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        When time is worn and thin as air,

        When man looks forward, forgets to care,

        When worlds of old rise up once more,

        When ancient evil taints the core

        The cold ones sip at purest blood,

        And slither dark through filth and mud,

        The women turn to hear His voice,

        The one will come to make Her choice.

        Be she though untested, unwise,

        Her allies gather to help her rise.

        The one must learn to use her sight,

        Through terror and battle to restore the light.

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Music drifted through the ancient stone hallways of Schola Celata. It was the first thing I heard when I stepped from the dark dank subway tunnel into the school with Alex and Vance, and there was something strange about it. Something unsettling. My stomach tightened, my awareness spiked. Part of it might have been the darkness—though the tunnel was always dim, coming back to school at night was unusual. But Vance needed something he’d forgotten and we agreed to come with him to pick it up.

      The music was coming from a stringed instrument--a violin, maybe? And the melody it played was eerie and compelling, wrapping itself around us, winding between us.

      "What is that?" I asked, taking comfort in the way Alex held my hand tighter, the way Vance walked just a little closer.

      "Grace," Alex said, his voice dark.

      My mind was growing darker with each note, with each step forward. A sense of dread grew inside me, and my stomach turned. Moments before, outside the tunnels in the bright sunshine of Riverside Park, I'd been fine. Happy even. But at this moment I wondered if I'd ever be happy again.

      "I thought she was only supposed to do that when no one was around," Alex said, his voice a low growl.

      Alex was never a bright ray of sunshine, but he seemed darker than usual suddenly, the fingers of the music pulling us all forward.

      "Grace!" Vance shouted, shocking me. I felt a little like we were in church, like we needed to stay quiet, respect the melody. "Grace! Quit it!"

      The music stopped abruptly, and I felt my mood lighten immediately. "What in the..."

      We pushed through a doorway into a room I'd visited once or twice--the music room. Inside, Grace sat with Mrs. Keller, the music teacher she studied with.

      "Jeez," Vance said, walking in easily, striding across the floor as if he owned the space.

      I was less confident, still feeling ill at ease, even though the music had stopped. "That was you playing?" I asked Grace.

      Mrs. Keller rose as Grace put her bow and violin back inside a velvet-lined case. "That was very good, Grace. Progress."

      Grace nodded, her dark face serious as she watched Mrs. Keller leave the room.

      When the door shut behind the teacher, Grace's face relaxed, her eyes widening slightly as she smiled at me. "You rescued me."

      "That was good, Grace," Alex said, squeezing my hand and then letting it go, moving to examine the sheet of music on Grace's music stand.

      "I didn't know you guys were coming back,” Grace said. "Sorry."

      I looked between the boys who still held so many secrets I felt I might never be on the inside of, wondering what they knew that I didn't today. It was always something. "Why does that matter? Why are you apologizing?"

      Grace picked up her violin case and walked toward me, her smile easy and wide now. "I'll explain that," she said. "But can we do it over food? I'm starving."

      "Totally," Vance said. "But we came in because I need to grab my algebra book. Left it yesterday and I've got a test."

      "You're actually going to study?" I asked, laughing. Grades were not Vance's focus most of the time.

      "Wanna help me?" He asked, giving me a smile that was all suggestion.

      "I doubt my freshman math skills would be much help," I told him, feeling the blush creep up my cheeks even though I should have been used to Vance's flirting by now.

      "Any math skills would help," Alex said, his voice dark. Despite his usually menacing attitude, Alex loved Vance and you could see it in the way his eyes glittered when he looked at him as he delivered this line. They weren't brothers, not really, but they might as well have been.

      Vance left the room then, heading for the student lounge where he'd left his book, and soon we were all back outside in the park, leaving the hidden halls of Schola Celata behind and becoming--as far as any passing New Yorker was concerned--just a regular group of teenagers heading to grab a slice of pizza on the Upper West Side.
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        * * *

      

      "So the music," I began, watching Grace fold a wide piece of pizza in half so perfectly it might have been a geometry assignment. Maybe Grace should help Vance study. "You're amazing. But what you played today. It was so sad." I couldn't quite find the words to explain that whatever she'd been playing hadn't just been sad. It had made me feel like the soul was being sucked right out of my body. Like I might never smile again. Like there was no hope for anything at all.

      "It's a sad piece," Grace agreed.

      "But," Alex interjected, raising an eyebrow at Grace as if to tell her to continue.

      "But, that's not why you felt sad." She put her pizza down for a second and straightened up, narrowing her eyes at me. "Wait. You did feel sad, right? Maybe hopeless, even?"

      I glanced around. Was that the normal reaction of people who heard Grace play? "Like my life might as well be ending."

      She grinned triumphantly.

      "Congratulations on making me want to die." What the heck was this about? And why did anything having to do with Celata surprise me at this point?

      She laughed and took a bite of pizza.

      Vance bumped my shoulder with his own bigger one and smiled his bright sunshine smile at me. "You already know Grace can plant suggestions and ideas in peoples' minds."

      I nodded. Thanks to Grace, my mother and brother had cleared out a few weeks ago so that my father could host a demonic dinner party of sorts in our house.

      Life had been pretty weird since we moved to New York City.

      "Yeah," I said, drawing out the word to indicate that I needed a bit more to go on.

      "She can do the same thing with music," he said. "Only it's more potent. It's like the music sets the mood, opens the mind to suggestion, and then Grace can direct thoughts from there."

      "So you were playing something to make people want to kill themselves? Charming skill," I said, only half joking.

      "I was practicing," Grace said, unapologetic. "I usually only practice happy pieces when people are around."

      "Good to know," I said, relieved when the conversation shifted gears, turning back to the upcoming homecoming dance at Tate, our aboveground high school. Now and then, I liked to pretend we were just a regular group of kids, not a bunch of supernatural freaks with a set of powers we were told would be the key to saving civilization from an evil greater than we'd ever known.
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        * * *

      

      Tate High School was a special kind of hell at the rare moments when Alex and Vance were not around. Though I'd managed somehow to make a pretty tight group of friends, most of them were older, and Grace and I had just one class together. I had another class with Ann, the tall blonde shifter who also spent some of her time at Celata, but aside from those moments of peace, I was on my own.

      And by on my own, I meant I was evidently wearing a target on my back, no matter what I actually put on my body in the morning. The mean girls didn't actually care what I wore. It was more about me as a person. From the moment I'd set foot inside the historic private high school near my family's Upper West Side brownstone, they'd made my life at Tate less than pleasant.

      "Still having trouble with the smoky eye, huh?" This came in a sharp whisper from Helen, whose locker was right next to mine.

      I turned to look at her, only to find her standing with Carmella and Dora, the newest addition to the mean girls' club. The worst thing was that I couldn't seem to escape Dora, since she was also the newest student at Celata. And she was equally mean no matter where we were.

      "Maybe it's because her eyes are so squinty and small?" Carmella peered closer at me, examining my not-at-all squinty eyes. I had my mother's eyes, and they were big. And blue. They were my best feature, and I was not going to let these girls make me wonder about that.

      "Some people just don't have an aptitude for things that require focus," Dora said, lifting an eyebrow at me.

      "Was there something you actually wanted?" I asked them, pushing myself not to crumble, not to become angry at the sheer unfairness of their attention. What had I done to deserve this? I couldn't think of a single thing.

      "From you?" Dora laughed. "Hardly."

      The girls formed a tight little knot and moved away from me, whispering and laughing. Helen threw a glance over her shoulder at me that I wished I hadn't seen. It told me I was hated. And promised more attention.

      I let out a breath I didn't realize I'd been holding. It was nothing specific they said. It never was. But they managed always to make me feel small. Insignificant.

      I shoved my books inside my locker and went out to the courtyard for lunch. Once I was settled at the now-familiar table with Vance, Alex, Grace, and Ann, I let my shoulders slump.

      "What's up?" Alex asked, ducking his chin to meet my eye. He scooted closer, dropping a hand to my thigh.

      A thrill of excitement whipped through me at the touch, but there was comfort there too. I knew part of the reason those girls targeted me was because of the easy acceptance I'd been given by Alex and Vance--boys that didn't seem to have time for other girls, but who always made room for me.

      "It's nothing," I said, feeling better already. "Just stupid school stuff."

      "I hate stupid school stuff," Vance agreed, grinning. "Like tests."

      "Oh yeah," Grace said, poking a French fry at Vance. "Your test. How did it go?"

      "No one wants to hear about that," Vance said, shaking his head. "Can't we talk about interesting things? Like burritos, maybe? Or how Gwyneth Paltrow is hot but also like really crazy and kind of old? But still hot?"

      Grace threw the fry she'd been holding.

      "If we talk about that, I'm leaving," Ann said.

      "What about the dance?" I suggested. I'd been wondering for a while if there was a chance Alex might actually ask me. Or maybe Vance, or even Colton, another friend who spent more time at Celata than Tate lately.

      The boys exchanged a look I didn't understand.

      "No one goes," Grace said.

      "But maybe we should," Ann said.

      Grace made a face at Ann. "I'm not allowed to date," she said. "Until I'm at least forty. Not like anyone's asking."

      "I'm asking," Ann said, squaring her shoulders. "Go with me."

      "Like... as friends?" Grace wrinkled her nose.

      "People do that," Ann said. "Right guys? People do that."

      "Losers do that," a voice said from over my shoulder. I didn't even have to turn my head to look. It was Dora. I knew by the cloud that drifted into Alex's already dark eyes as he looked up at her from where he sat beside me at the round table.

      "What do you need, Dora?" Vance asked, a false cheer in his voice.

      She cocked out a hip, making her short uniform skirt swing to one side as she held one hand in front of her mouth, a finger tracing her bottom lip like she was thinking hard about something. She wrinkled her forehead, her dark brows coming together for a second, and then she laughed, a sound that actually sent a chill through me. "Well," she said, walking around the table behind us until she stood just behind Alex and could look right at me. "I thought I'd see if Alex had any plans for the dance." She dropped a hand to his shoulder, and something inside me twisted in protest.

      A few beats later than I would have liked, Alex shrugged off her hand. But he just stared down into his food. He didn't say anything, which made the churning in my gut worse.

      “He has a plan,” Grace said. “His plan is to avoid girls who live to make other people miserable," she finished, her voice surprisingly venomous.

      Dora spit out a laugh, unfazed by Grace's words or her tone. I heard Helen and Carmella tittering at a nearby table. Alex sat still as a stone, his dark eyes focused on the pasta on his plate. "Whatever," Dora said lightly, taking a moment to examine her fingernails before finally turning on her heel to go back to the pit of vipers where she belonged. "Think about it, Alex," she called back, her voice a lilting song that made me feel even more nauseated.

      "Dude," Vance said, socking Alex in the shoulder. "What the hell? You just sat there. Now she thinks she has a chance with you."

      Alex finally looked up, but he didn't say anything, just met my eyes with a searching gaze before standing abruptly. "I need to go study for physics." Alex left us, each of us watching his back as he moved away, carrying his tray.

      "What was that?" Ann asked, her long blond hair falling over one shoulder as she swiveled her head back to our table.

      "That was weird," Vance told her. He narrowed his eyes, looking over at the table where Dora sat huddled with the other mean girls, sharing evil secrets or doing whatever it was they did.

      Grace cleared her throat and looked at Ann, straightening. "I'll go with you. To the dance. I mean, unless there's a boy you'd rather ask."

