oh, but I would.” Winifred was practically gloating as she pulled out the key and dangled it above our heads. “Think how it’s going to be for you when the thirst takes over and you can’t get away. The warm, sweet scent of her blood…that pulsing vein so close to your fangs…” She motioned my throat and it was true—Griffin was lying a little lower than me in the hammock or the “snare” as she had called it—and his mouth was right on the level with my neck.

      “You can’t do this!” Griffin exclaimed. “Don’t do this—don’t make me hurt Megan. I love her!”

      “Of course you do,” Winifred said coldly. “The two of you were fated to be together. You can’t help but be drawn to her and she to you. After all, if Corinne had her way, the two of you would re-arrange the entire Other world. But we can’t have that, can we? So instead of ruining everything, you’re going to do what your kind do best…” She gloated down at him. “You’re going to rip open the little witch’s throat and drink her dry!”

      “Never!” Griffin swore angrily.

      “Oh, yes—you might resist at first but eventually the thirst will take over and you will give in,” Winifred predicted calmly. “And don’t imagine any councilor that your father might hire will save you a second time, Darkheart. You’ll be put to death for what everyone believes is your third brutal murder.” She shook her head and made a tsking sound. “Of course, I’ll only be able to say I told them so. I advocated for the death penalty last time but they wouldn’t listen. I can’t tell you what trouble it was to get that stupid lock and key be-spelled instead when it would have been so much easier if they would have just killed you. But then, all’s well that ends well, I suppose.” She shrugged philosophically.

      “You evil bitch!” Griffin growled.

      “The term is witch, Nocturne,” she returned coldly. “And I’m not evil so much as practical. Do you think I could allow the two of you to upset the order of the entire magical world, just for love?” She sneered at us. “I think not! And neither does anyone else in the Other world. Why, if the Council of Other Elders knew what I was doing, they would thank me for preserving our status quo. But enough talking—dawn is almost here and it’s time for your little feast. Do enjoy quenching your thirst for the first time in fifteen years.”

      She gave us a cool smile and I saw the disbelief and anger in Griffin’s face… as well as the desperation in his eyes.

      The night before when I had cut for him and taken his pain, I had felt how awful his thirst was. And it had been over twenty-four hours since I had done that, so I knew it must be back, probably stronger than ever, and raging through him even now. The black lock around his throat was keeping him from biting me but what would happen when the senior witch unlocked it?

      Exactly what she thinks is going to happen, I thought hopelessly. Griffin is going to lose control.

      What were we going to do?

      I had no time to answer that question or try to formulate a plan because just then Winifred reached down and fit the black Blood stone key into the black Blood stone lock.

      She turned it and with a small click the lock fell away from Griffin’s throat.
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      “No…no!” I heard Griffin muttering to himself. He had turned his head as far away from me as he could and I knew if he was able to, he would probably have gotten out of the weird hammock and run as far as he could get from the temptation of my bare throat.

      But he was still held in place by the spell Winifred Rattcliff had placed on him. There was no way to run and no place I could hide. We were pressed together and I couldn’t access my magic because I couldn’t draw any blood.

      Of course, in just a moment I was dreadfully certain that Griffin would be drawing blood from me—lots of it. But somehow I knew that kind of bloodletting wouldn’t work for my magic. I had to draw the blood myself in order to use the Blood magic and there was no way to do that with the bite guard between my teeth and my hands tied far apart.

      Then Winifred made it worse.

      “Seal it up,” she said, frowning at her daughter Nancy and a few of the other witches who had helped her transport Griffin to the Hallowed Glade in the first place. “Seal up the snare—he needs to smell her scent in order to strike. The little fools have marked each other—he must be lost to the blood madness before he’ll kill her.”

      Blood madness? That sounded really bad. But of course I couldn’t say anything in protest and then the witches around us were pulling up the long, hanging sides of the hammock and fitting them together somehow. I heard the long, low sound of a zipper being pulled up and realized they were zipping the sides together, creating an enclosure where Griffin and I were trapped together.

      “No!” he shouted as the zipper closed the canvas over our heads. “Goddess Bright, no!”

      But then we were locked in—pressed together in the canvas cocoon with his mouth very, very close to my unprotected neck.

      We were stuck and there was no escape.
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      “No. No, no, no,” I heard Griffin muttering and I knew he was fighting with himself—fighting with the terrible, relentless thirst that had been tormenting him for the past fifteen years.

      He had his face turned away from me but slowly…inevitably, I saw him turn towards me. His eyes were glowing so brightly in the canvas cocoon we now shared I could see his face plainly. He leaned towards me and I tried not to flinch away when I saw how long and sharp his fangs had become.

      “I don’t want to do this.” His voice was low and hopeless. “The Goddess knows I don’t. Megan, I love you!”

      I loved him too—so much I ached inside. And it occurred to me then, that I didn’t want his last memory of me to be cowering away from him, my face contorted with fright as I fought to get free of him. If he was going to give in to his thirst and drink from me—probably killing me in the process—I didn’t want him to think I hated him for it.

      Taking a deep breath through my nose, I tried to calm my racing heart. I felt the same way I had when I had cut for my mom and taken her pain into myself. I didn’t want to die, of course, but I told myself I could be brave—that I could ease Griffin’s pain the same way I had eased hers. And enduring pain for someone I loved wasn’t so bad, was it?

      No, I told myself firmly. No, it’s not so bad. I love him—this is the last thing I can do for him so I’m going to do it right.

      Looking him directly in his lightning and pitch eyes, I turned my head to the side, offering him my throat freely.

      Griffin’s eyes widened.

      “Megan, what are you doing?” he asked in a hoarse, low voice. “Don’t tempt me this way! The thirst is too great and your scent is too enticing. You must guard yourself—not invite me to bite you!”

      But I was determined on my course of action. I felt a little steadier now that I’d made up my mind—a little calmer. I looked at him and nodded firmly. Then I offered him my throat again.

      Yes—go ahead. Do it.

      “Goddess Bright,” he muttered. “I cannot help it—I am losing myself in your scent…in the thirst…Megan…my little witch…”

      As he spoke the last words, I felt the warmth of his breath on the bare side of my throat.

      I closed my eyes and concentrated on breathing deeply.

      It’s all right—it’s going to be all right, I told myself firmly. It’s all right—it will be over soon.

      And then Griffin struck, driving away every other thought in my head.
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      I felt his fangs, long and sharp, pierce the vulnerable flesh of my throat, sinking right into the thick vein that pulsed there. And it hurt—I’m not going to lie—but the pain was only for an instant. After that, I felt a deep, overwhelming pleasure pulsing through me. It made me moan behind the gag and arch my back, pulling against the ropes that bound my wrists and ankles.

      Was this what it always felt like to be bitten by a Nocturne? No wonder it was part of their love making ritual!

      I moaned again and writhed against him, unable to help myself. The feeling of pleasure was like a big, warm hand caressing my entire body, moving over me and setting every single nerve alight. I felt like a light bulb being switched on for the first time, like an empty glass suddenly filled to overflowing with water, like…well, I could go on but let me just say it was amazing—better than anything I’d ever felt in my life and completely, instantly addictive. I was going to want more of this in the near future…if this first bite didn’t kill me, that was.

      Which was a distinct possibility.

      But though he was draining me as he drank, I wasn’t trying to get away from him, I realized after a moment—actually, I was trying to get closer. And it wasn’t just because of the overwhelming pleasure, though that certainly played a part in my reaction. It was because the feel of Griffin’s fangs in me—the feeling of giving myself to him willingly and with no restraint—felt more right than anything ever had in my entire life.

      It was a feeling of connection—a feeling of coming home.

      He is mine and I am his, I thought and knew it was true.

      But as he continued to drink from me, the feeling began to fade—along with everything else. My fingers and toes felt numb and the rustling sound of the canvas snare around us seemed to fade into the background. Black flowers began to bloom in my field of vision and I felt dizzy and weak.

      Blood loss, I thought, though even my thoughts felt fuzzy now. Won’t be…much…longer.

      But suddenly Griffin pulled away, his fangs abruptly leaving my throat. His eyes were still glowing brightly and I could tell the thirst was still on him but somehow he had found the will to stop.

      “All right,” he whispered, as though talking to someone else—someone I couldn’t see or hear. “All right, I’ve stopped! I won’t bite her again!”

