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        To my readers,

        

        While drafting Great Falls Academy, I’ve received some wonderful questions. As you embark on this adventure with Lera, allow me to address some of the most frequent inquiries.

        

        Why is Great Falls Academy told in an episode (novella) format instead of as a traditional novel series?

        Episodes are a different way of telling a story. When logging into Netflix lately, I’ve found myself gravitating toward watching episode-based shows instead of choosing full-length films. Since I enjoy watching this type of media, I decided to explore it with my story telling in Great Falls Academy. Think Buffy the Vampire Slayer television series with fae. The episodes - novellas - will be released at regular intervals, each with an internal story and an over all season arc.

        

        How does GREAT FALLS ACADEMY relate to the POWER OF FIVE series?

        The events in GREAT FALLS ACADEMY take place about six months after the conclusion of the POWER OF FIVE series and feature the same main characters - Lera, River, Coal, Shade and Tye. That said, the two story sets are independent, so reading one is not required to enjoy the other. Within the GREAT FALLS series, the episodes should be read in order.

        

        Why Reverse Harem romance?

        In Reverse Harem romances, the heroine forms romantic bonds with multiple heros without ever having to chose one, as she would in a love-triangle scenario. In Lera’s case, she is mated with four elite fae warriors. I’ve fallen in love with this genre because it provides the opportunity to explore four relationships within a single overarching world setting and plot. This gives me the leeway to go deeper into the characters and the story, while still giving a lot of screen time to the romance. Since I write fantasy—which requires a good deal of world building—this is especially nice.

        Plus, #whychose? :)

        

        And now, whether this is your first taste of Lunos or Reverse Harem romance, or whether you are an experienced fan who knows all about the coming journey, curl up in your favorite chair and escape with Lera into Great Falls Academy.

        

        Love,

        Alex
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      River’s hands closed on the window frame of his high tower office, the grip tight enough to blanch his knuckles. He hadn’t slept. Had given up on even trying to do so, for each time he’d dared to close his eyes, he could see nothing but Leralynn.

      Leralynn standing tall in the moonlight, her curves silhouetted against the sky. Leralynn meeting his eyes in a way that drowned out the rest of the world. Leralynn kissing Tye, pressing into an oak beside the very wall that students were forbidden to touch. River could still smell the woman’s arousal, see her hips undulating hungrily against Tye’s hand, her need and pleasure stirring River’s own body into rebellion.

      Stars. Taking a shuddering breath, River focused his attention on the window. Outside, the vast courtyard was near empty. The students had liberty for the week’s end, and despite dawn’s arrival hours ago, the frostbitten grass and swept cobblestones saw no foot traffic except Tye jogging to his athletic training earlier. Normal. Ordinary. And after the strange beasts they finally put down last night, the Academy would stay as such.

      River winced. Thinking of the night was a mistake, for the memories had started rolling over him again. Leralynn, as fearless as any warrior, her presence—her courage—so much greater than her size as she plunged her sword into the beast that no one could see. There was a moment there when River couldn’t understand why she wasn’t pulling back. And then it hit him, together with a wave of terror that slowed time. The woman was trying to mark the beast’s location for the others, even if it would cost her life to do so. It was the kind of courageous and reckless and intelligent thing that Diana would have done.

      A fine rattle drew River’s attention to his hands, which had started to shake from their grip on the window ledge. Last night had been close. Too close. A heartbeat more and the world might have lost the fire that was Leralynn. Just as the world had lost Diana. River’s throat closed. Yes, that was the other reason he dared not shut his eyes again.

      After months of seeing nothing but his late wife’s face, last night River saw only Lera’s. He couldn’t even draw Diana’s features in his mind without them warping to Leralynn’s long auburn hair and warm chocolate eyes, her internal glow that drew him in like a moth to the proverbial flame.

      A rap sounded against his door.

      “Come,” River called, turning his back to the window as he straightened his crisp red-and-gold tunic, rolling his shoulders into a posture befitting a commander.

      “Sir.” Dressed in his signature black leather, blond hair pulled back tight, Coal strode into the office on silent feet and crossed his arms in silent endurance of River’s intrusive gaze. The man looked terrible—not that anyone beside River or Shade would notice the haunted shimmer behind the warrior’s icy blue eyes. Whatever had happened to Coal in captivity, it was still eroding him from the inside. The Academy was supposed to provide a place for him to put down those demons, but things were getting worse instead. As if a piece of Coal’s soul had been torn away and now the rest of him leaked out through the wound.

      The analogy struck too close to what River himself felt.