      "I asked you," Ann pointed out, and she smiled at Grace with such clear admiration, I wondered if I was missing something there. Ann had never said anything to me, certainly, but I wondered if her admiration for Grace was more than just friendship. There was so much about my new friends I still didn't know.

      "Alex will take you," Vance said, leaning into my shoulder again. "If you want to go to the dance."

      I blew out an uncomfortable laugh. "I don't think it's up to you," I told him.

      "We'll both take you," Vance said, grinning.

      I stared at him, looking for the joke, but he seemed to be serious. With any other guys, I'd question it. But Vance and Alex were two halves of a whole in some ways, and our relationship had never been clear. I found myself drawn to both of them, in different ways and for different reasons, but each was equally compelling, and neither seemed complete on his own. Stranger still, they seemed completely comfortable with this situation, and neither of them appeared to be looking to change it.

      Though now I wondered if Alex might be tiring of me.

      Why hadn't he turned Dora down? He'd let her believe there was a chance, and that possibility made me feel sick and confused.

      "Okay," I told Vance. "I'd like that."
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      Alex and Vance still lived across the street from my house, boarding with Mr. Richter. Only now that Mr. Richter was just a regular guy, I was allowed inside the house to see the rooms they rented, and had even had dinner with Mr. Richter once, who looked like a completely different person now that he'd recovered his life from the demon that possessed him.

      The boys had fallen into the routine of picking me up for school almost as soon as my family had moved in, and they waited for me now at the bottom of the steps. I watched them for a moment from the window in my room as they talked to one another with serious looks on their faces, their heads bent close. They were such a contrast--Vance's jaw-length blond hair and bright green eyes, and Alex's olive complexion and close-cropped dark hair. Light and dark, day and night. It was part of their connection, part of their power. I didn't know how they'd been linked in the first place--they weren't actually related, I didn't think.

      "You going to stare at your boyfriends all day or actually go to school, Carls?" Ethan leaned in my doorway, and I cursed little brothers in my mind.

      "I'm going." I didn't bother denying the multiple boyfriend thing. I had no idea how to tell Ethan he was wrong, and what would be the point? "You should talk, by the way,” I added. “How many girls have been over to 'study' this week? Three? Twelve?"

      "I can't help it if I'm popular," Ethan said, smirking at me as I pulled my bag to my shoulder and pushed past him to grab something to eat in the kitchen. "Seems to run in the family anyway."

      "Hardly." I thought of Dora and Helen, of how they seemed to live to make me miserable. "Everyone automatically likes you. That's not how it works for me."

      "Not everyone likes me," Ethan said. "You, for instance." He winked as he reached past me to pick up a green apple, and I socked him in the side lightly.

      "I like you. You just drive me insane," I told him.

      "That's his job," my mother said from where she sat at the table in the kitchen. "And I'm going to be late to my job if you don't both get going to school." She stood and moved to put her coffee cup in the sink, pausing to wrap an arm around each of us and pull us close to her. "I love you guys," she said.

      I let myself melt for a just a second into the warmth of my mom's embrace. I was lucky. I had a solid family, even if my brother did drive me nuts and my father was keeping more secrets than a magician. At moments like this I wondered how much Mom actually knew about Dad, and about me. But he'd made it clear it wasn't my place to ask. So instead, I just let myself be hugged and then told them both goodbye. Ethan and I went out the front door together, and after fist bumping both Vance and Alex at the bottom of our steps, he headed off in the opposite direction.

      "He figure it out yet?" Vance asked me as Alex slid my bag from my shoulder so he could carry it.

      "Figure what out?" I asked.

      Alex's voice was low, warning. "Dude. Enough."

      I whipped my head to look up into his stern face. "What?" I looked back at Vance, wearing the same smile as ever. "Are you guys keeping secrets from me again?" I stopped walking. "I'm not doing this today. If you know something, you tell me. I can't stand any more secrets or things I need to figure out in my own time. Just spit it out. Especially if it has to do with my little brother."

      "He's a magnetic," Vance said, tugging my arm to get me walking again. "Like me."

      "People are drawn to him," Alex said.

      "He's always been like that. It's not a power, it's just annoying." I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see Ethan meeting up with three kids on the end of the block as they turned the corner.

      "It's a power. He just hasn't figured out what to do with it yet. For now he just uses it to get girls." Vance shrugged. "When he meets his counter, he'll know."

      "His counter?" I looked between Vance and Alex, understanding dawning. "Like, his ... Alex?"

      Alex shot me a smile. "There's only one Alex," he said, his voice nearly a purr. "But yes. He'll eventually attract his second half, and they'll either kill each other or learn to work together. They'll need Celata."

      I shook my head. "What?"

      "Don't freak," Vance said. "Alex and I knew right away. Magnetics usually do."

      "So you're both ... magnetic? That's this whole light and dark thing?"

      "Basically," Alex said. "We work better together."

      "When did you guys meet?" I'd never heard how Alex and Vance had become so close, so attached.

      "My parents sent me here to live with my aunt," Vance said. "And I ran into Alex down in the Village, being an ass to a group of tourists."

      I shot a look at Alex, but he just shrugged.

      "It was a few years ago. He was living on the street, and he made money by hustling people who didn't know better."

      "What do you mean?" I looked between them, which was hard because they were both taller than me. Alex took my hand, squeezed it gently.

      "I needed to eat, and people are stupid," he said, as if that was an explanation.

      "So what, you stole from tourists?"

      "I think it's called mugging," Vance said, a note of irritation in his voice.

      "It's not like I was threatening them," Alex said. "I didn't have a weapon." He didn't sound apologetic, which surprised me, but there was a darkness inside Alex that I had always known was there. It popped out sometimes.

      "They didn't know that," Vance pointed out. "Anyway, Carly, I saved him from all that. After he was done trying to beat the shit out of me."

      I stopped walking. "So let me get clear on this. You found him mugging tourists, you tried to stop him, he beat you up, and the rest is history?"

      Vance laughed lightly and threw his arm over my shoulders. "Something like that."

      "I was searching," Alex said, taking my hand again. "I knew it. And when I met Vance, I felt the connection. I didn't understand it, but he'd been at Celata a while, and he could identify it. I just knew I needed to either kill him or keep him by my side."

      "I'm really glad you didn't kill him," I said, leaning my head into Vance's warm security for a moment. "Wait though, are you saying Ethan will have to confront someone dark? Someone dangerous? And that person might kill him?"

      "Maybe not," Vance said. "Maybe your dad won't recruit him."

      I thought about that. Dad hadn't said anything about Ethan to me, but I resolved to speak to him later today. He'd be at Schola Celata, and I had intensive history this afternoon. I'd talk to him after school.

      We climbed the steps at Tate, and the boys each gave me a hug as we went our separate ways. I shoved things in my locker and grabbed my math book, turning to rush to class, and noticed Dora across the hallway, watching me.

      That girl gave me the willies, and I hated that she knew my secrets. How was it possible that she belonged at Schola Celata? So far I had no idea what her special gift might be, but I knew she definitely had the power of bitchcraft.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, Grace and Colton went with me to Schola Celata, walking across the west side and into Riverside Park at my sides after fifth period.

      "At what point will I be trusted to take myself to school?" I asked Colton, who always took me to school if Vance and Alex were otherwise occupied. Like them, there was something about Colton, something I could feel inside myself. A link? A bond, maybe?

      For a girl who'd never had a boyfriend, it was strange to know there were three boys around me now who would certainly do almost anything for me. My relationship with Colton was different than with the other boys, but I could feel his interest and his loyalty tucked close, like having an emergency hundred dollar bill in the side of my wallet. He touched me sometimes--a gentle hand on my back, a reassuring palm on my shoulder--but Colton had never kissed me, never held my hand.

      "After a year you'll have a key."

      Grace held up a small black stone that looked absolutely nothing like a key. "Like this."

      "That appears to be a rock," I said.

      "You of all people should know by now that things are rarely what they appear to be." Colton grinned at me and raised an eyebrow at Grace, who let out a sigh that sounded like irritation. I glanced at her.

      "Everything okay?"

      "Fine," she said. "Just getting some pressure from people about things." She emphasized the words pressure and people, and I had the sense she meant Colton.

      "Oh." Again, I was on the outside of some secret. I was beginning to be annoyed by this. How long would I be the new girl? "So do I have to like, earn my key?"

      "It's just a formality. A year of instruction. Once you're loyal and you've mastered some part of your gift, you'll have a key." Colton said this like it was something I shouldn't worry about, so I decided I wouldn't. But I might ask my dad about that, too.

      Inside the Celata main entrance, we parted ways. I said goodbye to Colton, and then turned to say goodbye to Grace, but she was already disappearing down an alternate hallway toward music. I did a double take, my words faltering as I called out my goodbye to her. For a split second, Grace didn't look like herself as she moved away from me. When I turned to call goodbye, my eyes had played some kind of trick on me, and Grace hadn't been the small, compact and graceful girl I knew, the one with long shiny black hair hanging down her back. Instead, I'd seen a flash of someone else--a girl with some kind of deformity or injury, a figure with one side of her body twisted and scarred, her hair missing on one side, and a pronounced limp that forced her to drag one foot. But as soon as I'd caught my "goodbye" in my throat and had time to blink, Grace was there, turning back to me with a wave and an uncertain smile.

      Weird.

      For a couple weeks after our visit to the past, I hadn't seen Mr. Armstrong. Those of us in the history intensive had been told to use our time to read independently, and we'd been warned that when Armstrong returned, he'd be in a less-than-cheerful mood, and that he would expect reports. With very little direction, I'd managed to select a period to study and had begun putting my findings and theories into a kind of report, a document I was assembling on my laptop. But I was used to a little more guidance.

      That was why I was relieved to find Armstrong sitting in a chair near the fireplace when I stepped into the history room. He was a small man, ferocious-looking, though. He had a fiery red beard and the bright green eyes that hid beneath bushy eyebrows were menacing today.

      Jeffrey sat at one end of the couch, typing on his laptop, his gloves at his side.

      They both looked up at me as I entered, neither saying a word. Annabelle greeted me from the corner, where I hadn't noticed her working.

      A few other students wandered in over the next few minutes. Celata's classes were far less organized than at Tate. It seemed there were always new students, or those I'd seen in the halls but who had never been in my classes before. They came and went, and I'd been made to understand that instruction here was far more fluid than at a traditional school, the instruction based around work the students were doing both inside and outside Schola Celata. Though we were students, we were also something else.

      The singular force of beings standing between the human world and the one that pulses just beneath it. The murkier shadow world where demons and monsters lurk.

      Mr. Clifton's words were never far from the surface of my thoughts. Though coming to Celata had made me feel special in some ways, and had made some things in my life easier, it had also forced me to realize that the things I'd been afraid of as a kid--those things were real. And people like me, like the other students and graduates of Schola Celata, were the force that kept those monsters at bay.

      It was a lot of responsibility for a girl who'd been your run-of-the-mill Los Angeles teen less than a year ago.

      But my new abilities were welcome in some ways. It was like having a song running through your mind and finally being able to identify the tune--I'd known, somewhere deep, that there was something different about me. Something unusual. And when Samuel had spoken to me in my room, had awoken me to the knowledge I could affect and sense energy--it had been like waking up. My old life felt like the dream now.

      "History," Armstrong boomed, causing me to jump, and shaking all the students in the room from whatever self-directed learning they'd been doing. "History is why we're here. And it's where we're going if we aren't careful."

      There was a snort from somewhere in the room, though I couldn't tell which student it had come from. I wasn't eager to hear an overwrought lecture from the easily excitable Armstrong either, but it was preferable to what was probably happening back at Tate right about now. And it got interesting rather quickly.