      I wanted to ask who he was talking to, but I was too dizzy to form words. And anyway, right after he’d said it, he reached for me again.

      I was sure he intended to bite me a second time. I was already baring my throat but instead of sinking his fangs in again, Griffin gripped the edge of the silver duct tape that covered my mouth in his fangs and ripped it loose.

      The pain of the tape coming loose seemed to wake me from my stupor and I spat out the bite guard at once, more by instinct than anything else. I still felt woozy and uncertain about what was going on but Griffin was looking at me intently, his eyes glowing silver in the darkness.

      “Megan, I can’t do this,” he said hoarsely. “I love you too much—I can’t allow the thirst to kill you. But…” He hesitated. “There is only one way I can think to stop it—to stop all of this and save you. I hope you will forgive me later.”

      Forgive you for what? I wanted to ask, but my tongue felt numb and stupid and I couldn’t form the words.

      Griffin gave me one last, intense look, and then reached up to press the side of his throat to my mouth.

      “Bite me.” His voice was low and harsh. “Bite me and drink my blood, Megan—it’s the only way.”
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      The only way to what? I wanted to ask but now my mouth was muffled against his neck.

      “I…can’t do this,” I mumbled, trying to move my mouth away from him. Actually, I didn’t even know why he wanted me to.

      “You have to,” he insisted. “You’re in no shape to do magic and this is the only way I can protect you. Go on—bite me.”

      I opened my mouth to protest again and found myself tasting the salt of his skin. This close his wintry scent surrounded me completely and to my surprise, I found my body reacting to it—to him.

      My teeth weren’t nearly as sharp as his—they were human and blunt and it must have been painful for him when I bit him. But Griffin didn’t even flinch. He only pressed closer to me until I felt his flesh tear and his salty blood rushed into my mouth and over my tongue.

      A swallow was all it took to make me feel much better than I had. And it was all Griffin gave me before he pulled away and looked at me again.

      “Megan Latimer,” he said, his voice low and formal,

      
        
        
        “Blood of my blood

        And breath of my breath.

        Nothing can part us

        Now except death.”

      

        

      

      A chill ran through me—a feeling of connection stronger than anything I’d ever felt before. And yet it was still incomplete. Griffin seemed to think so too.

      “Say it back to me,” he murmured urgently. “Quickly—it’s the only way.”

      I vaguely thought I’d heard the words he had recited somewhere before, but I wasn’t sure where. Someone had told me about them, said they were important—life-changing. But I couldn’t remember more than that—couldn’t think of anything but Griffin’s pale gray eyes urging me to say the incantation back to him.

      “Griffin Darkheart,” I said, looking at him,

      
        
        
        “Blood of my blood

        And breath of my breath.

        Nothing can part us

        Now except death.”

      

        

      

      The feeling of connection intensified like sparks from a fire radiating through my entire body. I felt love and devotion and caring and possessiveness all flowing into me—flowing from Griffin, I realized hazily. And my emotions of love and adoration were flowing into him.

      The emotions were too great—too much to hold. I felt them start to overflow—like a cup filled with too much liquid. The love we shared spilled outward and spread like water running downhill.

      Suddenly the canvas hammock we were zipped into—the snare as Winifred Rattcliff had called it—began to shake At first I thought it was because the witches outside were rocking it on purpose but after a moment I realized the hammock was shaking because the ground was shaking.

      I heard screams of surprise outside and a crashing sound like trees falling in the forest and then someone was shouting something over and over about roses…look at all the roses…

      All of this should have scared me to death and I admit it was pretty frightening, but in a distant way. The main thing to me was still Griffin, still the connection we shared and the love flowing between us and over us and through us in a continuous cycle of longing and adoration.

      “I love you,” I whispered, looking into his silver eyes. “I love you forever…this is forever.”

      “I love you forever too, my little witch,” he murmured and again I felt our love crest and rush outward, like a tidal wave flooding out in all directions. Together we had created an unbroken loop of emotion and it was spilling over, flooding both of us and flowing into the world around us…

      Flowing because we had just done the most forbidden thing two Others of different races could do—

      Griffin Darkheart, a Nocturne, was now Blood-Bonded to me, Megan Latimer, a Witch.

      The Edict was broken and not just for us, I sensed—for everyone.
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      The ground started shaking even harder and I finally had the thought that it might not be a good thing to be stuck in a canvas sack if the trees holding up the hammock we were in suddenly fell over.

      Griffin seemed to think the same thing at the same time.

      “We need to get out of here, Megan,” he said, frowning. “I love you forever but forever is going to be very short if we can’t get away from this…this emotional earthquake we seem to have created.”

      “You’re right.” I nodded, feeling clear-headed despite my blood loss. The swallow of blood I’d had from Griffin seemed to have restored me completely. Had he healed me in some way? The way Corinne Latimer’s Nocturne lover had healed her when she was on the brink of death?

      It was an interesting idea to consider but right now we had to concentrate on getting out. Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn were out there too, I remembered. I had to rescue my coven-mates from whatever natural disaster it was that we had somehow started by breaking the Edict.

      “I think I could do magic again,” I said to Griffin. “If only my hands were free so I could cut myself somehow. Can you move or are you still frozen?”

      He struggled for a moment and then was able to lift his arms, though he looked like a man fighting against heavy weights tied to his limbs.

      “I think…her spell…is weakening,” he grunted, as he finally got his hands up to mine and started working on the ropes that held me. “She’s probably distracted with everything going on outside.”

      What was going on outside? The earth was still rumbling as though we were having an earthquake—which is not something that usually happens in Florida unless there’s a sinkhole, (which is something that happens)—and I could hear a lot of screaming and running around too.

      We really needed to get out of the damned hammock-sack!

      “There!” Griffin said with satisfaction and the rope around my wrists abruptly fell away.

      I pulled my arms down, wincing as the blood rushed back into my numb and tingling hands and fingertips.

      “Good,” I said to him. “Now I just need something sharp to cut myself with. Uh…” I looked at him uncertainly. “Is that going to be a problem? Are you still, um, thirsty?”

      He shook his head.

      “The moment we Blood-Bonded, the thirst was quenched. In fact, if you will allow me to offer some assistance, you can cut yourself on one of my fangs if you need to.”

      He opened his mouth and I didn’t hesitate a moment. Holding the pad of my right thumb to the point of his left fang, I pressed gently and felt the sharp little pain as he pierced my skin.

      A rush of pleasure came right on the heels of the pain and I was tempted to get lost in it—and in Griffin—all over again. But the rumbling and quaking and screaming outside let me know that would be a bad idea.

      I really didn’t know any spells except for the few easy ones I had failed at in Elementary Casting and none of them seemed like they would fit my purposes. So I simply thought, Let Us Out, and sent the power I could feel coursing through me outwards in a kind of mental wave.

      Immediately the canvas sack opened. But when I said opened, I don’t mean the zipper unzipped on its own—I mean the sack blew apart—ripping itself to shreds that exploded outward, leaving Griffin and me suspended only on the cloth base of the hammock, which still swung precariously between the two dead tress.

      It was full dawn now and I blinked my eyes, trying to get adjusted to the light. I had a confused impression of people running and shouting and a huge dark shape in the sky casting its shadow over the proceedings.

      “Megan—the trees!” Griffin said urgently. “They’re coming down!”

      I saw that he was right—the dead trees that held up the hammock were beginning to tilt inwards towards each other. Looking down, I could see why.

      Remember how I said that sinkholes are a thing in Florida? In fact, they can be a real problem. Well, a sinkhole the exact size and shape of the Hallowed Glade had suddenly opened beneath us and the trees were barely hanging on by their roots to the little soil that was left. As I watched, it crumbled away completely and the trees tilted inward as we began to fall down into the darkness.

      I didn’t even think this time. I wrapped my arms around Griffin and shouted, “Up!” as loudly as I could.

      And then, somehow, we were flying.
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      Well, not flying exactly, more like hovering in the air. We were as high as the tops of the trees—the ones that hadn’t fallen, anyway, and I had a much better view from up here.

      I could see that the whole interior of the Hallowed Glade was gone now and all that remained of it was a deep hole in the ground that seemed to go down forever. The perimeter of thorny vines was still there around the edge of what had been the glade, but they were much more colorful than they had been.

      “Roses,” Griffin breathed in my ear. “They’ve bloomed.”