      “Lieutenant.” River nodded his greeting to the warrior.

      “It’s frosty in here,” Coal said, looking around at River’s office with its stone walls and dark wood accents. “Are the visiting cadets not cowing quickly enough, or is it for personal masochism?”

      It was drafty, River would admit, mountain air blowing through the old caulking, frost edging each windowpane. He’d not bothered to light the fireplace yet today, his mind on other things.

      River straightened a stack of papers on his desk, ignoring the question. “Any more on last night’s invisible hogs?”

      “I surveyed the whole perimeter this morning and found no signs of additional pack mates,” Coal said crisply. “I think we put this lot down for good, sir.”

      Of course Coal had been out already. And, doubtlessly, alone. Maybe he and Leralynn were kindred spirits, both unable to walk past danger without sticking their noses in.

      “I’ve also given the descriptions to Master Gavriel.” Crossing his arms, Coal leaned against the wall. “The librarian will look through his books to see if he can shed light on what the beasts were.”

      “Good. The man’s intelligent and discreet—a rare combination.” River ached to rub his hands over his face, but locked them behind his back instead. There had been another execution in Grayson, the closest large town, last night—a laundress accused of using fae craft to make garments sicken their owners, or some similar ghastly nonsense. “Remind the students that anyone discussing the fae will find himself in my study. As much as I dislike banning a discussion topic, the last thing we need is for one kingdom’s nobles to start accusing another. Especially when last night proved that something unnatural is truly afoot.”

      “And what of Tyelor and Leralynn? Shall I tell them they imagined the whole incident?” Coal raised a brow.

      Leralynn. As if the woman’s name itself carried a curse, River’s heart stuttered the moment he heard it. Leralynn. Leralynn. River tightened his jaw. “Those two are another problem altogether.”

      “The pair handled themselves adequately,” Coal said, picking up a glass paperweight on River’s desk, eyeing it skeptically and putting it back down again. It was the highest praise River had ever heard from the warrior. Which was probably why the man suddenly needed something to do with his hands.

      “I don’t care how they handled themselves,” River snapped. “Leralynn came a hair’s breadth from death last night—because she decided that the rules all cadets live under don’t apply to her. A student who cannot be bothered to respect the Academy’s structure on her first damn day. I’ve said it before and I will again—we’ve too many young nobles who do not belong, and the faster we can set them straight, the better for all involved.” The words came out hotter than River wished, but Coal gave no sign of having noticed—though he doubtlessly had. Nothing got past the man. River had learned that long ago.

      A pregnant silence hung in the air, then Coal shrugged. “And Tyelor?”

      “Tyelor is an upperclassman and a known quantity,” River said, reclaiming his equilibrium as they entered familiar ground. With the young man’s athletic background and natural knack for combat training, River put Tye in the same category of warrior as himself, Coal, and Shade—something River would not say for anyone else in Great Falls. River trusted Tye with little else, but he did trust the man to defend himself. “I’m still of a mind that Tyelor can be turned into a halfway-responsible human being if given limits. I will deal with him this afternoon.”

      “Understood.” Coal’s intelligent blue gaze pierced River. “Only Tyelor?”

      “Yes.” River walked to his desk and settled into the large leather chair. He had never delegated responsibility in his life, but this… River needed to hand this one off lest he do something he would regret. “I am leaving Leralynn’s punishment to you. I trust you to make it commensurate with the severity of her trespasses last night.”

      No questions from Coal. No cocked brow of surprise or a questioning glance as the warrior nodded, pushed away from the wall, and strode to the door.

      River’s chest tightened, his heart pounding his ribs as he raised his voice once more. “Coal.”

      Hand already on the door handle, the warrior paused but did not turn—for which River was grateful.

      “I’d like Leralynn of Osprey gone from Great Falls,” River said.
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      Tink.

      Rubbing my eyes, I sit up in bed, the small room of the Great Falls Academy dormitory blinking back at me. The sunlight streaming through the large window illuminates the tall pale white walls, bits of dust playing in the strong rays. Having only returned from my unfortunate run-in with sclices—and perhaps equally unfortunate run-in with River and Coal—in the middle of the night, I’ve only had four hours sleep. Several paces away, Arisha is already swinging her legs toward the floor, her messy braids swaying against her chest as she swivels her head in search of the noise’s source.

      Tink. Tink.

      “I think it’s coming from the window.” My voice is groggy. Today’s liberty day was supposed to allow for a bit of a lie-in, but something—or someone—seems to have other ideas. The noise comes again. Yes, definitely the window. Like a bird’s beak hitting glass, except I see no bird anywhere.