      "Let's discuss the ways history and mythology interplay, shall we?" Armstrong rose, which meant he was only incrementally taller than when he'd been sitting--the man was maybe four foot two, on a good day. "Someone tell me about snakes in legends and myths." Armstrong looked around the room.

      "Snakes are often linked with sea monster legends," Annabelle said thoughtfully. Armstrong nodded. "In Greek mythology, Perseus rescued Andromeda by slaying a sea serpent that was about to eat her. And in Norse mythology, Thor defeated the Midgard serpent coiled around the Earth. And anyone who's read Harry Potter knows the legend of the basilisk, which was said to have the power to kill victims just by looking at them--that one is medieval in origin, I think."

      "Good, Annabelle, yes." Armstrong raised one furry red eyebrow as he looked around the room. "Is she forgetting anything?"

      "Adam and Eve?" I asked. I rarely spoke up, but it seemed the serpent in the Garden of Eden was a perfect example of snake legends.

      "The downfall of humanity itself," Armstrong said, smiling at me encouragingly.

      "And the Naga," came a voice I recognized. Alecia stood in the far corner of the room, looking angry as ever. "The ancient Indian snake people who are said to inhabit underground cities and rule the human world from their lair below the surface."

      "The Naga," Armstrong repeated appreciatively. "One of my favorite legends. Did you know there are legends of serpents in almost every ancient culture, from Native American to Southeast Asia, the Norse to the Greeks?" He looked around the room, waiting for someone else to volunteer something. When no one did, he went on. "Snakes are both revered and feared by humanity, and the variance in the serpent legends reflects that. Snakes are thought to represent rebirth and even immortality in some cultures--the way they shed their skins and reemerge, bigger, stronger, leads to that ideology. In addition to being attributed with powers of regeneration and rebirth, most serpent legends also attribute snakes with vast intelligence and superiority over the human race. In these myths and legends, we survive at the whim of the snake people who govern us. What do you think about that?"

      "Interesting," Jeffrey said, making notes in his journal.

      "The Naga legend is of particular interest because of its global influence," Armstrong said. "The Naga, which are sometimes described as benevolent and sometimes more like evil masterminds running the world, inhabited vast networks of underground tunnels. Evidence of tunnels attributed to the Naga snake-people has been uncovered all across the Asian continent, through India, and across the entirety of the Americas. Even here, in Manhattan."

      "But here they could just use the subway tunnels," Annabelle said.

      "And perhaps they would, if the legends were true, right?" Armstrong said, nodding in her direction. "But there are deeper tunnels, other clues. And lately, evidence is accumulating that suggests there is a possibility that this legend has some merit."

      "That snake people are potentially ruling humankind from tunnels below the city?" Alecia strode farther into the room, took a seat across from me. "What do you mean, evidence?"

      This was where things at Celata always got a little weird. Like I said before, the things we heard about as kids--vampires, shifters, ghosts--they'd been proven to be real since I'd been studying here. And most legends had some basis in reality. It was a hard truth to accept, but in some ways those of us at Schola Celata were here to keep the rest of humanity from having to deal with realities they didn't want to face.

      Armstrong crossed the room, pulled a stack of newspapers from a drawer in a huge armoire and passed them around the room. I opened the one he handed me and scanned the front page. Down toward the bottom there was a small article about a missing woman who had turned up later dead with peculiar wounds on her arms.

      "Vampires?" Jeffrey said, putting his own paper down. "Are all these articles about evidence of vampires?"

      "Bite wounds in every case," Armstrong said, steepling his hand before his lips as he looked at Jeffrey. "But not on an artery. On the arms. In a few cases, on the ankles, as if the women were struck or bitten as they ran or walked away."

      "And always women," Alecia said.

      "Indeed. And these are the ones they've found. Did you know that the number of missing girls in New York City has spiked by ten percent in the last year? And police reports in other major metropolitan areas are showing a similar trend."

      I stared at Armstrong. What the hell was he saying? Snakes and missing women. I didn't know how any of it related to us, but his discussion of the Naga legends gave me some idea where this might be going and I didn't like it. "Why are we talking about this?" I asked, my voice smaller than I wanted it to be.

      "I want you all to study whatever you can get your hands on about both the serpent legends and historical spikes in missing girls. See if you can find any other periods of history with similar clusters of reports of women turning up bitten. Right now we're just looking for some correlation--and you're not the only ones working this, I assure you. But NYPD has asked for assistance, and I've always been of a mind that the best place to begin solving a current issue is by searching the past for clues."

      Armstrong gathered a few things and then left the room, and for a few minutes, we sat there quietly, each of us jotting notes.

      "Shit," Alecia said, laughing slightly as she stood. She glanced at me and sighed. "How are you doing, Carly?"

      I was shocked that Alecia was addressing me directly. Usually she skulked around the school, running errands for Mr. Clifton and helping keep the tunnels clear of demons and other vermin. Her gifts were far more frightening and violent than mine, as I'd learned when she'd dispatched the Witiku demon in my front room.

      "Uh, good?"

      She chuckled, her eyes flaring with what I guessed was amusement. "Things are about to get interesting around here."

      I was about to ask what exactly she meant, but she gathered her things into a bag and turned on her heel, disappearing out the door before I had a chance to say anything else.

      I needed to go have a talk with my dad.
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      Dad was behind his desk when I knocked lightly on his open door, but when I stepped into his office, I was dismayed to see that he was not alone.

      Dora sat across from him, in a chair I hadn't been able to see from his open doorway.

      "Come on in, Carly. Have you met Dora, our newest student? You girls go to Tate together too, don't you?"

      Dora turned and shot me a maniacal smile before her voice came out sticky sweet. "Yes, sir. Carly and I both go to Tate. We've met a few times."

      I didn't like her tone or the weird smile on her face, and there was something instinctive flaring inside me. I didn't like her talking to my dad.

      "I was just helping Dora get acclimated a bit. Since you're both fairly new here, I'd like you to look out for each other a little bit, maybe stick together?" Dad looked so hopeful, all I could do was nod. How could I tell him how awful Dora was to me at school or how just being near her made my insides recoil for whatever reason? I was supposed to be good at sensing energy, and the only energy I felt around her was bad.

      "That would be so nice," Dora gushed, that devious smile still aimed my way. "It'd be great to have a girlfriend to share secrets with." She actually giggled, and I couldn't help glancing at her again. She met my eyes and something inside me vibrated to life, buzzing in my mind like an alarm I couldn't snooze.

      She definitely had some kind of secret. I doubted she had any plans to share it with me, though. "Um, sure," I said, wishing she'd go ahead and leave so I could talk to my father alone.

      "Great, thanks girls," Dad said, looking at something on his computer screen with wrinkled brows. "Oh," he said, and then glanced at us, seeming to remember we were still there. "I'm going to have to deal with this right now. Will you excuse me?"

      "Of course," Dora said, standing. "We can walk home together, Carly."

      I turned to look at her, distrust and that strange worry mingling inside me. "Just a sec," I said. "Dad, can I talk to you a minute?"

      Dad was already furiously typing something into his computer, but at the pleading note in my voice, he paused. "Sure. Of course. Maybe Dora can wait outside for you?"

      "Will do," she said jovially, and she stepped into the hallway.

      I rose and closed the door, and then stepped around Dad's desk to lean into it, next to him. He looked up at me in surprise. "What's going on, Carly?"

      "That girl," I whispered. "I don't like her. There's something wrong there."

      Dad sighed and shook his head. "Students at Celata are all different. You should know that by now. Dora is a lot like you, honey. A little older, maybe, but she's new here, just discovering her gifts..."

      "Which are what, exactly?" I asked.

      "You know we don't share that kind of information." This was one of the most annoying things about Schola Celata. We were all supposed to treat each other as if we were just students at any school, taking everyone at face value. The teachers made a show of not revealing what each student was capable of, insisting that unless our lessons were focused on channeling specific gifts, our abilities shouldn't impact our learning. They also cited some kind of privacy issues. Most students learned about the gifts of the others through frank questioning, which we were all used to, or through gossip, which was more common though less accurate.

      "Dad, there's something going on with her, I can feel it."

      Dad rubbed a hand down his face and sat back, looking at me with soft eyes. "Carly, honey. I know this is hard. This is all new to you, and I'm sure it's unsettling, maybe a little scary. Your gift is still developing, and I know you sense things you don't understand sometimes. I think you're probably picking up on her discomfort at being in a new school, being a stranger."

      "She doesn't seem uncomfortable at all. At Tate, she's managed to fit right in with the queen's court with no problem at all." I rolled my eyes, thinking of the table full of mean girls. They insisted on being referred to as "the Royals."

      "The 'queen's court?'" Dad asked, frowning.

      "There's a pecking order at Tate. I'm on the bottom. Dora's already on top."

      "Maybe because she's a junior and you're a freshman?"

      I shook my head. "It was like she just walked in and they recognized her as one of their own. Evil."

      "Okay, Carly, that's probably enough." He sat up and turned back to his keyboard. "If you're learning anything here, I hope it's that every student is different, and each of us has struggles no one else knows about." It was the first time Dad had ever referred to himself as a student.

      "Dad, did you go to school here?"

      He looked at me sideways. Since learning my dad was the director of Schola Celata, I'd learned very little else about how that happened, or what his previous involvement with the school might have been. "I did."

      "But I thought you grew up in Portland." I shook my head, trying to make the pieces in my brain fit together in some way that made sense.

      "There are Celatas all around the world, Carly. There's one in Portland too."

      "But Mom thinks you were homeschooled by your hippie parents!" All the stories about my grandparents were starting to fuzz, and my fond memories of their land in Oregon and our family trips to visit them were starting to seem like lies somehow.

      "Carly, I don't have time to talk about this right now. We will, I promise." He stood up and pulled me into a hug, his calm energy flowing through me, making me feel less worried and confused. He released me. "Do me a favor. Get to know Dora. Give her a chance, okay?"

      I sighed. "Fine." Then I remembered I had other things I wanted to talk to him about. “Hey Dad?”

      He blew out a breath and looked up at me, his I’m-being-patient look in place. “Yes?”

      “Are you going to recruit Ethan? Vance and Alex think he’s like them. A.. magnetic.” I hesitated on the word, which was still new to me.

      Dad’s eyes slid shut and he sighed again. “I don’t know.”

      “Are you worried about him meeting his counter? Someone dark and dangerous or whatever?”

      “I’m worried about a lot of things, Carly. Including you.”

      “And the girls turning up bitten? Armstrong told us.”

      Dad frowned. “I asked him to get some people working on that. We’ve been asked for help.”

      “He told us. By the police.” It was so strange to me that the police knew about Schola Celata, that they would come here for help.

      “Yes. There are alums on the force, you know. We communicate regularly.”

      “So what do you think is happening? Does this have something to do with the prophesy?” I was leaning over his desk now, my weight on my hands as it finally seemed like we were having a real conversation, like he might actually tell me something.

      Dad turned his attention back to his computer. “I’ll see you at dinner."

      I’d been dismissed. “Okay. Bye.”

      I left Dad's office to find Dora leaning against the wall across the hall, staring down at her fingernails as if she could wait forever. "Ready?" she asked in that cheery voice she'd used in Dad's office.

      "Sure," I said, wary of this girl who radiated an energy like nothing I'd felt before. Wrong. Something about her was wrong.