      He was right and I thought I had never seen so many roses in my life. They were all as red as blood, so thick and full that you could scarcely see the vines they were attached to anymore. Even from where we were, floating high in the air, I could catch their sweet scent on the cool, early morning breeze.

      “The prophecy,” I murmured and remembered the single red rose I had seen in Avery’s scrying bowl after the picture of the Witch Queen and her Blood Knight had faded.

      “What prophecy?” Griffin asked, frowning. “The one you heard the Rattcliff witch talking about?”

      “Exactly,” I said but there was no time to explain right then. Speaking of Winifred Rattcliff, she was standing defiantly at the edge of the roses and pointing a finger at Avery, who was tied to a tree just outside the ring of thorny vines. Emma and Kaitlyn were tied in a similar fashion to other trees outside the ruins of the Hallowed Glade. I saw tear tracks on my coven-mates’ faces but they had their chins raised defiantly as they stared up at me and Griffin.

      “We have to help them,” I said to him urgently. “She looks like she’s threatening them!”

      In fact, that was exactly what Winifred Rattcliff was doing.

      “No closer!” she screamed up at me, her face an ugly mask of hate and envy. “Come even an inch closer and I’ll lay a death curse on him!” She pointed at Avery who glared back at her.

      “Don’t listen to her, Megan!” he shouted. “Do what you need to do—I’m not afraid!”

      “Listen to me!” the senior witch insisted, “Go now and never return to Frostproof. If you don’t, I’ll kill all your friends—every last one of them—slowly.”

      I’d had about enough of her threats. Since I seemed to be hovering in mid-air without any problem, I thought that disarming Winifred Rattcliff, so to speak, shouldn’t be too hard.

      Squeezing my thumb for another drop of blood, I said,

      “Hands at your sides and mouth shut tight.”

      A look of surprise came over Winifred’s face as she suddenly snapped to attention like a soldier, her arms straight at her sides and her mouth shut in a white line. I saw her trembling, trying to break my hold on her, but clearly she couldn’t move.

      Well good, that was how I wanted things.

      “Little witch,” Griffin murmured in my ear. “If you’re quite done flying, I think it would be a good time to land. We are not the only ones in the sky.”

      I looked to see what he was talking about and saw the huge, dark shadow I had glimpsed earlier still soaring above us.

      “Is that a…dragon?” I asked, trying to wrap my head around the idea. The thing was immense.

      “I believe it is,” Griffin said dryly. “And since we don’t know its intentions, I think we should land and possibly take cover.”

      “Bigger than a barn,” I heard the Academy Healer mutter in my head, “And some of them breathe fire!”

      Her description didn’t begin to cover the reality of the situation but I could certainly see the prudence of what Griffin was saying. Plus it felt kind of strange to be hovering in mid-air over the vast, seemingly bottomless pit where the Hallowed Glade had been only a few minutes before.

      “Over and down,” I said, squeezing out another drop of blood. Thank goodness my thumb hadn’t stopped bleeding yet!

      Griffin and I drifted gently through the air, like we were a kite being flown by a careful child, and settled on the ground, just outside the ring of rose-thorn vines.

      We landed right beside Winifred Rattcliff, who was still frozen to the spot and giving me a murderous glare. Two of her witches and her daughter Nancy had come to try and help her and they were doing various spells and saying words of power which seemed to have no effect.

      “You bitch!” Nancy snarled, turning on me as I took a step towards them. “Let my mother go! How dare you be-spell her?”

      She charged towards me, lifting a hand to slap me but I wasn’t having any more of that.

      “Freeze!” I snapped, glaring at her.

      Nancy froze in mid-air, her arm still upraised as a surprised look came over her face. The other witches who had been trying to help Winifred Rattcliff—as well as the two Weird Sisters who always hung around with Nancy—cast nervous glances at each other and began backing away.

      I probably would have let them go but Griffin murmured in my ear, “Stop them, Megan. You need to know who your enemies are.”

      I could see his point—after all, I didn’t know any of these witches, except for Nancy and the Weird Sisters.

      “Freeze—all of you,” I said and they all stopped in their tracks, looks of guilt and hate and shame stamped on their faces.

      “Do you know these women?” I asked Griffin, frowning.

      “No.” He shook his head. “But I’m sure your coven-mate will.”

      Which reminded me that Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn were still tied to trees at the edge of what was now a giant sink-hole.

      Feeling ashamed of myself, I ran to free Avery while Griffin turned to help Emma.

      “Thanks, Princess,” Avery said and gave me a shaky hug when I got him loose. “I’m so glad you’re okay! I thought that evil bitch had your number for sure. I never expected to see you come out of that awful body bag alive!”

      “Well, it takes more than a little evil plotting to bring down a Latimer, right?” I said lightly.

      Looking over at Griffin, I saw that he had finished untying Emma and she was rubbing her wrists and thanking him—a bit shyly I thought.

      My mind went immediately to Kaitlyn but when I ran to help her, she was already loose from her tree and Ari Reyes was there, wearing nothing but a pair of ragged shorts.

      Kaitlyn was peering at the big Drake uncertainly from behind the curtain of her long black hair and he was just standing there, his tall, muscular body tensed with uncertainty, as though he wasn’t sure what to do or say next.

      “Uh, hi,” I said, feeling like I was interrupting something, though I wasn’t sure what exactly.

      “Hi, Megan. Wow—that was some show!” Kaitlyn said, giving a shaky laugh as I came up to her. She was talking to me but still looking at Ari, I saw.

      “It certainly was,” a new voice said.

      We all turned and saw Headmistress Nightworthy striding over the grass, still wearing her stiletto heels.

      How she managed not to trip on all the debris that had been shaken loose by the earthquake (lovequake?) Griffin and I had caused, I had no idea but she walked smoothly and purposefully and there was a gleam in her blue eyes that made me feel incredibly nervous.

      I had a sudden feeling that we all had a lot of explaining to do.
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      “Now then,” Headmistress Nightworthy said, frowning at all of us, but mostly me and Griffin, who had come to stand beside me and hold my hand in his. “What is the meaning of this? I felt ripples of magic all the way in my study at the Academy! And what has happened to the Windermere Coven’s Hallowed Glade? Also,” she added, taking a moment to shoot a stern look at Ari Reyes, “I knew I saw a Drake flying in the sky a moment ago, Mr. Reyes, and since you are here, I can only assume it was yours.”

      “Headmistress—” he began but she cut him off with a curt gesture.

      “No excuses. For now, I want to know what happened here. And I’m sure others are going to want to know the same thing.”

      I looked at Griffin and he looked at me—clearly neither one of us knew where to begin. But thank goodness for Avery because he stepped up and began to explain everything.

      “Headmistress, what you felt was a prophecy coming true,” he began and then told about how he and I had sneaked into the South tower to read Corinne Latimer’s grimoire and what we had learned.

      Headmistress Nightworthy’s eyes got wider and wider though she didn’t say a word. But when he came to the part about Winifred Rattcliff capturing us all and bringing us to the Hallowed Glade where she shut Griffin and me into a sack, expecting him to kill me, the Headmistress held up a hand to stop Avery.

      “Wait a minute—are you actually telling me that a senior witch—the leader of the most powerful Coven in the entire South Eastern Territory, was plotting to have two of my students killed?”

      She sounded extremely skeptical, one eyebrow raised, as though this was just a step too far for belief, despite the strange things she saw all around her.

      “Ask her yourself,” I said, joining the conversation for the first time. I looked at Griffin. “My thumb has stopped bleeding—can you help me?”

      “Of course, my little witch.” He took my hand in both of his and brought it to his mouth. This time I let him bite me instead of just cutting myself on his fangs and to my surprised pleasure, it worked—maybe because we were now Blood-Bound. For whatever reason, the moment I felt his fangs sink into my wrist and the rush of pleasure that accompanied the sharp little pain, I also felt my power flowing at the same time.

      Pointing at Winifred Rattcliff, I said, “Veritas!” using her own spell on her. For good measure I added, “Tell the truth!” which I hoped would cover everything.

      Headmistress Nightworthy frowned at my obvious use of Blood magic—not to mention the fact that a Nocturne biting a Witch intimately was probably really against the rules—but she didn’t say anything about it. Instead she turned to Winifred Rattcliff, who was still frozen in place and asked,

      “Winifred—is all this true?”

      I saw the senior witch’s mouth working and knew she wanted to lie—or at least twist the truth to her own ends. But in the end the spell I had cast on her was too strong and she was forced to answer truthfully.