      Tink. Tink. Tink.

      Stuffing her feet into slippers, Arisha puts on her glasses and shuffles to the window, her heavy cotton nightgown swaying about her ankles. Grasping hold of the shutters, she swings the panes open, jumping aside with a yelp as a pebble intended for the glass knocks into her shoulder instead. A heartbeat later, Tye swings himself into our room, his emerald eyes sparkling with self-satisfied amusement while Arisha sputters. He flicks a lock of red hair out of his face, looking painfully handsome and unfairly well rested. In some semblance of justice, the cleared lock of hair flops right back over the male’s green eyes.

      “You… You!” Rushing back to her bed, Arisha pulls a sheet over herself, her face suddenly paler than normal underneath her scattering of freckles. She points a finger at Tye, her mouth opening and closing as if searching for new words. “You—”

      “Aye. Me. I think we’ve established that part quite solidly, lass.” Tye’s long arm reaches for the window, shutting it to cut off the chill wind. Through Tye’s wide collar, I see the bandage crossing his shoulder as he stretches and suppresses a wince. I’d forgotten he took a sclice claw in last night’s battle. He is dressed in a modified version of our training grays, his tunic sleeveless and wrapped tightly around his muscular abdomen, his jacket hanging loose. Tye’s wide shoulders and taut waist draw a clean triangle, darker patches of sweat glistening against the light fabric. A scent of soap beneath the sweat underscores his masculine scent, mixing with the pine and citrus that is always Tye.

      Catching me watching him, Tye grins with feline impertinence, his soft growl reminding me exactly of how he’d tasted against the forest’s moonlight, how my body roused to the feel of his deft fingers sliding along my skin. Slipping deeper. My sex clenches at the very memory, and Tye’s grin widens. Yes, the bastard isn’t even trying to pretend he doesn’t smell my arousal. Tye may think himself human, but his fae senses are picking up all the details.

      I get up, crossing my arms. Unlike Arisha, my nightshirt is a thin slip of red silk that falls to midthigh, but I’ll be damned if I let Tye make me scramble for clothing in my own bedchamber. “Is there a reason you are in our room?”

      Tye’s eyes glide over my thighs and hips, catching appreciatively on my suddenly heavy breasts, on my nipples peaking in the cool air. A heartbeat later, he shifts his legs uncomfortably, the bulge there twitching.

      “I hope it hurts. A lot,” I murmur so quietly that only Tye’s fae ears have a chance of picking up the words.

      The male snorts.

      “H-how did…” Arisha, still stuttering, points to the window. “That is fifteen feet off the ground.”

      “He climbs well,” I tell the girl over my shoulder while my gaze narrows on the male. “But yes, after Tye tells us why he’s graced us with his presence, he can explain whether the door somehow offended him.”

      “I’m delivering a message from the deputy headmaster.” With my bed vacated, Tye makes himself at ease on it, pressing his back against the wall while stretching out his long legs. His mussed red hair looks nearly aflame in the room’s golden morning light. After giving me one more slow caress with his gaze, Tye’s eyes stray to Arisha, who has somehow managed to tangle herself in the bedsheet she is using for cover. And who knows nothing about the night’s escapade.

      Right. I grope for some plausible excuse to speak to Tye alone and come up empty-handed. You could have waited, you ass.

      “I know Lera snuck outside last night.” Arisha rolls her large blue eyes at us both. “I now imagine she was with you, Tyelor, and that the pair of you were caught by none other than River himself. The next time you need to make a stealthy exit, please wake me up so I can close the window before the room freezes.”

      “You left the window open?” Tye covers his face with a large palm. “What kind of hooligan are you?”

      “A cranky one.” I sigh, recalling River’s fury over finding Tye and me on the other side of the wall and his ominous promise to deal with us. I don’t recall ever facing the full force of the male’s cold ire, and I little like it. “I’ve also the sense that my day is about to get worse.”

      Tye nods, the humor from his face fading. “I’m to report to River at two this afternoon, while you are to join Coal in the training corrals. I imagine they think making us wait will play nicely on our anxiety.” The tightness in Tye’s voice says there might be good reason to be anxious. He sits up, resting his corded forearms on his thighs. His biceps shift and ripple under his bare skin, making it impossible to look away even if I wanted to. “Now, listen to me, lass. And listen carefully. Coal is going to ask you what the bloody hell you thought you were doing outside the wall last night. When he does, you will tell him that you were just following me. I convinced you that I know the best place to stargaze, and before you knew it, I was helping you over the wall. Are you following?”