      We didn't talk as we proceeded down the long stone tunnel from Dad's office to the front doors of the school. In the dark abandoned train tunnel out front, I shivered with unease. I hated it in here. But Dora was smiling, seemingly relaxed as we walked through the near-darkness to the obscured door to the west side.

      "Oh, look out," she said, shoving my arm gently to guide me around a dead rat I'd nearly stepped on in the darkness.

      "Thanks," I said. How had she seen that when I'd barely noticed the lump until I was on top of it?

      Dora pulled open the door for me and a few minutes later we were walking through the fading sunlight in Riverside Park. The tension in my body relaxed a bit.

      "So school is hard for you, huh?" She looked at me, her short dark hair swinging around her pretty face.

      "Not especially," I said, unsure whether she meant Tate or Celata.

      "Socially, I mean," she clarified, her eyebrows rising.

      "No," I said, realizing I would probably deny anything she believed about me. "Not really."

      "Well, that's good," she said, smiling in a way that made my blood go cold. "It kind of seems like all you really have there is Alex. And Vance, of course. And that little deformed friend of yours, what's her name?"

      "Deformed friend?" I shook my head. This girl was off her rocker, and I didn't like her talking about my friends.

      "The Asian girl? With the violin?"

      Grace? Was she talking about Grace? A momentary vision popped through my mind, of the strange illusion that had come into my head earlier when I'd watched Grace walk away from me, when I'd thought I'd seen her limping, scarred.

      "Never mind," Dora said, just as I was about to speak. "That doesn't matter." We were approaching Broadway, and the noise of traffic made it harder to hear her, but there was little confusing the menace in her voice as she whispered. "Just know this, Carly." She stopped walking and her hand gripped my forearm like a vice. "What is yours will soon be mine, and we will all serve the master soon enough. One is a lonely number, little mouse. Better to be part of the many than to be the one, don't you think?"

      I stared at her, wondering if I'd misheard some part of what she said. No one had mentioned the prophesy to me since we'd dispelled the Witiku demon. Life, if it was possible given the number of supernatural elements contained in my own, was pretty normal. Until now.

      "I know everything," she went on. "And soon you'll lose everything."

      "What the hell are you talking about?" I managed. What was mine would soon be hers?

      "I think you know. And soon you'll have a choice to make. Join us or be destroyed." This last part came out like a hiss, and Dora's eyes flickered, shifting for a split second to long slit-like irises before she blinked, and the illusion cleared.

      "Us?" I asked. "Who? The royals?"

      "You'll know soon enough," she said, her voice light and false again. "See you at school!" She released me and turned, sauntering off up Broadway and leaving me standing on the sidewalk with cabs and bikes flying by as my mind whirred.

      Something was very wrong here. I needed to find out what it was.
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        * * *

      

      I walked the rest of the way home with a dark unsettled feeling twisting in my gut. I imagined just heading up my steps, into my room, and settling down to do my homework as usual. But I couldn't fathom concentrating with Dora's words ringing through my mind.

      What is yours will soon be mine.

      Dora wasn't just a mean girl--she was creepy as hell. Her weird dark eyes had gone all moony when she'd said Alex's name, and they'd been hard as steel when she mentioned Grace. I shivered as I drew near to my building, and it wasn't because of the way the air was chilling as fall drifted into wintertime in New York. It was Dora. I fiercely wished she would just crawl back into whatever hole she came from.

      As I moved nearer to home, my mind churned with evil ideas, ways I could get Dad to see there was something wrong here. Did kids get expelled from Schola Celata? I wondered if I could frame her, get her kicked out.

      But really, none of that was me. Not something I could do.

      I sighed and lifted my eyes as I paused at the bottom of the stairs to my house.

      "Hey," Vance called up. He was sitting next to Madame Codona in one of her metal patio chairs. She used the sunken area in front of her garden apartment door like a private patio, which I guess it kind of was. She was out there a lot in her shapeless old lady housedresses, smoking and watching. She sat there now, next to Vance, watching me.

      "Carly," she said, and as usual, her withered old voice drifted through me like smoke, giving me the chills. "Come down a minute," she said.

      Vance smiled up at me, and even though I wasn't sure I was in the mood for Codona's particular brand of crazy, I was always drawn to Vance. His easy smile and calm aura drew me in, and right now it was like a cool drink after a long desert hike.

      I rounded the iron railing and descended the steps to Madame Codona's door, where Vance pulled me into his arms and smiled down at me. Vance was tall and sturdily built, muscular and solid. And when his arms wrapped me like this, pulling me against the solid security of his hard chest, I felt my entire body vibrate with a kind of pleasure I'd never known before. Vance was safety, he was security, he was like coming home after a long uncertain journey. I leaned my head against his chest and let my eyes slip closed for a moment, my arms around his waist. I felt him press a kiss to the top of my head and after a minute, I leaned back to look up into his face.

      The smile was there, as always, but his bright green eyes were darker now, his lids slightly closed. As if I affected him too.

      "You okay?" He asked me, frowning down at whatever expression I was making. "You look upset."

      "Dora walked me home," I said, and Vance's head snapped up, scanning the street for Dora.

      "She turned off at Broadway."

      Vance's grip on me tightened and then relaxed as I stepped backward and greeted Madame Codona.

      "This girl troubles you?" she asked, tilting her head like a bird as she watched me.

      I sighed and slid into a chair, dropping my pack to the ground. "I don't know. Maybe I'm being too sensitive." I was used to giving people the benefit of the doubt, and had been taught not to spread gossip. "But, actually," I said, remembering each of Dora's venomous words. "Yeah, she does trouble me. And today she said a bunch of weird shit to me. Like what is mine will soon be hers, and how one is such a lonely number and wouldn't I rather be one of the many."

      Vance's brows pulled together and he gave Madame Codona a questioning look. "She said something about you being the one? Or she just said one was a lonely number?"

      I shrugged. "It felt like she meant that I was the one, but she didn't say that exactly, I don't think." Dora's words were starting to fuzz in my mind, as if they'd had some kind of expiration date, or been written in invisible ink in my memory. "It seemed like she knew more than she was saying. Mostly she just wanted to intimidate me, I guess."

      "There's something off about that girl," Vance said.

      I sat forward. "Yes. That's exactly it. The energy around her is crazy. Like ... bad."

      Madame Codona narrowed her hawklike eyes at me, but still said nothing.

      "I told my dad about that, about the energy thing. I'm supposed to be able to feel it right? Affect it?" Both heads nodded. "But he said I was probably mistaking her nerves over being the new girl for something else."

      "Is that what you think, Carly?" Madame Codona asked.

      "Definitely not. If Dora's nervous then I'm Miley Cyrus."

      "Weird comparison," Vance muttered.

      "Sorry, I don't know why that whole Wrecking Ball thing is randomly in my head." I didn't. Miley riding that ball had just flown into my mind unbidden.

      "Maybe you want to wreck Dora," he suggested.

      "I think 'wreck' is a euphemism of sorts in that song," I said, actually thinking about it. "I'm not interested in Dora that way."

      He chuckled and Madame Codona made a tsking noise, like she was tired of the Miley Cyrus conversation.

      "Come inside," she said, and stood up abruptly.

      I was not a particular fan of Madame Codona's apartment. Walking through her door felt like going into a time warp and being transported back to some gypsy caravan of the past. It was dark and close in her place, the smell of incense hanging thick in the air over tufted furniture draped with scarves, and piles of old newspapers in the corners of the room. I was pretty sure her apartment must have been several rooms, but there were no discernible doorways out of the main room I'd been in before.

      "Sit," Madame Codona commanded, and I took a seat in the center of the room in front of the low table where she read cards. She'd read for me once before and I didn't like it. Without her saying it, I knew that was her intention again today.

      My eyes adjusted as she laid out the cards before me after asking me to hold my hands above them and think about Dora. Vance sat at my side, his closeness radiating warmth and calm in my direction.

      I'd seen Madame Codona lay out the cards before, and it had given me a sense of foreboding then, just as it did now.

      Once the cross was laid, she stared at it for a long moment, her hand hovering over certain cards, then moving slowly to another.

      "The serpent appears," she said quietly. "Here," she indicated a card called The Wheel, where a snake slithered off to one side of a strange yellow wheel that appeared to float in the clouds, carried on the back of some kind of foxlike demon and surrounded by winged creatures on all sides. The snake looked out of place, menacing, as it floated in the heavens near the western side of the wheel. "And here," she said, pointing to another card, this one upside down and next to another card that drew Madame Codona's finger. The Magician and the Lovers both had snake images in them, with the serpent around the magician's waist in one card and coiled around a tree just behind the woman who represented Eve in the other.

      "This is the present situation," Madame Codona indicated the lovers and then looked up at me with a raised eyebrow. She indicated a card crossed by another, and she lifted the top card for me to better see my present. "The seven of cups. A wealth of choices. But there is illusion here. Not all is what it seems." She pointed to something I hadn't noticed at first. Another snake, slithering out of one of the seven cups. She replaced the crossing card and made her tsk-tsk sound again as the dark image of the ten of swords was revealed again.

      I sucked in an involuntary breath. I hated the picture on the card--a body on the ground with ten swords piercing it, sticking up into the air. Behind the swords, it was black, foreboding.

      "Destruction. Death. Danger on all sides. Deception." She looked up at me, and I must have looked like I was about to pass out, because she added. "But look here. A little golden sky behind. Possibilities for things to improve, yes?"

      But off to the side the serpent waited on the wheel and the tower leaned with lightning all around it.

      "Dangerous times," Madame Codona said. "And trickery. This card here?" She jabbed a finger into the magician. "All is not as it would seem. Someone is not as they would have you believe."

      "Dora," I said, my mind jumping easily to the girl I was coming to think of as the enemy.

      "Or someone closer." With that happy little thought, Madame Codona gathered up the cards.

      Vance had been silent during the entire reading, and as we went back outside, gathering our packs from the chairs where we'd left them, he looked down at me and grinned.

      "What?" I asked him, wondering how he could always manage a smile.

      "You're hosed," he said, and then he wrapped his big arm around me and pulled me into his side.

      "Thanks a lot." I glanced up at my house, but I didn't feel ready to go inside, not after Madame Codona's predictions about death and destruction. Oh yeah, and deception.

      "I'll buy you a coffee," Vance said, as if he could read my mind. He took my hand and we walked together to the Starbucks a few blocks away, each of us sipping an iced latte as we found a table in the corner of the shop.

      "Where's Alex?" I asked.

      Vance's open face darkened for a moment and he dropped my gaze, picking at an invisible spot on the table. "He's brooding. Locked himself in his room. He's been weird for days."

      I frowned at him, trying to read those clear eyes of his. "Does that bother you? You guys are always together. And what you said--about him being connected to you somehow ..."

      "Yeah. Something's wrong," Vance said. "But I can't figure out what it is."

      "Has this happened before?"

      He sighed and leaned back in his chair. "I've only been at Celata a couple years longer than you, Carly. I don't know how all this stuff works. I just know that Alex is my magnetic half, that something's off when he pushes me away."

      That made sense. "Are you doing okay? That has to be hard."

      "For now. I just don't want to end up like the legend of Baz Allegash, you know?"

      I shook my head. "Nope. Never heard of him."

      Wrinkles creased Vance's forehead. "It's like a fairy tale," he said. "I forget which ones are the normal ones and which ones I learned at Celata."

      It was my turn to frown.

      "All the fairy tales have roots in truth. They're like allegories for life, things that happened to real people that we should watch for."

      "So there's a chance a witch might lure me to her gingerbread house and try to eat me?"