      “Yes,” she said, frowning. “The girl is the answer to the prophecy—the curse—that Corinne Latimer, her ancestor, laid on our coven many hundreds of years ago. Megan Latimer is the reincarnation of the Witch Queen and this Nocturne whelp is her Blood Knight!”

      She spat the words angrily, as though it pissed her off to have to say them—to acknowledge our new status—and then glared viciously at Griffin and me. If looks could kill, we would both have been stone dead but thankfully all she could do was stare.

      If Headmistress Nightworthy was surprised by this stunning revelation, she only showed it by blinking and shaking her head a little.

      “That is…most illuminating, thank you, Winifred,” she said formally. “But when I asked if everything Mr. Connor here,” (she nodded at Avery) “Has been telling me is the truth, what I was asking is—did you really hatch a plot to kill two of my students and then drag them out to the Hallowed Glade—or what remains of it—to carry out that plot?”

      Again the senior witch’s mouth worked and she looked so angry I thought she might almost start hissing and spitting like a cat.

      “Yes!” she nearly shrieked, at last, when the truth spell finally forced her to talk. “Yes, I was going to have both of them killed! First I was going to force the Nocturne to drink her blood and drain her dry and then I was going to have him brought to trial and put to death for his crimes.”

      “Speaking of those alleged crimes,” Griffin said dryly, “I believe that the ones I have been punished for these last fifteen years are due to your account, not mine. Why don’t you tell the Headmistress about that?”

      Headmistress Nightworhty’s eyebrows shot up.

      “Winifred?” she asked, staring at the senior witch.

      “I…I…”

      Winifred’s face twisted and contorted. This time she was really fighting it. I could see her mouth working almost as though she was having some kind of fit. But the truth spell seemed to work on her almost like a magical case of Tourette’s Syndrome so that she finally started spitting out the facts like bullets.

      “Yes, I did it!” she finally shouted. “I found two young Norms hitchhiking along the road and I took them to the woods where I knew their bodies would be found. Then I put a sleep spell on Darkheart and killed both the girls. I drained their blood and smeared plenty of it on his mouth and hands. When he was found, it looked like he had killed them. I tried to have him put to death, but that damned Fae attorney his father hired got him off. So instead I had to be-spell a magical lock to put around his neck and keep him from drinking any blood. I threw the key to the lock into the ocean and I thought he would be unable to drink blood forever! But then that little bitch found it—found it and brought it right into your school!” she snarled, glaring at me.

      “Why did you go to such great lengths to lock up Mr. Darkheart and keep him from drinking blood, as is right and natural for a Nocturne?” the Headmistress asked, frowning.

      “To keep him from drinking her blood!” Winifred Rattcliff fairly screeched, nodding at me. “To keep them from Blood-Bonding. Which is what they’ve done. Don’t you understand, Isabel? They’ve broken the Edict!”

      “Yes, I surmised as much from seeing the two of them together,” the Headmistress remarked, giving Griffin and me a sharp look.

      “No—no, you don’t see!” Winifred Rattcliff shouted. “They haven’t just broken the law—they’ve broken The Law! They’ve erased the magic that kept Others of different species from being attracted to each other.”

      Headmistress Nightworthy blinked.

      “You mean to tell me they have broken the magic of the Edict itself?”

      “Yes!” The senior witch nodded vigorously. “The Edict has been getting weaker in this last generation but it still held true for the vast majority of Others. Now it is no more! Do you have any idea what this will do to the balance of power between the different kinds of Others? Do you know what chaos it will cause?”

      “I’m certain it’s going to make policing my Academy more difficult,” the Headmistress murmured, a frown twitching the corners of her lips.

      “Now you see!” Winifred Rattcliff nodded her head vigorously, as though they were in definite agreement. “The best thing you can do is to have these two killed! Have them killed and then I can resurrect the Edict. With a full coven and a blood sacrifice I can cast it again—stronger than before! I can—”

      But the Headmistress was shaking her head.

      “I think not,” she said coldly. “There has been enough attempted murder here for one day.”

      “But…but the Edict!” the senior witch implored. “It must not be allowed to die!”

      “If what you are saying is true, it is already dead,” Headmistress Nightworthy pointed out. “And as we Others lived without it in the past, I am certain we can learn to live without it again. In the meantime, I am going to turn you over to the Council of Elders and let them pass judgment on you, since it is not my purview to do so. However,” she added, rounding on me and Griffin and Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn and Ari. “Students at the Academy are within my dominion and as such, we will have to have a reckoning.”

      “Yes, Headmistress,” we chorused and exchanged glances.

      But Griffin leaned down and whispered in my ear,

      “Megan, I don’t think it’s wise to allow Rattcliff to keep her powers. Not if she really can restore the Edict. Also, she clearly wants both of us dead and won’t mind using her magic to do it if she can.”

      I doubted that she could restore the Edict, but I agreed that there was no sense taking a chance. So when the Headmistress asked me to “unfreeze” Winifred and her witch crew, I did as she asked—but with a twist of my own.

      “I unfreeze you all,” I said, after Griffin had bitten my wrist again—not just because I needed to bleed but because I was getting really addicted to the way it felt when he bit me. “All of you, except your magical powers,” I continued as the witches which had been frozen like a bunch of kids playing statues began to move again. “Those will remain frozen for as long as you wish to use them to do harm or evil to anyone. From now until I revoke my spell, all of you will only be able to use your magic to do kind, thoughtful acts that will spread love and caring and not harm anyone in any way.”

      There, I thought with satisfaction, that had worked out nicely. Nobody could actually say I had stripped the senior witch and her hench-witches of their powers. I had only limited them in the scope of their magic.

      They could use their talents to make rainbows appear and conjure unicorns and make flowers bloom and heal people all day long. But the minute they meant anybody any harm, their magic would dry up like a dead tree, choked with Spanish Moss, and they would be unable to follow through with the hurtful spells.

      “How dare you impose sanctions on me, you little upstart?” Winifred Rattcliff glared at me.

      “I daresay the Council will impose more than that on you, Winifred,” Headmistress Nightworthy said dryly. “Especially when they hear about the two homicides you laid at Mr. Darkheart’s door. Are you truly complaining that you can no longer use your magic to do harm? Because I think that says more about you than it does about Miss Latimer and her attempt to curtail your baser instincts.”

      Winifred Rattcliff looked angry enough to spit venom like a cobra. She pointed at me.

      “I told your mother when we found that prophecy together that she ought to abort you, you little bitch!” she snarled. “I told her having you would only cause trouble and look what has happened! I was right!”

      “You’re the reason my mother died!” My voice was shaky but I met her eyes without flinching. “She moved away from the magic world and made herself forget all about it, just so she could raise me as a Norm. And her magic turned on her and killed her. All because of you. All because you wanted the leadership of the Coven and you didn’t want anyone to disturb the status quo.”

      “Why shouldn’t I have leadership of the Windermere Coven?” Rattcliff demanded. “Why should it always go to a descendant of Corinne Latimer? She didn’t even like the coven! She hated it!”

      “Because they made her leave her Nocturne lover and forced her to stop doing magic the way that felt right to her!” I shot back. “Well, nobody is going to do that to me—to us!” I gripped Griffin’s hand tightly and felt his answering squeeze in return. “Griffin and I are Blood-Bonded and that means we’re together forever.”

      As I spoke, my voice seemed to echo strangely across the Glade. I was dimly aware that Griffin and I were rising into the air again but I wasn’t sure if I was doing it—or if someone, maybe Corinne Latimer—was reaching out to lift us up.

      “I am the Witch Queen!” I heard my voice rolling out across the miles. “And Griffin Darkheart is my Blood Knight. We will never be separated—not by power or might—and the Edict shall NEVER be restored. From now until eternity, all races of Others are free to mingle and to love and no one will ever revoke this right. This I, Megan Latimer, descendant of Corinne Latimer vow and declare. SO MOTE IT BE!”

      The last words actually thundered out of me and then I felt the power abruptly waning and Griffin and I were sinking back down to earth. Weakness overtook me and he caught me in his arms and lifted me up, holding me protectively close to his chest.

      “Oh my Goddess, Princess,” I heard Avery say beside me. “Do you know what you just did? You made an Edict of your own—an unbreakable one! Oh, this is going to cause so much trouble!”