      Keep the secret passage a secret and let Tye take the blame.

      “We went over the wall at my behest,” I say, holding his emerald gaze. Then the rest of Tye’s words finally register, and I throw up my arms. “And why would I follow you to view stars, which I can see just fine by tipping my head up?”

      A quick flash of a smile. “Because you were so struck by my enchanting personality that you were willing to go with me under any pretense.”

      Bastard. “And I brought a sword along because…?”

      The grin widens, white teeth flashing in a way that steals my breath, “Because despite being struck by my irresistible personality, you are also smart.”

      “I am smart,” I tell him dryly, swallowing against the sudden cavity in my chest. I have to remind myself that, in spite of appearances, Tye’s casual familiarity is simply a function of his personality, not a true kinship. This Tye doesn’t know me—not really—and the sting of that keeps taking me by surprise, rising in sudden sharp waves. “And I also don’t let my friends take the blame for my choices. You followed me over the wall, not the other way around. If you’d like our stories to match, I recommend you stick to that one.”

      Tye’s humor disappears, the beautiful angles of his face going from mischievous to hard in an instant. “Trust me, lass. I’ve been down this road before. Do what I say.”

      I raise my chin.

      Tye curses, turning to Arisha, who is still clutching her sheet, brown hair frizzing around her sharp cheekbones. “Can you talk some sense into the lass? Explain how she’s just arrived, which paints a bloody bull’s-eye on her back.”

      “River and Coal do make a habit of encouraging newer cadets to depart,” Arisha says with a wince. Now standing beside her clothing chest, she appears to be having trouble working out a way to rummage through it without releasing her sheet. “It’s their solution to the fact that, for political reasons, the headmaster won’t allow any expulsions.”

      Hopping off my bed, Tye strips out of his jacket and lays it over Arisha’s shoulders, the large man’s garment easily falling below her backside. “Don’t get excited, braids. I’m not looking.” That done, Tye turns his back to my roommate and studies me unabashedly as I lay out my own clothing, a new drab gray uniform that fits me only marginally better than yesterday’s did. Other students will be able to wear whatever they want on their liberty day, but I’m heading into the opposite of liberty.

      “I imagine killing and maiming students carries little political good will either, so no matter what Coal has in mind, I’ll survive it with my limbs intact.” I hold my hand up, cutting off Tye’s protest. The necessary secrecy and tale the veil amulets spin can force me to do many things—but I will not allow it to make me shrink away from my males.

      I only hope that whatever Coal has planned leaves me with enough energy to go right back over the wall tonight. Between the soft interior of the cracked tablet and the fleeting nature of tracks in spring soil, I’ve little time to find and reassemble the magic-charged rune before the weather takes it. And after that, once the males have their memories back, we can get back to working out what allowed those morphed sclices into the human realm to begin with—with River back in charge.

      I put my hands at the hem of my nightgown and am about to pull it up, so used to disrobing casually around my males, when I catch myself with a flush. Another small stab of pain. I can’t let Tye’s easy way confuse my senses.

      I look from my clothes to Tye, who is still standing with his back to Arisha, eyeing me with a coy kind of mischief, as if the quieter he is, the greater chance I’ll have of forgetting he’s there. “Are you going to watch me dress?”

      “I could help you,” Tye drawls. “Though in full disclosure, I’m somewhat better at the disrobing part when it comes to females.”

      “Get out.” I point to the window. “Now.”
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      Gavriel is so excited to hear the details of last night’s sclices when I visit him in the grand library, I can’t help thinking of Autumn, who takes a child’s delight in any and all information. Then I look down at the neat rows of pens, inks, and books guarding the man’s desk, and the difference between him and chaos-thriving Autumn becomes so stark that my eyes threaten to sting. I focus on the rough sketches of the mole-covered beasts the librarian and I are working on.

      “Fascinating,” Gavriel says, writing notes as quickly as his hand can dip pen into ink, his gray-streaked brown hair flopping over his forehead. “Would you say these sclices were bigger or smaller than average? Was their stench closer to that of vegetable rot or was it more a latrine-like scent? It may behoove us to have you walk past both the compost and refuse piles for an accurate comparison.”

      I’m all right, Gavriel, thank you for asking. Tye took a nasty slice on his shoulder, though; River is furious with me; Coal intends to make me regret ever stepping foot here; and Shade shifted without any knowledge of it. “They just stank. As for size, it was more that they were disproportional to their own bodies. Like the sclice version of a five-legged cat or something.” I rub my face. The grand round room of the library, with its soaring red-and-gold dome, cheery warmth, and ever-present scent of paper and binding, has a surreal type of comfort. “How could Shade not realize that he shifts?”