      "Be careful in the park," Vance said, raising an eyebrow as he made the joke.

      "Funny. Who is Baz Allegash?" I asked.

      Vance looked around, as if not wanting to be overheard. "An emperor of some medieval kingdom. Maybe he was real, maybe not. Either way, he was a magnetic."

      "So who was his other half?"

      "A warrior called Hero."

      "Convenient name for a hero, I guess." I nodded, waiting for Vance to continue.

      "Right, so. Allegash wanted to rule, but Hero didn't agree with his methods. He wanted to protect the people from an invading force, but Allegash wanted to ally with the enemy--make a deal. The legend says he let the lure of power pull him too far to one side, and his magnetic half couldn't pull him back. Hero was the light, Allegash was the dark."

      "So what happened?"

      "They split. Hero was killed in the war that ensued, and Allegash went on to rule. But without his magnetic half, he didn't have any balance--and his darkness overwhelmed him and the kingdom. Eventually the entire kingdom was destroyed by massive earthquakes and tidal waves. A cataclysm brought on by imbalance so great it created a vacuum."

      "So everyone died. Uplifting, Vance."

      "Right, well, that's what I'm saying. It's a warning to magnetics. Stuff like whatever's going on with Alex ... I have to figure it out. He could be in trouble if I don't."

      I thought about that. I doubted that if Alex and Vance split there would be earthquakes and swarms of locusts descending on New York. But at the same time, it would shatter my own little world. "Let's go find him," I said, standing.

      Vance smiled at me, and before I had time to process what he was doing, he slid a hand around my jaw, pulling me close and looking down, his lips hovering near mine. Then he sighed softly and dropped his mouth to mine, kissing me gently at first, and then pulling me against him as his tongue teased the seam of my lips. I parted them, sensations rocketing through my body as his tongue touched mine. I opened my mouth to him, my own tongue seeking, searching, and my spine catching fire as my mind unspooled.

      I wanted ...

      Something ...

      And then it was over, and Vance stepped back, the smile never leaving his face as he put the back of one hand to the side of his mouth. "I've been wondering what that would be like," he said, almost laughing now.

      I was shaken, and needed a deep breath before I could pick up my backpack and head outside again.

      Kissing Vance was different than kissing Alex. When Alex's lips had touched mine, thunder had rumbled distant somewhere inside me as dark, compelling longing had sifted through me. Kissing Vance was like flying dangerously high, soaring until your insides turned upside down and you could barely breathe. One was grounding and intense, one was giddy and joyful. And I didn't know which I liked more.

      "Let's get you home," Vance said, taking my hand again.

      "Are you going to talk to Alex?" I asked, finally recovering my voice.

      "Definitely."
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      Vance walked me back to my doorstep, and just as I said goodbye to him, I glanced across the street to see his door opening. I watched, hoping to see Alex emerge. Confusion and desire were mixing inside me and I needed to see him, needed to see my two magnetic halves together. I wasn't a part of their connection, but they somehow grounded me too, and it didn't feel right for them to be apart.

      Instead of Alex, though, the door across the street opened to reveal Dora. She shot a grin at Vance and me, and then turned at the bottom of the steps and disappeared quickly down the street.

      "What the actual ..." Vance said.

      A dark jealousy twined around my heart like a serpent, as my mind screamed at me that something was very, very wrong.

      "I need to go," Vance said. He squeezed my hand and waited until I'd opened my front door. Then I watched him bolt across the street and into his building. I hoped whatever was happening with Alex, that Vance could fix it.

      The house smelled like warm roasted food and home when I made my way inside, and the familiarity of it lifted a bit of the trouble my mind had wrapped itself around.

      "There you are," Mom said, smiling as I came into the connected living room and kitchen area. "How was school?"

      That question didn't have an easy answer anymore, unfortunately. "Fine," I said, hoping Mom would leave it at that.

      "Hey," my mother said, lifting the spatula she was holding in the air as she looked at me over her shoulder. "Isn't there a homecoming dance next week? Do we need to find you a dress?"

      "Carly's going to a dance?" Ethan asked from the bottom of the stairs. He'd just come down, an event that sounded a lot like a herd of elephants bursting into a room. "Which one of your boyfriends got suckered into that?"

      I glared at him and Mom raised an eyebrow, looking a little confused.

      "No one has asked," I said honestly. "But I might go with friends."

      Just then, my phone pinged with a text, and I lifted it to check.

      Vance: I forgot to ask. Will you go to homecoming with me?

      Me: Yes!

      Vance: Awesome.

      I pushed away the dark lump of disappointment and worry over Alex. I hadn't really expected to have two dates to the dance, had I?

      "Actually, that was Vance. He just asked me," I said.

      "Oh, honey, that's wonderful," Mom said. "So dress shopping tomorrow?"

      I didn't want to go dress shopping with my mom. It felt like something I might have done back in California, but for some reason here it seemed babyish. But Mom looked so excited. "Sure."

      Dad came through the door then, and soon he was telling my mother excitedly about some antiquities that had been unearthed in India that would be coming to the NYU collection for study, while he sat at the bar and had a drink as she finished cooking.

      "That's amazing, David." Mom was always supportive of my dad, and it was becoming harder for me to watch. Did she know he was lying? Did she have any idea who he even was? I understood why so many of the students at Celata lived alone and avoided deep connections outside the tunnels of the school. Lying wasn't good for relationships.

      "Did you and Dora have a nice chat?" Dad asked me, once we'd settled at the dinner table.

      I couldn't help the scowl that pushed my lips together. "Not really. She's not a nice person, Dad." I wanted to say a lot more, but there wasn't much I could tell him with Ethan and my mom right there.

      "Like I said before. She's new. Give her a chance, maybe." He gave me a pointed look. His Director look.

      "I'll try," I said, picturing Dora coming out of Alex's front door and knowing I didn't have a single try left in me.

      I tried to relax, to focus on dinner. My mom wasn't a great cook, but she tried, and it was nice to sit down as a family now and then. Ethan shoveled food into his mouth, and I watched him, trying not to stare. Was my little brother really a magnetic, like Vance and Alex said? Would he be joining me at Celata soon? I wondered what my dad thought about it. I wasn't sure how magnetic a guy who could stuff half a chicken breast into his mouth in one bite could actually be, and a little worry sparked in my gut as I thought about the story the boys had told about magnetics finding their other half. I didn't want anyone to beat up my brother. He was obnoxious, but he was also a pretty good guy, and I wasn't sure he could hold his own in a fight.

      Dinner finished up quietly, and I went to my room to think for the rest of the night, and to finish my homework for Tate.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Alex and Vance waited for me as usual, and I let Alex slide my bag from my shoulder and kiss me on the cheek as Vance took my hand.

      "Colton's coming to the dance with us, if that's cool," he told me. My eyes slid to Alex. Did he care that I wasn't going with him? Was he going at all?

      "Okay," I said. "Alex, aren't you going?"

      Alex shot a dark look at me, and it nearly stopped me in my tracks. He'd never been anything but protective of me, gentle. His angry glares had previously been reserved for other people. "To the stupid homecoming dance at some subpar topside high school full of spoiled little rich kids?" The words were venomous, structured to stab and slice, and they hit their target dead on. I wrapped my free hand over my stomach in shock.

      "Dude," Vance said, his voice a low warning.

      "What?" Alex shot back. "Just because you're wrapped up in the details of pretending to be part of this ridiculous farce we're forced to play out doesn't mean I have to be. Can't you see how much more is going on?"

      "What are you even talking about?" Vance asked him.

      Alex stopped walking and handed me my backpack back. I looked up into his face, worried by the storms I saw raging in his eyes. "You know what? Forget it. I'm going to Celata. I'll see you later." He turned on his heel and walked away from us, his long strides full of strain and barely suppressed anger.

      "What's going on?" I asked Vance, worried and sick.

      "I don't know," he answered. "But something's definitely not right."
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        * * *

      

      When I got home that day, Mom was already home from work, waiting to take me to Bloomingdales to shop.

      "You ready?" She was practically bouncing on her toes. Her excitement made me realize we really hadn't spent much time together, just the two of us, since moving here. We'd both been wrapped up in the details of building new lives--work and the house for her, time travel and communing with ghosts for me.

      "This will be fun, Mom," I said, trying to sound cheery about it.

      We took the subway to 59th Street and walked to the East side, strolling and chatting. It was nice hearing about Mom's gallery, about some of the artists she'd been meeting. Mom's world was as unique and interesting as my father's in a different way. A bit less cloak and dagger, but still full of interesting personalities and cool events.

      Once we'd found the right section at Bloomies, Mom loaded up her arms with options and sent me into a dressing room, stationing herself just outside. I tried on what felt like thirty or forty options, all of them frilly and floral and not quite right. I emerged in one that was particularly awful, a bright peach color that didn't work at all with my complexion, and stepped out into the main shopping area to show Mom.

      "That's ..." she stood and put a finger to her lips, frowning.

      "Fairly awful," I confirmed. I looked over her shoulder as she fussed with the strap, and my eyes caught a dark head attached to a curvy figure as a girl looked at dresses just in front of where I stood. My stomach churned when the girl turned, and Dora was looking right at me.

      A second later, Carmella and Helen appeared at her side, and soon all three of them were moving toward where I stood in the most horrid dress I'd put on all day, my mother still fussing obliviously with the hem.

      "Isn't this adorable? Are you dress shopping with your mom?" Helen asked, her voice smooth and icy.

      Mom straightened and turned around. "Oh, hello girls. Do you go to Tate as well? Shopping for dresses?"

      Dora's eyes gleamed with amusement as Carmella put on her polite adult voice. "Yes ma'am, but we haven't found anything quite as ... adorable as Carly's peachy frilly dress there." Her eyes slid to mine and she winked at me. I felt my cheeks burning.

      "I don't think this is the one," I managed to say. "Just trying on a lot of options."

      "Who's taking you to the dance, Carly? Are you going with your girlfriends?" Helen asked, her perfect blond hair curling around her pretty face.

      "I'm going with Vance," I said. I didn't mention that I actually had two dates. Mom would be confused, and I didn't want to have the conversation in front of these girls.

      I was steeling myself for their next words when Alex appeared, stepping from between a couple racks a few feet away, holding a long slim black dress. "Dora, will this work?" he asked, and then his eyes caught me in my peachy horror. "Carly." My name was a whisper, and it made my heart hammer in my chest.

      "Hello Alex," Mom said. He'd been over enough times that Mom knew him well.

      "Mrs. Stone, how nice to see you," he said, his eyes flitting to mine and back to my mother's face.

      "Alex is taking me to the dance," Dora said, her voice like poisoned honey.

      "How nice," Mom said, but I got the sense that even she didn't think that was completely nice.

      "You look ..." Alex was looking at me, and I cringed at whatever words he might find to describe the awful dress.

      "This dress is horrible," I blurted, and turned to head back to the dressing room, leaving my mother to handle the mean girls and Alex. Inside the sanctity of the tiny stall, I brought a hand to my mouth to stifle a sob that wanted to climb from my throat. Embarrassment, shame, and jealousy were warring for centerstage in my mind, and I felt like I might be sick. I slumped onto the little stool in the corner and wrapped my arms around my stomach, trying to force myself to breathe, to calm down. Soon my mother came looking for me, and I told her I wasn't feeling well. I chose a simple purple sheath I'd tried on earlier, the shade deep and dark and not too flashy, and we went home.

      Later that night, Alex texted me.

      Alex: Can you talk?