      He was right, of course, but I didn’t find that out until later. At the moment I was too tired to think of anything but the comfort of my Blood Knight’s arms around me and the warm feeling of knowing that Griffin and I would never be parted again.
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      “So why didn’t you ever tell us about the key?” Avery demanded, frowning at me over his cup of hot chocolate.

      Our little coven was down in the Norm Dorm, trying to recover from our weird adventures and I was still feeling a bit shaky. Still, the delicious chocolate he had brewed us—using the brand-new caldron Griffin had bought him as a ‘thank you for letting me into the club’ gift—was helping a lot.

      “Well at first it wouldn’t let me,” I said, taking another sip and licking whipped cream off my upper lip. “And later, I was afraid you’d want the whole story—which included Griffin’s matching lock and the reason he was locked up in the first place.”

      Avery and Emma and Kaitlyn all glanced at Griffin, who was sitting quietly beside me on the couch. He was the only one not drinking hot chocolate but he didn’t seem to mind, probably because he knew he would be having a sip of my blood instead, a little later on. He looked quietly back at my coven-mates without saying a word.

      “I see,” Avery said at last. “Okay, we’ll forgive you on that one. Especially since Mr. Darkheart here, was wrongfully accused.”

      “I never would have believed he would kill people,” Kaitlyn said loyally, giving Griffin a shy smile. “That’s not who he is.”

      “It almost was,” Griffin said quietly. He looked at me. “I almost killed you, Megan, when we were trapped in that damned snare together.”

      “You didn’t though,” I pointed out. “You found the will to stop before you drained me completely.”

      But he shook his head.

      “No,” he said, looking down at his hands. “No, I didn’t—someone else stopped me.”

      I remembered having a confused impression of him talking to someone but I had been too out of it to understand what was going on. I frowned at him quizzically.

      “Who was it? Who stopped you?”

      “I don’t know.” He shook his head. “Corinne Latimer maybe? Or maybe the Goddess herself. All I know was that the voice I heard and the presence I sensed was female and she—whoever she was—gave me the will to stop and helped me to save you instead of killing you.”

      “That’s amazing,” Emma whispered reverently. “Do you really think your ancestress came back from beyond the grave to save your life, Megan?”

      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But I wouldn’t be surprised. I think she wanted Griffin and I to have the chance she and her Nocturne never got.”

      “The chance to Blood-Bond and live happily ever after, you mean?” Avery raised an eyebrow at me. “Because is the Headmistress really going to let you do that? I mean, are you and Griffin allowed to go all around breaking the Edict in public?”

      “There is no Edict, now,” I reminded him, frowning.

      “Oh certainly—there’s no magic spell that keeps all the different races of Others apart,” Avery said sharply. “But there is a social convention which has been in force for centuries in all the Other communities across all the worlds and realms. And if you think you can get rid of prejudice and hate just by floating up into the air like a pretty-pretty flower and snapping your fingers, you are sadly mistaken, Princess.”

      “Hey, that’s not very nice, Avery!” I exclaimed, glaring at him.

      “Well, it’s true!” he shot back.

      “I don’t think—”

      “He’s right,” Griffin said quietly, cutting off my angry flow of words before I could get started.

      “What?” I turned to him uncertainly.

      “The prejudice against Others loving different Others is very deeply ingrained in all our peoples,” Griffin said. “I think we have to expect to get a lot of anger and disgust directed at us for quite some time—maybe even the rest of our lives—before the tide starts to turn and people accept the new order of things.”

      I thought of the glances we were getting in the halls now and the way I had heard some of the other students whisper, “Did you hear? They’re Blood-Bonded! A Sister and a Nocturne! Isn’t it awful?”

      Well, it was mostly the bitchy bubble-headed Fae girls in our English class saying things like that but still, the emotion was definitely there. Not that I cared—I would be with Griffin even if everyone in the whole school shunned us. But still, it would have been nice not to be stared at and whispered about quite so much.

      “But what about the attraction that some Others are going to feel for other, uh, Others?” Emma asked, breaking my train of thought. “I mean, there’s bound to be some cross-species romances cropping up now that there’s no magic spell to keep people from being attracted to each other.”

      “What are you trying to tell us, Emma?” Avery asked, grinning at her. “Maybe you have your eye on a hot Fae guy and now you think you’ve got a shot with him?”

      “No—of course not!” Emma exclaimed, making a face. “I wouldn’t be caught dead with one of those conceited assholes! I just meant…other Others. You know.” She cast a furtive glance at Kaitlyn, who was sipping her hot chocolate and staring dreamily into the fire.

      She seemed to realize we were all looking at her for a moment because she glanced up, a slightly guilty expression on her face—what I could see of it, anyway.

      “You…why are you all looking at me?” she exclaimed, frowning.

      “Maybe we’re all just wondering why Ari Reyes flew to your rescue when the ‘lovequake’ happened,” Avery remarked. “And how he knew you were in trouble in the first place.”

      “I don’t know, okay?” Kaitlyn looked uncomfortable. “I don’t know how he knew where I was or why he came. He didn’t say anything to me. He was just suddenly there, untying those awful ropes the witches had on me.”

      She sounded a bit defensive, I thought, and I didn’t like making her uncomfortable.

      “Well, who knows,” I said vaguely, hoping to change the subject. “But did any of you see the size of his Drake? It was huge.”

      “I did,” Emma said. “I looked up and it was like a massive cloud blotting out the sun! And its wings were even bigger than its body. They looked like the sails on those old-fashioned sailing ships you see on historical tours at the harbor sometimes.”

      “I wonder if it’s a fire-breather?” Avery mused. “I think I saw some smoke or steam coming from its muzzle. Do you know, they say a Drake’s internal temperature can reach over fourteen hundred degrees Fahrenheit or eight hundred degrees Centigrade? That’s hotter than a forest fire!”

      Kaitlyn’s one visible eye widened and her creamy skin got pale.

      “Will you excuse me?” she said, putting her mug of hot cocoa down on the coffee table and standing up—a bit shakily I thought. “I’m really tired—I think I’ll go to bed early.”

      “Oh Katydid, I’m sorry!” Avery exclaimed but she only shook her head.

      “It’s okay. I’m just going to turn in.”

      After she was gone with the bedroom door closed firmly behind her, I looked at him.

      “What was that all about?” I asked in a low voice.

      “Oh, Kaitlyn really doesn’t like anything to do with fire,” Emma said softly, answering for him. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but she never even gets too close to the little fire we have in here most nights.”

      She nodded at the grate where our cheerful, friendly little fire was still glowing and flickering under the caldron filled with hot chocolate.

      “It is understandable after what she has been through,” Griffin said quietly. “I just hope Reyes is the patient kind.”

      “What?” I turned to him, frowning. “You don’t really think that Kaitlyn and Ari…?” I left the sentence hanging, unable to finish.

      Griffin shrugged.

      “I think that anything is possible now that the Edict is broken.”

      “Well, we knew Reyes was following her around, keeping her safe from Sanchez,” Avery said. “But I think he’s someone really important back in the Sky Lands—like a prince or something. I really doubt his parents would like the idea of him being married to a Norm. Especially one who…who has gone through what Kaitlyn has gone through,” he finished lamely.

      I remembered what Headmistress Nightworthy had said about how markings and deformities were considered disgusting and hideous, especially on women in the Drake culture. Poor Kaitlyn was so terribly scarred that even my own new magic hadn’t been able to help her—though I had tried and tried. How could a prince of the Drakes—one who had been raised in that culture—possibly feel an attraction to her?

      Not that she wasn’t beautiful, I thought loyally—she was. But I doubted that anyone who came from Sanchez’s clan would be able to see that beauty.

      “I don’t know,” I said slowly. “I think maybe…maybe it’s just an honor thing for him. Like he had to protect her because Sanchez was being a dick and it’s wrong to pick on people who are vulnerable.”

      Griffin shook his head.

      “I hate to doubt your judgment, Megan, but I think in this case you are wrong.”

      “What—so you think that Ari Reyes is in love with Kaitlyn?” I asked, frowning.

      Griffin lifted an eyebrow.

      “It might not be Reyes himself who loves her—though I must admit he shows all the signs of it. Or at least, of wanting to protect her at all costs,” he remarked.

      “What are you talking about?” Emma asked in exasperation. “Why would he be following her around if he doesn’t feel something for her?”

      “You forget that the Drakes are two-natured,” Griffin answered coolly. “Ari is not the only one with a say in the matter.”

      “Ohhhh!” Avery exclaimed, leaning forward—clearly he was picking up what Griffin was laying down, though Emma and I were still in the dark.

      “What?” I asked, raising both eyebrows.

      “Griffin is saying he thinks it’s Ari’s Drake who’s in love with Kaitlyn!” Avery exclaimed. “Oh my Goddess!”

      “Is that what you’re saying?” I demanded, looking at Griffin.

      He nodded slowly.

      “It’s well known that it is often the Drake who chooses the mate, not the host he shares a body with. Though the feelings of love and protection are often so strong, they carry over and both Drake and host become fixated on a particular female.”

      “But if Kaitlyn is afraid of fire and Ari’s Drake is a fire-breather…” Emma began and shook her head. “God, what a mess!”

      “Goddess, you mean,” Avery said succinctly. “Because nobody but the Goddess can unscramble a mess like that.”

      “Well, let’s hope we’re wrong,” I said, trying to comfort myself. Poor Kaitlyn had enough trouble and pain in her life without also contending with a being she feared being in love with her.

      “Yes, let’s,” Griffin said dryly. But when I looked into his pale grey eyes, I saw the flickering flames of the fire reflected and I couldn’t help wondering what Kaitlyn’s future held…
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      Kaitlyn needs her own book and I promise it’s coming soon. In fact, there’s a little sneak peek further down. But before you scroll, please take a minute to leave a review if you enjoyed Lock and Key. Good reviews let other readers know it’s okay to take a chance on a new series which is essential in the crazy-crowded e-book market. Plus they give me the warm fuzzies ; )

      And to be the first to find out when a new book in my Nocturne Academy series comes out, you can sign up for my YA newsletter HERE. No spam, I promise. I will only send out a newsletter when a new book is out. Hugs and Happy Reading!

      Evangeline
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          Kaitlyn

        

      

    

    
      The flames come for me—vivid orange and yellow. I can feel the heat baking off them and their bright fingers reach for me hungrily—wrapping around me, enfolding me in the terrible searing pain I can never escape…never forget.

      Outside the door, I hear my mother and father screaming.

      The door bursts open at last and they are there, but the flames already have me—I can feel them licking up the back of my nightgown like hungry tongues, setting my hair afire with light. They are ravenous—insatiable. They intended to eat me alive—I know that just as I know there is no escape from them.

      “Katy!” my mother screams as she runs to me, heedless of the wall of fire between us. “Katy—my baby!”

      She dives through the flames, not caring that they catch her too, wrapping around her like the wings of a great and terrible bird enfolding her. She pulls me close and begins to beat at the fire that is trying to eat me, all while my father is shouting for us to hurry, yelling that we have to run…have to get out…

      Get out, I think. We have to get out!

      We will never get out.

      And then I smell the awful scent of burning flesh and know it is my own…
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      I woke up with tears in my eyes and my throat closed tight with panic, as I always did when I dreamed of The Fire.

      I thought if it that way—capitalized in my head. Why not? It was certainly important enough—it had taken everything from me. It was probably what my English teacher would call “the seminal event” of my entire life and though it had happened over two years ago, when I was barely fourteen, the dream made it seem as fresh as ever. I could still hear my parents screams, echoing above the roaring flames…

      A sob caught in my throat and then another as a vast sense of loss filled me. They were gone—they had left me all alone and they were never coming back. My wonderful, wise mother and my handsome, smartass father, who was always cracking dad jokes to make us groan. I would never see them again—not on this side of eternity, anyway.

      I know lots of teenagers don’t get along with their parents—and my relationship with mine hadn’t been perfect. But we had laughed together and loved each other and really, almost never disagreed.

      I wondered if it would hurt less if we had fought more.

      The vast ocean of grief—its waters as deep and black and cold as space—threatened to overwhelm me. I felt like I would drown in it sometimes.

      Sometimes I even wanted to.

      The loss of my parents filled me for a moment and my heart ached almost as much as my scars, which covered my arms and the entire left side of my body. Sometimes I tried to remember what I had looked like without them—back when all of my face—not just the right side—was pretty and pleasing to look at. Now the left side looked melted and what used to be smooth, light brown skin had been replaced by pinkish-white tissue, knotted and lumped and ugly, so ugly.

      I avoided mirrors these days and except for when I was alone with my coven-mates at Nocturne Academy, I kept to myself as much as possible.

      I wished I was there now—wished I could reach out to Emma or Megan, the newest member of our little clan—for some comfort or at least some distraction from my bleak thoughts and the awful memories.

      But it was the weekend and I was home. Well, at Mr. and Mrs. Breedlove’s home, anyway. I had been babysitting their little girl, Allegra, almost from the time she was born. After the fire and the weeks I spent in the hospital, I had no home of my own to go back to so Alastair and Anastasia Breedlove had taken me into their house and given me a room of my own—right next to Allegra’s. They had even sponsored me for Nocturne Academy—paying the extremely expensive tuition out of their own pocket.

      I was grateful for their kindness though, being Nocturnes, neither one of them was exactly very warm. But Allegra made up for her parents’ coolness and distance by being sweet and bubbly and incredibly loveable. I knew what my friend Avery said—that I was basically the Breedloves’ nanny, at least on the weekends—but I didn’t care. Allegra was a ray of sunshine in my dark life and I loved her as though she was my own.

      As though my thoughts of her had called the little girl, I heard the light patter of footsteps in the hall outside my door and then the door creaked open. In the darkness of the hallway, I saw the soft glow of her pale blue eyes.

      “Katy?” she whispered, approaching my bed. “Katy, I had a nightmare. Can I sleep with you?”

      “Sure, sweetie.” I opened the covers for her and she slid into bed beside me and snuggled close. Like all Nocturnes, her body temperature was about ten degrees below human normal so she felt like a cold little lump beside me until my body heat warmed her.

      “Was it a bad one?” I asked as I wrapped my arm around her. “Your nightmare? Do you remember what it was about, Allegra?”

      “Don’t know. Just…it was scary.” She snuffled and pressed closer, her back to my front. She had on the expensive white lace nightgown her mother insisted she wear and her long, pale blonde hair mixed with my own black hair on the pillow. In the moonlight spilling through the window, I thought it looked like silver.

      I barely noticed when she pulled my wrist to her mouth and sank her little fangs in. The skin there was deadened and knotted with scar tissue—it was a wonder she could find a vein at all. But she always seemed to manage and though she never took more than a few mouthfuls of blood, it relaxed her enough to go back to sleep.

      This time, however, I felt a strange little tingle run up my arm as she sucked my wrist. I frowned in the darkness—what was going on? I usually didn’t feel a thing after she had first sunk her fangs in. Maybe some of the nerves in my deadened skin were regenerating at last? It seemed like too much to hope for so I shrugged the idea off and ignored the burning tingle.

      If this sounds weird—the babysitter letting the kid she’s watching bite her—well, it was pretty routine for us. As I said, I’d been watching Allegra since she was a baby and she was four now—almost five and a “big girl” as she liked to point out. But big girl or not, she was a Nocturne and they live on blood—though they mostly drink bagged and chilled animal blood. Allegra, however, tended to get hungry between meals and I didn’t mind letting her “snack” on me from time to time.

      I knew my friend Megan got wonderful intense sensations when her Nocturne, Griffin, bit her, but when Allegra bit me, all I felt was a mothering-kind of love for the little girl. In fact, I had been surprised when Megan talked about how pleasurable she found it when Griffin sank his fangs into her flesh—“better than sex” she’d called it. Though, as Avery pointed out, she wouldn’t know since she was still a virgin and Griffin refused to do anything about said virginity until she turned eighteen and was completely legal.

      “Oh, shut up, Avery,” Megan had snapped, half-laughing as she shot him a glare. “Like you’ve had so much experience yourself.”

      “Like any of us has,” Emma sighed, staring into the fire—a fire I stayed well back from, despite the fact that it was small and friendly—nothing like the blaze that had taken my parents and house and changed my life forever.

      We had been staying up late one night, not long after Megan and Griffin had Blood-Bonded—which was supposed to be a big no-no, since the main law of Otherkind—the Edict—stated that Others of different races must never mix. However, Megan had broken the magic of the Edict when she became the Witch Queen and Griffin became her Blood Knight. They tried not to flaunt their new relationship but it was easy to see, by the way they looked at each other, that they had found a love that would last forever.