      Me: Yeah.

      Alex: Meet me on the steps?

      Me: Okay.

      I slipped from my room and out the front door to find Alex already seated at the bottom of the steps, his shoulders slumped. He looked miserable as I sat down next to him.

      "Hi." I uttered my greeting and he turned his dark pain-filled eyes on me, something in them reaching for me, searching my face.

      "Hey," he said. "Thanks for coming out."

      I didn't answer. I was angry at him, worried about him, confused by the time he'd clearly been spending with Dora.

      "Listen, I wanted to apologize. About earlier."

      I sighed. I wanted an apology, but I didn't know exactly what for. "For taking Dora to the dance?" I tried.

      It was his turn to blow out a breath, and he swiveled himself so he faced me, his knees angling toward mine on the stone steps. "Yeah, I guess. For that, and for storming off earlier." He dropped my eyes, stared down at his hands in his lap. He looked so distraught and upset I wanted to pull him into me, but I wasn't sure I had that right anymore. Was he dating Dora? What did that mean for whatever we had? What did we have, anyway? "It's just like ... things are out of my control."

      "I don't get it."

      "Things I could usually handle are just happening, like I'm not doing anything, it's happening to me."

      I stared at him. "Things. Like asking Dora to the dance?"

      He squinted up at me. "Yeah, actually. I don't remember asking her. It just kind of happened. Like it just became that way, but I don't feel like I made the choice."

      "So she asked you?"

      "Carly, no. That's not what I'm saying. It's more like ... everything is out of my control right now, I'm just like ..." He shook his head, frustrated. "I can't even explain it. Like shopping. I was just there. I'd never hang out with those girls, but I did."

      "Alex. At some point someone said, 'hey Alex, we're going to Bloomingdales, want to go?' and you had to have said, 'sure.' See? That's how that works." Was he really this inept? Could he not even just manage an explanation?

      "But that's not what happened. I just went there. They stopped by the house, and Dora came in for a second, and then I was going with them."

      "Dora's controlling you," I suggested sarcastically.

      He dropped his head in his hands. "No. I mean, of course not."

      "Are you really taking her to the dance?" I asked. "You could just go with me and Vance and Colton."

      He met my eyes again, took my hand and held it. The warmth that flooded into my body was reassuring, but then he pulled his hand away again. "I'm taking Dora."

      "Why?" I asked.

      He shook his head, like he was trying to get something out of it, knock loose something that was stuck. "I can't explain."

      Disappointment swirled inside me. "I don't understand," I told him, getting to my feet. "But it's late and I'm tired. When you figure things out, let me know."

      "Carly," his voice was a plea, and I turned back around, the pain in his eyes in the low light from the streetlamp gutting me. "I'm sorry."

      "Me too." I sighed and went back inside, where I laid on my bed and cried, confusion and pain finally pushing me into a black sleep.
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      After Alex's apology, which didn't feel like it explained much of anything but only served to confuse me more, I watched him drift farther into Dora's circle of influence.

      "Alex is his own person, he makes his own decisions," Vance said when I asked him about it.

      "But isn't there some pull you have on him? As his magnetic half?"

      We were walking through Riverside Park, going to meet Grace, Ann, and Colton before we all had to be at Celata for some kind of meeting that evening. Vance stopped walking and turned to face me, his eyes dull and glassy. "I would have said yes before, but there's something going on. Something I can't fix."

      I took his hand, wishing I could comfort him somehow, wishing I could rewind to the last time Alex, Vance, and I felt normal--whatever normal was for us.

      Vance's face grew hard then as he looked down at me, and his mouth formed a firm line just before he spoke. "Something's wrong," he said. "That's all I know. Something's wrong and I need to figure out what it is."

      "We will," I promised, having no real idea what could be wrong. My experience in the world Vance and Alex inhabited was so limited, I wasn't sure how I could help, but everything inside me wanted to.

      We walked a bit more in silence, finally coming to the grassy area flanked by stone benches where the others were waiting, enjoying the fading rays of the sun over the Hudson River.

      "Where's Alex?" Ann asked, glancing behind us as if he might pop up at any moment.

      "Not here," Vance said, his voice dark.

      Grace nodded, as if she understood something that hadn't even been said, and Vance and I sat down next to her.

      "You guys ready for Friday?" I asked Ann and Grace. They were going through with their plan to attend the dance together, and while Colton and Vance were taking me, it was really more like we were all going as a group. A group that was incomplete without Alex.

      "I did get a dress," Ann said. I knew that without her mom around, shopping might be harder for her. I'd invited her to come with Mom and me, but she'd declined.

      "What's it like?" Grace asked.

      Ann described a short black dress with a whimsical ballerina skirt, and while it didn't sound like anything I could pull off, Ann's long-legged athleticism and flawless skin assured me she could probably wear a paper bag and be the envy of most of the other girls.

      "I still don't get Alex going with little miss bitchy," Ann said, raising a questioning eyebrow at Vance, as if he could explain this to us all.

      "I don't think Alex does either," I told them.

      "What the hell does that mean?" Colton asked, from where he lay on his back on an adjacent bench, his eyes shut.

      “We had this weird conversation," I said, explaining the non-apology Alex had given me, describing the way he'd said he hadn't actually made the choice to take her.

      Grace frowned, leaning forward and resting her forearms on her legs. "Is that possible? That she's controlling him somehow? What is Dora's gift, do we know?"

      "The gift of assholery?" I suggested.

      "I don't think Celata really focuses on that, or all the mean girls from Tate would be attending." Ann shrugged.

      "True," I agreed.

      "Can we find out?" Grace asked, turning her head to give me a frank look.

      "You're asking me? I'm the new girl, remember?" I sat up straighter.

      "The director is your father," Vance pointed out. "Maybe you could get into his office and check the student files. Find out what you can?"

      I'd thought of this before, but didn't see how I could do it. I wasn't the most computer savvy person. "I might be able to get into his office, but he keeps that computer locked down. I'm not exactly a hacker."

      "You just need a little help," Grace said.

      I frowned at her. "My dad would kill me."

      Colton sat up then, and gave us an intense look. "Here's what we do," he began, and a few minutes later, we were deep into planning. We were going to learn everything we could about Dora, and maybe we could figure out what was going on with Alex in the process. The two things were definitely related.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, we were entering the school below Manhattan's west side, filing down the quiet stone corridors to the meeting hall, the largest room at Celata, which lay down a hallway I'd rarely had reason to explore. The entire student body had been summoned to an assembly, so we headed inside to find seats. As the others got settled, and more students were filtering in, Grace and I slipped out, leaving our bags with our friends, ready to put our plan into action.

      "Good luck," Ann whispered as I slid from my seat.

      "We need to get there before your father leaves," Grace said, and we hurried back through the lobby and turned down the corridor which held my father's office.

      We were almost to his door when he stepped out, surprised to nearly run right into us. "Girls," he said, and his face turned from surprise to suspicion. "You should be in assembly with the other students. I was just on my way." He checked his watch.

      "Maybe there was just one more thing you needed to do?" Grace asked him, a look of concentration on her face.

      He stared at her for a moment, a blank look gradually taking over the frown that had been there a moment before. "You know, you're right," he said amiably, and he went back into his office, leaving his door open. He typed something into his computer, and then looked up at us. "Girls. Assembly."

      "We're on our way," I assured him, and we stepped out, heading right instead of left and ducking into the classroom next to his office.

      A moment later we heard the hurried steps as my father rushed from his office and down the hallway to the assembly hall.

      "Think it could really be that easy?" I asked Grace.

      "Until he notices we aren't at assembly, sure," she said.

      We stepped out of the classroom and checked to see that the hallway was empty. Then we made our way back into my father's open office. The computer, thankfully, had been left unlocked, and his desktop glowed in front of me. Grace eased his door almost shut and then turned and gave me a look that suggested I hurry.

      "I'm not sure what I'm looking for here," I told her, scanning the icons and looking for something obvious.

      "They use some kind of database, probably," she said.

      I pulled up the program list, and found something that looked hopeful, and was rewarded as the front page loaded, bearing the words "Schola Celata Manhattan Student Registry."

      "Here we go," I told Grace. Dora's last name was Martinez, and I scanned to the M section, relief pouring through me when I found her easily. I pulled up her file and hit print, reassured when my father's printer purred to life in the corner, though the noise it made had me cringing. I hoped it wouldn't attract attention.

      Grace snatched the pages from the tray as it finished, and I shut down the database, leaving Dad's computer as he had while Grace shoved the pages into her pocket after folding them. "Let's go," she said.

      We were just easing Dad's door open, slipping back into the hallway, when the sound of footsteps came up fast behind us.

      "Shouldn't you girls be at assembly?" A sickly sweet voice asked.

      I turned.

      Dora. Looking at us like she knew absolutely everything without even asking. "What were you doing in the Director's office?" she asked.

      "My dad brought something for me from home. Something I forgot." The lie came out easily, and in some strange way it felt good to remind Dora that I was tied into this place, that I belonged here in a way she could not.

      Her face hardened for a moment, something flickering in her eyes before they darkened again to their usual unsettling black. "Hmm," she said, clearly not believing us.

      "Maybe we weren't in there at all," Grace suggested, and I knew she was tapping into her power. I wish I had the ability to make people believe things just by suggesting them innocently. I'd seen Grace do this on several occasions.

      Dora laughed. "Nice try, Grace." She grinned at us, those dark eyes glowing. "Shall we go to assembly? David will be expecting us," she said. She waited for us to turn and start walking, and she took a spot at our side, as if the three of us just happened to be late together.

      My mind spun. Grace's power had no effect on her at all. What did that mean? Grace must have been thinking about the same thing. She shot sideways glances at me as we walked. And since when did any student refer to my father, the director, as “David?” As we reached the now-closed assembly hall doors, Dora said, "I hope you remember what I told you, Carly. Everything. Bye Grace," she said, smiling sweetly.

      Grace responded in a more friendly tone than I would have expected. "Bye."

      I shot her a hard side eye and we went inside, drawing the attention of the entire room as we pulled open the doors and made our way to our seats next to Ann and the boys. Dora did not go inside with us, and though my father watched us sit, he didn't pause in what he was saying. I wondered if there'd be trouble later at home.

      For now, it didn't matter. Grace drew the folded papers out of her pocket and we read them together.
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        * * *

      

      If I'd thought reading Dora's registration papers would reveal something critical about her or shed light on exactly what gifts she arrived with, I was disappointed. The papers revealed almost nothing, simply stating that Dora had self-presented at Celata--as opposed to being recruited, as I had been, or sent by alumni parents, as many other students were.

      How in the world did a kid know a place like this existed? How did you find it if no one brought you here?

      There was no family mentioned, no previous address, and the page describing abilities was equally vague. Dora's file might as well have been blank, with the exception of one thing. On the last page, in a box marked "notes," there was a latin word, typed in a comment box with Mr. Armstong's name above it. "Anguis."

      "Snake," Grace said quietly, her finger finding the word. "Anguis is snake in latin."

      "What does that mean?" I asked, looking at Grace's small finger highlighting the strange word.

      "I don't know."

      We sat still and quiet as my father continued to speak, and soon his words overcame my mind's focus on Dora, the word "snake" in her file, and interrupted the way my mind was turning over Madame Codona's strange reading for me--one that was also full of snakes and serpents.

      "This year alone, more than four hundred young women between the ages of sixteen and twenty-one were reported missing in New York City. In a city where thirteen thousand missing persons reports are filed annually, that might not seem shocking," Dad was saying. "But the Missing Persons Squad has been overwhelmed with reports of women in this specific age range, women who don't fit the typical profile of most teenagers who go missing--those who run away.