      I sighed and shifted in my bed as I thought of my coven-mate and her Nocturne. I was never going to find a love like that. Not with the ugly scars I wore.

      You might think that as a human going to a magical school, I could have the scars removed easily but it wasn’t so. Both medical and magical treatments had been tried and even Megan’s immense magic hadn’t been able to make them fade, though she had tried several times to help me.

      “I’m sorry, Kaitlyn,” she’d said after the last attempt when my scars stubbornly remained in place, though she had cut herself three times for me. (Megan does Blood magic—something else that’s supposed to be outlawed in the Other World but she has a habit of making her own rules, as Avery puts it.)

      “It’s okay.” I sighed and shook my head. “It’s not your fault—thank you for trying.”

      “It almost feels like they’re resisting me magically—your scars, I mean.” Megan had frowned, a furrow forming between her green-gray eyes. “But how can that be? How can I have enough power to abolish the Edict but I can’t get rid of your scars?”

      I could see the frustration on her pretty face and knew that my coven-mate wanted to help me so badly she could almost taste it. But I had no answers.

      “I don’t know.” I shrugged helplessly. “But, well…thank you for trying.”

      “I’m not giving up,” Megan had declared. “I’m going to have a look in Corinne’s grimoire. There are tons of healing spells in there. Maybe one of them will work for you.”

      The book she was talking about had belonged to her ancestor, Corinne Latimer—one of the most powerful witches to ever have lived. Megan seemed to have all of her power and then some…and yet she couldn’t heal my scars.

      As Allegra slipped her fangs out of my scarred wrist with a contented sigh and the tingling faded, I wondered if Megan was right—if my scars were somehow magically resistant to healing. But that didn’t make any sense, did it? The house fire that had taken my parents and marked me so horribly had been caused by faulty wiring—or so the fire marshal’s report had said. There was nothing magical about it—it was just terrible luck.

      That was what I told myself, anyway, as I cuddled Allegra closer and slipped back into sleep. I might be scarred for life, I told myself, but at least I had people who loved me. People who cared enough to stick by me—no matter what I looked like. My coven mates, Megan and Emma and Avery to name a few, and sweet little Allegra who was already fast asleep in my arms to name another.

      People who loved me. People who wanted to protect me…

      A new thought entered my mind—the image of a vast black shadow with wings like sails hovering in the sky, looking down on me…

      Watching over you. Protecting you, whispered a strange little voice in my head.

      I shivered and pushed the disturbing thought away. I didn’t want to think of that shape—of what it meant—of who it might be. Better, far better, to snuggle under the covers with Allegra and let myself drift back to sleep knowing the nightmares were in the past and that nothing worse than The Fire could ever happen to me.

      Or so I thought.
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          Ari

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in the night, knowing she was upset, though I didn’t know how I knew it.

      I felt her terror—it woke me in a cold sweat, my heart pumping, my muscles bunching as everything inside me drove me to go to her.

      My Drake woke with a roar. I felt him inside me—spreading his wings—trying to emerge.

      “Wait—wait a minute!” I shouted at him mentally. “Para, estupido!”

      Only a few months before he had broken free of me and gone flying to where she was—a stunt that had nearly earned me an expulsion. The humans don’t believe in dragons—or witches, or fairies, or vampires for that matter. And they don’t like to have their beliefs challenged by a ten-ton Drake flying over their heads in the middle of the morning.

      In the end, Headmistress Nightworthy who runs Nocturne Academy, had let me off with a warning—that I must keep better control of the beast which lived inside me. I had agreed but what could I do when he was so attuned to her—to Kaitlyn, the little human girl I had somehow become linked to?

      I don’t know how it happened—maybe it was because I spilled blood for her. Not mine—Pedro Sanchez’s. I had punched the pendejo in the face when he had mocked her and made fun of her scars. And unfortunately, many of the Drakes that ran with his crew had joined in.

      I swear I had no feelings for her before then. But seeing Sanchez pick on a helpless female like that enraged me. I had been raised in the Sky Lands, the home world of the Drakes, to protect and champion those weaker and more vulnerable than me. My father was constantly lecturing me about the importance of caring for those that were unable to care for themselves.

      “History will judge you by the way in which you treat the least of your people, Ari,” he would tell me, his voice echoing through the vast and cavernous audience chamber where he sat to hear grievances every month. “You must be certain you can look back later and be proud of your actions.”

      But at the time Kaitlyn was being bullied, I can’t say it was my father’s words that drove me to action. It was my own internal fury at seeing her hurt and abused.

      And something else as well.

      For the minute I punched Sanchez and spilled his blood defending her, the Drake inside me woke up. He usually sleeps here in the human world—he might as well—it isn’t as though I can let him out to go flying. But the scent of blood and the threat of violence brought him out of his somnolent slumber and for the first time since I had come to the human world, he spoke.

      I don’t mean he spoke just to me—I hear him in my head often, though he communicates more in emotions than words. My other half can be a restless partner to share a body with. When I say he spoke, what I mean is that he actually came forward and talked using my mouth and looking through my eyes. For a moment, he was in control and I was only watching in the background.

      What he said to Sanchez changed everything.

      “She is mine,” he growled, his voice deep and sonorous in my ears. “Touch this little female again and I will flame you from the sky.”

      That had caused Sanchez to retreat some—he and his Sire are high in the ranks of the Drakes, but my father is the leader of our kind—what some humans call the Alpha or the king. Also, my Drake is bigger, his flame hotter, and his wings fly higher than the beast Sanchez hosts and he knows it.

      Still, he refused to back down completely. I had seen the murderous glint in his eyes, which let me know that Kaitlyn wasn’t safe—which was why I had started following her to and from class—at a distance of course—to make certain she was all right.

      All right—that’s a lie. I followed her and kept close to her not just to protect her, but because I couldn’t help myself.

      Once my Drake had laid his claim on her, my heart followed his. There was something special about Kaitlyn Fellows. I didn’t know what it was but my Drake sensed it and I did too. It was something that drew us both to her—something impossible to ignore.

      “Dios…” I sighed and ran a hand through my hair as I felt the tension begin to fade on the other end of the strange connection I had to the little human. “See, she must have had another bad dream,” I told my Drake. “She does that sometimes, you know.”

      I knew it was true because every time she had a nightmare, it woke me up. I would have been annoyed with her if I could have been, but there was no room in me for that emotion—I was too filled with the need to protect her and…other things.

      I felt a sense of questioning coming from my other half—he wanted to go down and check to make certain Kaitlyn was okay.

      I had done that in the past—left my bedroom in the West Tower where the Drake dorms were located and gone down to the entrance of the “Norm Dorm” where the human students who attended Nocturne Academy were housed. It was a trap door in the Dining Hall which led down into the dungeons of the old castle.

      Sometimes I went down and listened at the trap door, making certain Kaitlyn was well, before going back to bed. Sometimes my Drake was too restless and I had to pace around, playing sentry for as much as an hour before he would finally let me go back to my own bed and rest.

      As I said before, it would have been annoying if I wasn’t so filled with other emotions.

      What my Drake really wanted was for me to open the trap door and go down into the Norm Dorm—where I most certainly did not belong—and take Kaitlyn in my arms. He wanted to feel her held close and secure against my chest, to still her night terrors personally and know that she was safe from having them again.

      But that, I could not do, though I admit I wished for it too. She already feared me—at least, if the frightened looks she sometimes shot in my direction were anything to go by. And breaking into her bedroom at night to hold her would only make her more scared.

      Not to mention getting me expelled.

      Only once had Kaitlyn accepted help from me and that was after Sanchez had hurt and bullied her during the PE class we shared. She had allowed me to take her and her friend Megan Latimer to the Healer and she had even worn my shirt, to cover her scars.

      I had waited for days for the shirt to return to me. Once you put an item of clothing into the laundry chute at Nocturne Academy, it gets laundered and returns magically to its original owner.

      But the shirt never came back.

      I wondered if she still had it—if she’d kept it somewhere to remind her of me. It seemed far-fetched but I liked to imagine her keeping it—maybe hanging it in the back of her wardrobe—maybe even putting it on from time to time to feel its fabric against her skin as though the fabric was my arms encircling her…

      I tried to push such foolish thoughts out of my head and speak reason to my Drake, who was still insisting that we must go check on Kaitlyn.

      “She’s not even here—it’s the weekend,” I reminded him. “She’s across town at the Breedlove’s house, remember? Besides, she’s resting easy now—she’s going back to sleep.”

      Which was exactly what I needed to be doing. I had a History of Magic test the next day that I had barely studied for.

      My Drake sent a though message to me—an image of him flying through the dark night sky and circling over the Breedlove’s large, stately home—maybe putting one eye to Kaitlyn’s bedroom window, just to check on her.

      “Hell, no!” I told him emphatically. “Letting you out again will get me expelled for sure. Besides, do you really think seeing a glowing golden eye the size of a dinner plate looking in through her window would make Kaitlyn feel safer? Mierda! You’d scare her to death!”

      My Drake grumbled and I got the very strong feeling from him that he thought if Kaitlyn was only allowed to meet him, he could win her over. Which of course couldn’t happen here in the human world, as I pointed out to him. Then he wanted to know why we couldn’t take her to the Sky Lands, where he was free to be himself and he could spend as much time with her as was needed for her to get to know him.

      Dios, sometimes the stupid beast inside me had no fucking common sense.

      I shut him down and turned over in bed, determined to get back to sleep. But it wasn’t until I felt Kaitlyn slip back to sleep herself—somewhere across town—that I was finally able to relax.

      As my breathing deepened and my Drake at last was silent, my last conscious thoughts were of her. And my last feelings were those of possession and longing.

      She was mine, at least as far as my Drake was concerned—I just didn’t know how I was ever going to claim her.
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        (Also Available in Audio)

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume
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        Alien Mate Index series

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        ABDUCTED (Also Available in Audio)

        PROTECTED (Also Available in Audio)

        DESCENDED (Also Available in Audio)

        SEVERED (Also Available in Audio)

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

      

        

      
        All Alien Mate novels are now available in PRINT.
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        The Cougarville series

        (Paranormal / Action-Adventure Romance)

        (Older Woman / Younger Man

        BUCK NAKED (Also Available in Audio)

        COUGAR BAIT (Also Available in Audio)

        STONE COLD FOX (Also Available in Audio)

        BIG BAD WOLF (coming soon)
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        The CyBRG Files with Mina Carter

        (Sci-Fi / Action-Adventure Romance)

        UNIT 77: BROKEN (Also Available in Audio)

        UNIT 78: RESCUED  (Also Available in Audio)
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        The Institute series

        (Daddy-Dom / Age Play Romance)

        THE INSTITUTE: DADDY ISSUES

        (Also Available in Audio)

        THE INSTITUTE: MISHKA’S SPANKING

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        The Swann Sister Chronicles

        (Contemporary Fairy / Funny / Fantasy Romance)

        WISHFUL THINKING (Also Available in Audio)

        BE CAREFUL WHAT YOU WISH FOR (Also available in Audio)
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        Nocturne Academy

        (Young Adult Paranormal/Action-Adventure/Romance)

        LOCK AND KEY

        FANG AND CLAW (Coming Soon)

        STONE AND SECRET (Coming Soon)
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        Detectives Valenti and O’Brian

        (1980s M/M Romance)

        THE ASSIGNMENT

        I’LL BE HOT FOR CHRISTMAS

        FIREWORKS

        THE ASSIGNMENT: HEART AND SOUL
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        Compendiums and Box Sets

        ALIEN MATE INDEX VOLUME ONE

        Contains Abducted, Protected, Descended and Severed all in one volume

        BORN TO DARKNESS BOX SET

        Contains Crimson Debt, Scarlet Heat, and Ruby Shadows all in one volume

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME ONE

        Contains Claimed, Hunted, Sought and Found

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME TWO

        Contains Revealed, Pursued and Exiled

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME THREE

        Contains Shadowed, Chained and Divided

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FOUR

        Contains Devoured, Enhanced and Cursed

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME FIVE

        Contains Enslaved, Targeted and Forgotten

        BRIDES OF THE KINDRED VOLUME SIX

        Contains Switched, Uncharted and Unbound

        HAVE YOURSELF A SEXY LITTLE CHRISTMAS

        Contains Kidnapped for Christmas, Cougar Christmas and Season’s Spankings

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 1

        Contains Mastering the Mistress, Bonding with the Beast and Seeing with the Heart

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 2

        Contains Freeing the Prisoner, Healing the Broken and Taming the Giant

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 3

        Contains Bridging the Distance, Loving a Stranger and Finding the Jewel

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 4

        Contains Bonded by Accident, Releasing the Dragon, and Sharing a Mate

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 5

        Contains Instructing the Novice, Awakened by the Giant, and Hitting the Target

        KINDRED TALES VOLUME 6 (Coming Soon)

        Contains Handling the Hybrid, Trapped in Time, and Time to Heal

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN

        Contains Red and the Wolf, Gypsy Moon and Taming the Beast

        ONE HOT HALLOWEEN Vol.2

        Contains The Covenant, Secret Thirst, and Kristen’s Addiction + BONUS: Madeline’s Mates
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Sci-Fi OR Paranormal Action-Adventure Romance)

        ANYONE U WANT

        BEST KEPT SECRETS (Step-Brother romance)

        BLIND DATE WITH A VAMPIRE

        BLOOD KISS

        CEREMONY OF THREE

        DEAL WITH THE DEVIL (Also Available in Audio)

        DEFILED

        EYES LIKE A WOLF (Foster Brother romance)

        FOREVER BROKEN (M/M romance)

        GYPSY MOON

        HUNGER MOON RISING

        MADELINE’S MATES

        MARKED

        OUTCAST

        PLANET X (Also Available in Audio)

        PLEASURE PLANET

        PLEDGE SLAVE (M/M romance)

        PURITY (Also Available in Audio)

        RED AND THE WOLF

        SECRET THIRST

        SEX WITH STRANGERS

        SHADOW DREAMS

        SLAVE BOY (M/M romance)

        STRESS RELIEF

        SWEET DREAMS

        TAMING THE BEAST

        TANDEM UNIT

        THE BARGAIN

        THE COVENANT

        THE LAST BITE (M/M romance)

        THE LAST MAN ON EARTH

        THE LOST BOOKS (M/M romance)

        THE PLEASURE PALACE

        THE SACRIFICE (Also Available in Audio)
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        Stand Alone Titles

        (Contemporay Romance)

        A SPANKING FOR VALENTINE (BDSM)

        BOUND AND DETERMINED, anthology with Lena Matthews, includes The Punishment of Nicollett

        COUGAR CHRISTMAS (Older Woman / Younger Man)

        DANGEROUS CRAVINGS (BDSM)

        DIRTY GIRL

        FULL EXPOSURE (with Lena Matthews)

        KIDNAPPED FOR CHRISTMAS (BDSM)

        MASKS, contains The Man in the Leather Mask and Masks (BDSM)

        MORE THAN FRIENDS (BDSM)

        PICTURE PERFECT (Step-Brother romance)

        STR8TE BOYS (M/M romance)
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        Naughty Tales

        (Short Reads to Get You Hot and Bothered)

        CONFESSIONS OF A LINGERIE MODEL

        PUTTING ON A SHOW (Step-Brother romance)

        SIN EATER

        SPEEDING TICKET

        THE SWITCH (An erotic interlude with the characters of DANGEROUS CRAVINGS)

        SEASON’S SPANKINGS

        WHEN MR. BLACK COMES HOME

        WILLING SUBMISSION

        NAUGHTY TALES: THE COLLECTION— Volume One

        Contains Putting on a Show, Willing Submission, The Institute: Daddy Issues, The Institute: Mishka's Spanking, Confessions of a Lingerie Model, Sin Eater, Speeding Ticket, Stress Relief and When Mr. Black Comes Home.

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        YA Novels

        THE ACADEMY (Also Available in Audio)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Evangeline Anderson is the New York Times and USA Today bestselling author of the Brides of the Kindred, Alien Mate Index, Cougarville, and Born to Darkness series. She lives in Florida with a husband, a son, and the voices in her head. (Mostly characters who won't shut up.) She has been writing sci-fi and paranormal romance for years and she welcomes reader comments and suggestions at

        www.evangelineanderson.com.

      

      

      
        
        Or, to be the first to find out about new books, join her newsletter.

      

        

      
        For updates on Young Adult releases only sign up here instead:

        www.evangelineanderson.com/young-adult-newsletter

      

        

      
        She’s also got a mailing list for updates on audio books.
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