      "Add to this," Dad continued. "More than one hundred young women have turned up dead in the subway tunnels, stations, and trains this year. These women are found marked--with puncture wounds on their arms and sometimes their legs." A series of photos were flashed on the screen over Dad's head, and you could hear the audience suck in their breaths.

      Celata wasn't a school for children, and as he flicked through the pictures of girls and the dual puncture wounds marring their clammy pale arms, I was glad. Everyone here was at least fifteen, but that didn't mean the pictures didn't set a dark sense of foreboding swirling inside me. I felt sick.

      "Los Angeles is reporting similar numbers. Chicago, Miami, Seattle, San Francisco. All increased numbers of missing women, all seeing a rise in murders or deaths, the victims found with these marks."

      "Those look like snake bites," Mrs. McIlwraith said from where she sat with all the teachers in the front row.

      "They do," Dad said. "But there is nothing definitive to go on right now. Bloodwork hasn't revealed any venom."

      "So what's the working theory?" Mr. Clifton asked.

      "There are a few," Dad said slowly. "None of which fall into the realm of the police department's usual work. That's why they've involved Celata."

      Dad went on to explain that for now, students at Celata were to keep our eyes open and our minds focused on anything unusual we saw in the tunnels around Celata. We were supposed to take note of girls in that age group looking lost or confused, and most of all, we were supposed to be careful, avoid being caught out alone if we fit the profile of the missing girls, and report anything unusual. Finally, Dad called a few names of students who he wanted to remain after the assembly concluded. I was among those called, so I sat as my friends filed out with worried looks.

      "Those of you still here," Dad said, once the room was quiet again. "Have abilities to sense and manipulate energy. We ask that you focus your minds on the tunnels around us, the spaces beneath the city. There have been geological reports of disturbances, seismic shifts, rumbling under the cities I mentioned earlier. It's possible you might be able to discern whether this movement is something other than the Earth shifting naturally. I suspect it is."

      I felt my eyebrows rise. I wasn't a seismologist. I could sense ghosts and demons--how was I supposed to sense movements of the earth itself?

      "Thanks, students. And please, remain vigilant," Dad said, as we rose to leave. "Carly," he said, his voice low.

      I approached the front of the room, where Dad was stepping down from the podium. "Did you want to talk to me?"

      He smiled then, and a sense of relief went through me. I thought maybe he'd known all along what Grace and I had been doing in his office. "Let's go home."
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        * * *

      

      I barely saw Alex for the rest of the week, and when I did, he was with Dora.

      Vance had begun meeting me alone in the mornings for school, though Colton always met us at the corner of Broadway. Still, it felt like a funeral procession, heading to school without Alex between us. I began to feel the lack of balance in my own life--Vance was my light, and Alex my dark. The only time I still spoke to him was at lunch, though Dora had begun sitting at our table, so even that conversation had become stilted and strange.

      "Are you excited about the dance tonight?" Dora asked me Friday at lunch, leaning into Alex's side as his arm draped her shoulder.

      I couldn't help but sneak glances at Alex's face--it was so hard for me to believe he wanted to be with Dora. And while his hand lay in her lap or draped her shoulder, his eyes telegraphed misery. Or maybe that was just what I wanted to see there.

      "I am," I said. I made a habit of speaking to Dora as little as possible--she tended to turn my own words against me or use them to make me feel small. Vance squeezed my knee when I answered, and I smiled gratefully at him.

      "I'm sure," she said, sighing and sounding bored. "I bet you've never been to a high school dance before, have you?" She asked. "With an actual boy."

      I felt the frown pull my mouth down, felt the angry retort climb my throat, but thought better of it. I clamped my mouth shut instead.

      Dora went on. "No surprise your little friend Grace didn't get asked, I guess. What with the ... you know." She motioned over her face, making her mouth droop on one side and squinting an eye. This wasn't the first time she'd talked about Grace like this, calling her deformed and making faces. I was just glad Grace didn't stay at Tate for lunch.

      Ann stiffened. "What are you even talking about?"

      "You know," Dora said, a tiny smile playing on her lips. "All that scarred mess of skin."

      "Don't bother," I suggested to Ann. "It's not worth engaging her."

      Vance had been busy eating the whole time, but now he put down his sandwich and looked at Dora critically. "You see that?"

      Dora spit out a bark of laughter. "Who doesn't? I wish I didn't. It's disgusting."

      Ann looked like she might leap up and rip Dora's throat out, and I kind of wanted her to do it. Ann was a shifter, and while I'd never seen her panther form hurt anyone, I had no doubt it was possible. That said, I didn't want to get into anything at Tate. I wanted to get home and get ready for tonight. Despite Alex's poor choice in dates, I was looking forward to the dance, to a chance to forget the strange things happening in the city, at Celata.

      I got up, lifting my tray and giving Alex a little smile. "Have fun tonight."

      Vance, Ann, and Colton stood too, and soon we were all signing out at the office, heading into the city streets, which had begun to wear a winter coat, the trees shedding the brown and gold leaves of autumn.

      “What did you mean?" I asked Vance as we walked toward home. We weren't going to Celata today. We'd been excused for the weekend, and I was having everyone over before we left for the dance. We'd get ready at my house and go all together. "About Grace. About seeing whatever Dora was talking about."

      "Grace will show you when she's ready," Vance said. "I don't feel like it's right for me to do it."

      Colton didn't seem to have the same reservation. "She was almost killed when she was little," he said. "She has scars. She covers them."

      "Like, with makeup?"

      Ann was looking back and forth between Colton and me as we spoke. This was clearly news to her too.

      "No, with suggestion." Colton said this as if it was the most simple and obvious thing in the world. "Illusion."

      I frowned, thinking about the time I glanced up at Grace and thought I saw someone else, someone twisted and scarred. Had the illusion slipped for that moment? "She holds an illusion all the time?"

      Vance sighed. "Grace is strong. And she doesn't want people to see the scars." His thumb stroked the top of my hand gently as he held it, and then he said, more quietly. "But Dora doesn't see the illusion. She sees the reality. And I can't touch her either."

      "What do you mean?" Ann asked.

      "My power doesn't work on her," Vance said. "She's the most unsunny person I've ever encountered. I can't influence her."

      "What does that mean?" I asked, echoing Ann.

      Colton stopped at the bottom of my steps. "Maybe it means that her power is the ability to avoid everyone else's powers."

      I thought about the way my own growing power felt when I tried to use it to understand Dora, what was different about her. "I can't figure out what I feel around her," I told them. "Like--most people feel a certain way. Sort of like all cookies taste like cookies, but they're different depending on what kind they are. She doesn't feel like other people. There's a trace of something human, but a lot of something else. And I don't know what it is."

      Colton's eyebrows shot up. "Have you talked to anyone at Celata about this?"

      My mind went back to the last training session I had in Armstrong's room, when Dora sat looking bored in the corner. I'd failed at almost every task he'd set for me, had been unable to access energy around me. I couldn't even charge Armstrong's cell phone that day. I thought I had just been distracted by Dora's presence, but maybe it was something else. Maybe her presence actually interfered with my ability to influence and control energy. "Armstrong might know."

      We went inside, where my mom had hung up my dress next to Ann's and laid out the boys' tuxes on the back of the couch. We had a couple hours before we needed to get ready. "Food?" I asked them, moving into the kitchen.

      When we were settled around the table with popcorn and sodas, Vance leaned forward, looking at me hard. "We need to do something, guys. Alex is slipping."

      I shook my head, unclear what Vance meant. Just as he was about to explain, the door buzzed. Grace had arrived, carrying her own garment bag, and soon she was sitting with us at the table. Vance continued, talking about the ways Alex had slid away from him, but it was hard for me not to keep glancing over at Grace. Weren't we friends? Why hadn't she told me about the illusion she held in place all the time?

      "He still comes home," Vance said. "And I have the sense he's fighting it, whatever it is. But I can feel our connection starting to break. And if I lose him ... well, I'm more worried really about what happens to Alex if he comes untethered from me."

      The magnetic connection was still a mystery to me, but the way the boys had explained it, once magnetics were bonded, severing the bond was life-altering for both parties. And in many cases it could never be repaired.

      Grace shook her head. "I don't understand what is happening. Dora shows up at school, then at Celata. And suddenly Alex is slipping away?"

      "Dora told me she would take everything I have," I said. "Clearly she meant Alex. And I think she knew about the prophesy."

      Ann's eyes widened, but she shook her head. "There's not a student at Celata that doesn't know about that prophesy," she said. "It's supernatural 101."

      I frowned, chewing popcorn and wishing my mind could make sense of everything happening. Grace and I had already told everyone about Dora's file, about the word. Anguine. And while we had lots of theories, we couldn't arrive at anything Dora could actually want that made sense.

      "Maybe she's just another kid with powers who freaked out her family and got tossed out," Vance said. "Maybe she's not evil, just bitter."

      "And the thing with Alex?" I asked.

      Vance dropped his eyes to the table. "Coincidence? I mean, maybe our bond wasn't strong enough. The bond grows over time. Alex and I have only been together a couple years."

      I doubted Vance believed that first part. He and Alex were supposed to be together. If I could feel it, it must mean the bond was strong.

      "Should we be getting ready?" Ann asked, looking up at the clock in the kitchen. "We have to go at five."

      "It's three-thirty," Colton said. "How long is it going to take you to put on a dress?"

      "About an hour and a half," Ann told him, and with that, she stood and headed for my bedroom. Grace and I followed, leaving the boys to get dressed in the living room, which they clearly had no intention of doing just yet. I heard the television switch on as my door shut.
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      At my school in Los Angeles, dances were held in our high school gym. Not that I ever went to one. But the formal and prom mystique was everywhere, and whether you went or not, you were likely to know about many of the details of what went on at these extravagant affairs. But those parties had nothing on the exclusive Manhattan private high school I went to now. Tate's homecoming dance was held in a ballroom at the Plaza Hotel on 59th Street, just outside Central Park.

      Vance and Colton hired a horse and carriage to meet us on Central Park west, and the five of us paraded through the park after saying goodbye to my parents, who insisted on taking multiple photos of me with each of my dates and with my girlfriends. I didn't really talk to anyone from my old life anymore--being the girl who communicates with the dead has a way of driving a wedge between friends--but if I did, they would not have believed any of this.

      I hardly believed it.

      I sat in a horse-drawn carriage, a handsome boy on either side of me, on my way to a dance with my friends.

      My life might be suddenly pretty complicated with prophesies and ghosts, and too much other weirdness to name, but I was still a girl going to a high school dance like a princess. I wasn't above enjoying it.

      Vance kept my hand protectively in his as we were driven to the dance, and Colton's warm palm rested on my low back. Between the two of them, there was a serene happiness zinging around in me, something comforting and exciting at once. I wasn't going to try to define it, not tonight. I was just going to enjoy myself.

      "Can I help you down?" Colton asked once we'd pulled into the circular drive in front of the Plaza.

      "Thanks," I gave him my hand, and with Vance on the other side of me, I stepped down. The boys helped Grace and Ann descend too, and we all went into the hotel together, following the signs and the dressed up teens into the ballroom in the back, up a small flight of stairs.

      The room was magnificent, with dim chandeliers sparkling overhead, the dance floor lit with multi-colored strobes, a DJ booth off to one side and the entire room festooned with ribbons, balloons and sparkling glitter. It was incredible.

      "Wow," Grace breathed at my side. I glanced down at her, trying not to wonder about the illusion she might be holding in place right at this very moment.

      "Hey, we're over here," Vance said, motioning us to a big round table set for dinner. The dance wasn't just a dance--it was a formal dinner. I suspected tickets had been pricey, but neither of the boys had mentioned the cost to me at all. We settled in, greeting our table-mates with smiles--upperclassmen I'd seen at school but had never met formally.

      I swiveled my head around the room as Colton went to get drinks from the bar, where people were buying glasses of soda and mocktails with fun names and fancy garnishes. It took a few minutes for my eyes to adjust to the dim lighting, but I didn't really have to look to see Dora and Alex. If I relaxed and let myself breathe, I could feel them. Alex's dark slow energy pulsed from one side of me, while another more frenetic buzz came from the same corner of the room. I narrowed my eyes and gazed in that direction, and sure enough Alex and Dora sat, heads close, with Helen and Carmela and two boys I'd seen at school but definitely didn't know.

      The waves of Alex's energy that I could detect felt different than they had before. Instead of an edge of vibrant excitement, they were dull, steady. I felt myself frown just before Colton slid back into his chair at my side and followed my eyes to see what Vance and I were looking at.

      "He looks ecstatic," Colton said, turning back to face the table.

      Vance sighed, taking his drink from Colton. "He never looks happy anymore." I knew Vance worried that his influence on Alex was fading. I wondered if that meant Alex would be back out mugging tourists soon. Or if with Dora's strange influence, perhaps it would mean something much worse.

      The evening progressed, dinner was served and the senior homecoming committee named their court, a collection of popular students who took the stage and donned crowns before smiling out at the crowd. Freshmen were never on the court, but when Vance's name was called, I was surprised. Clearly, so was Vance, whose eyebrows shot up as he heard his name.

      "Seriously?" He laughed.

      "Are we going to have to call you 'your highness' now?" Colton asked, rising to clap his friend on the back.

      Vance reached down a hand and pulled me to my feet as the crowd around us clapped and cheered, waiting for him to head up to accept his crown. Before he turned to make his way toward the front of the room, he pulled me close as everyone around us looked on.

      The noise of the cheering crowd dulled as Vance put his arms around me, and when his eyes met mine, the noise faded altogether. And when Vance leaned his head down and pressed his soft lips to mine, we might as well have been on a different planet from the hooting and raucous crowd of kids around us. I closed my eyes and let the firm press of his lips, the gentle sweep of his tongue and the grip of his big hand on the back of my neck replace the fear and worry I'd been feeling about everything. Warmth and happiness flowed through me, and when Vance released me with a smile, I sank back down into my chair feeling like nothing could be wrong in the world.

      Until I caught Alex's dark gaze watching me and reality snapped back into focus.

      He'd chosen Dora. Why did he look so angry now?

      Vance took the stage and accepted his crown, and once the dancing started in earnest and the plates were cleared, our small group clustered together at one side of the dance floor.

      Ann and Grace were in the throng of kids on the floor, but Colton, his hand wrapped around mine, shook his head. "Dancing isn't really my thing," he said.

      It wasn't my thing either, so I really didn't mind standing by and watching, and when Ann and Grace came our way and grabbed my arm, announcing, "bathroom break," I followed them out of the ballroom.

      We were just finishing up at the counter, touching up lipstick and hair, when Dora emerged from one of the stalls and slithered over to stand next to me.

      "You look nice," she said, in a voice that told me she didn't mean it at all. "What happened to the peach gown though? It was so precious."

      I didn't answer her, just gave her a grin in the mirror and then went back to fixing the complicated updo Grace had done for me earlier. I couldn't help glancing at Dora now and then in the mirror as she lingered next to me, adjusting her straps, touching up her own makeup. And as she lifted an arm to smooth her hair, I noticed the dual marks inside her wrist, almost like a bite wound. I just got a glance before she brought her arm back down and looked over at me. I busied myself in my bag, hoping she hadn't caught me staring.

      A moment later, she left the bathroom, and I shared what I'd seen with the girls.

      "Like Director Stone was talking about? Like bite marks?" Ann asked.

      "I barely got a glimpse," I said. "Maybe?"

      "Let's see if we can get a better look," Grace suggested, and we left the bathroom quickly to follow Dora.

      She was still outside, disappearing around a corner that definitely didn't lead back to the ballroom. I exchanged a look with Ann and Grace, and then we set out to follow.

      Dora wasn't going back to the dance, evidently. She took the hallway to a door at the end that was clearly marked "Staff Only." We waited a few seconds after she'd disappeared inside, and then followed her. The door opened to reveal a set of stairs, and though we couldn't see or hear Dora, I could feel her frenetic energy moving away from us. Moving down. I pointed to the descending stairs, and we followed as quietly as we could in our heels and rustling gowns.

      There were a surprising number of levels below the lobby where the ballroom had been hosting our dance. We edged down stairway after stairway until we were following Dora down another set of passageways deep below the hotel. These were dimly lit with flickering overhead lights in a strip centered in the hallway's ceiling, and the corridor was more like a tunnel--concrete and cold.

      Once, Dora stopped, standing in the middle of the passageway and looking behind her. We ducked through an open doorway into a dark room, and I wished fervently we'd had time to grab Colton, who might've been able to hide us with his powers, though I doubted they would work on Dora. If she knew we were behind her, she didn't seem to care, and she turned and continued on her path through the network of tunnels until she came to the end. Though the hallway had a series of doors on each side, storage rooms, I thought, the long passage concluded in a concrete wall, killing my theory that maybe every building in New York was connected underground by this strange network of tunnels.

      Dora stood in front of the blank wall at the end of the tunnel, the three of us just around the corner, and we crouched low so she might not see our watchful eyes if she were to glance behind her. She stared at the blank wall for a long silent moment, and then she raised her hand to it and pressed her palm to the surface. After a moment, dust began to sift down from the wall, the falling bits of concrete making a light sound in the quiet stillness of the tunnel. Soon, the outline of a door was revealed, and Dora pushed it inward, stepping through the doorway just before it shut again.

      We waited a long moment before advancing down the tunnel to where the doorway still stood, and when we reached it, Grace laid a hand on it as we'd seen Dora do.

      But nothing happened.

      "Another storage room?" Ann asked, her voice making it clear she didn't believe for a second this was part of the hotel.

      I put my own hand to the door but quickly pulled it back. An energy so cold and unsettling had sparked at my hand as I'd laid it against the cool surface, it felt almost as if I'd been shocked.

      "Not a storage room," I whispered, shaking my hand and trying to rid myself of the unsettling horror that had filled me when I'd touched that door. "Something bad. Something ... " I shook my head. "I don't know."

      "Let's go get Vance and Colton," Grace suggested.

      We agreed, and soon we were retracing our steps, winding back up the hidden stairway and emerging back into the opulence of the hotel lobby.

      The boys listened as we described where we had been, and they followed us eagerly from the ballroom. We did our best to lead them back the way Dora had led us, but the passageways were long and they all looked the same. Eventually we arrived at that blank wall, only to question whether we were in the right place after all. There was no doorway.

      "But it was here," I said, squatting down to run my fingers through a small silty pile of concrete dust that had gathered when the cracks had appeared in the wall, revealing the door for Dora. "I know it was."

      Colton pressed his hand to the wall, a look of concentration on his face. "Nothing is obscured here," he said, shaking his head after a few minutes. "Nothing I can find, anyway."

      We stood there, a strange little group of overdressed teenagers in a hotel basement, and we wondered what to do next, when the sound of footsteps echoed down the hallway from behind us. We were about to be discovered.

      "In here." Vance pushed open one of the storage room doorways and we all slid inside, pulling the door closed quietly. Outside, we could hear the footsteps draw closer, passing us in a determined stride and then stopping. A second later, they drew near to the door, and the door was pushed open, spilling the hallway's dim light over us where we were huddled in the room's vacant interior.

      "What are you doing down here?" Alex asked us, looming in the doorway.

      Vance stepped forward, pushing his body close to Alex's, clearly moving into his space. "Maybe a better question: What are you doing down here?"

      Alex frowned, his dark eyes on those of his magnetic half, some war waging itself across his face as he struggled with whatever was happening to him, whatever Dora was doing.

      I moved out of the room, coming to stand next to Alex, wishing I could rewind and go back to the days we'd first met, when he'd smiled easily at me and slid my bag from my shoulder each day to carry it on his own as he walked me to school.

      "Alex," I said, my voice coming out a whisper, full of all the longing I felt for what had been so easy not long ago. "What's going on?"

      His gaze moved to mine, and a rush of darkness washed through me as he looked into my eyes, causing me too shiver. "All of you need to leave," he said. "Now."

      I shook my head and reached for his hand. "Come with us."

      Alex stepped away, pulling his hand from my grasp and  backing toward the invisible door at the end of the tunnel. "Get out of here. Now!" He shouted at us as the wall behind him began to tremble and shake, concrete dust sifting down from it again.

      I exchanged a look with Ann and Grace. We understood that the door was reappearing. What we didn't know was what might lay behind it, what might happen if we were here when it opened again.

      "Go!" Alex roared. His fists were balled at his sides and his eyes were fiery as he shouted at us.

      Vance took my hand, and pulled me in the other direction, his eyes full of sadness as he turned away from the boy who had once been like a brother to him. "Let's go."

      The tunnel began to rumble, a low sound like something big was moving just beyond it, and with my friends at my sides and Vance's hand pulling me forward, I ran. We left Alex standing there in the rumbling tunnel in front of a door that shouldn't be there.

      And I knew that whatever else might be happening in the tunnel, in the city or in the country, we were on the brink of losing Alex for good.
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      In the darkened chamber at the culmination of multiple winding tunnels beneath the city of Manhattan, the thick coils of the beast slid against one another, glittering in the scant flickers from torches on the wall.

      The robed man watched as the snake crushed the offering in the wrapped lengths of its powerful body.

      When the screams had abated, their piercing echoes fading into the steady silence of that deep-below room that human culture had forgotten, the robed man spoke.

      "She has done well so far."

      Another voice reverberated from the cold dripping stone walls, filtered through the air, echoed inside the minds of anyone near enough to hear. "The time drawsssss near."

      The beast lowered its head, opening the wide slavering jaws to snatch the lifeless body from where it lay within the coils, puncture wounds still bleeding. And the robed man turned away as the beast consumed its meal, his own fangs dripping with venom as he left the central chamber to tend to the growing army waiting throughout the tunnels he tended beneath the most populous city in America.
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        * * *

      

      Mean girls suck. Mean girls with dark powers they use on the people you love suck most of all. 

      And I've had enough. Dora's going down. Or more accurately, I guess I'm going down. Because Dora's involved in whatever evil is lurking beneath the city streets -- and it might be linked to the escalating disappearances happening all around us. 

      But the fight ahead of me is bigger than me and a bully. It's about more than getting my boyfriend back or proving to my father that I'm right. 

      This fight is about strength of character versus centuries-old evil, about testing yourself even when you know you're probably going to fail, and about standing up for what's right even in the face of certain death. 

      And it's also about finally handling the girl who stole my Homecoming date. Because that really chapped my hide.

      Chosen for Song, Volume 2 is the next episode in the serialized reverse-harem paranormal story, Chosen Academy, featuring magic, demons, mythology and plenty of swoon-worthy heroes! Get it now!

      Don’t miss other Delia Stewart news. Subscribe to her newsletter here!
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