      “Hmm?” Gavriel works out quick arithmetic that I can’t follow on the corner of his parchment, then adds measurement estimates to his notes, which he tosses sand over while speaking. “Oh. Shade. I imagine the veil affects only the fae in him, not the animal. So the instant he shifts back, the veil spins a plausible explanation for missed time.” The man trails off, tapping his hand against the drawing. “Can you describe the mole pattern again? How many moles would you estimate there were?”

      My jaw clenches. “I was fighting for my life. I wasn’t counting bloody moles.”

      “No, of course not. That’s only to be expected this early on.” Gavriel smiles in what I think he thinks is reasonable encouragement. “We can work on training your attention to such details.”

      We can work on my not breaking your neck. I take a deep breath. Gavriel is the only one I can talk to about my reality, my mission. And that means taking his educated idiocy together with what insights and company he offers. I motion toward the stack of books detailing various runes. “Have you found anything more on the origins of the tablet I broke on the way here?”

      “I’m afraid I’ve had no success in that as yet.” The apology in Gavriel’s tone is sincere, which does make it difficult to hate him just now. The man takes off his glasses, wiping them on his thick olive robe. “I know you are eager to reassemble it, but I can’t recommend toying with magic like that without understanding the ramifications. For all we know—”

      “For all we know, River, Coal, Tye, and Shade are in danger of losing themselves forever if I don’t fix this quickly.” My hands curl around the table’s edge, my jaw tightening. This has to work. There is nothing else. I’ve nothing else.

      Gavriel sighs. “I realize you little want to hear this, Leralynn, but it is possible the males are exactly where they are supposed to be.”

      “You’re right.” I rise, sliding my chair back so hard that it topples. Comparing Gavriel to Autumn is like holding a lantern beside the sun. “I don’t want to hear it.” I spread my hands on the table, leaning forward into Gavriel’s space. “If you want the mortal world to survive, you need River, not me, to lead the charge. He’s the only one in this realm with a full understanding of the Citadel’s reports and the only one with a plan in place for how to approach it. The centuries he’s spent leading the fight against rogue magic don’t hurt either. Except right now, River is a bloody deputy headmaster of an isolated school. My quint commander doesn’t know his own sister’s name, let alone that he holds all of humanity’s fate on his shoulders.”

      The doorbells chime a ridiculously happy tune as I pull the library door open and slam it behind me. Bells on a library door? Gavriel’s strangeness rears its head in new ways each time I meet him. A quick glance at the sun says I’ve an hour to eat something before Coal takes his turn at making my life miserable. After that… After that, all bets are off.
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        * * *

      

      I walk onto the training grounds a few minutes before the Academy’s bell tower strikes two in the afternoon, the place deserted except for a single blue standard flapping at the far training court. In the emptiness of a liberty day, the Academy’s towering stone walls and broad cobblestoned courtyards take on an echoing eeriness. The ominous gray-skied murk of the afternoon doesn’t help. Corral after corral of neatly raked sand greet me as I pass, my attention on the lone shirtless figure fighting ghosts in the farthest of the rings. The dull thud thud thud of Coal’s training sword hitting rope-wrapped posts echoes through the yard, my immortal eyes tracking the warrior’s deadly dance from a hundred paces away.

      High strike, low, middle parry, step. High parry, roll over the shoulder, middle strike. Repeat. I know this pattern as well as Coal does, just as I know he hates it. The thin sheen of sweat covering his bare muscled back says he’s been here for some time—as surely as the two broken practice swords lying in a pile of discarded shards. In the odd overcast light, the long tattoo twisting down Coal’s spine and his many scars draw little attention to themselves, though I doubt I’ll ever not see them on him.

      My chest tightens. Stepping up to the fence enclosing the training corral, I brace my forearms against the wood, watching the wooden post shudder and rock beneath the mighty blows, Coal’s sword a blur as he dances across the sand. Even in the mortal realm, Coal’s strange inward-facing magic saturates his body, honing it for survival. Perhaps I shouldn’t be surprised. Coal’s magic had flourished even during the centuries he spent as a slave in the dark realm of Mors. The male may not manipulate the elements like River and Tye or mend broken bones like Shade, but between his own training and the strength, speed, and faster healing his strange magic grants him, Coal is one of the greatest warriors the realms have ever seen.

      High. Low. Middle. Step. Strike.

      Coal’s practice blade shatters, and I wince for both the abused wood and the warrior’s shoulder that took the impact. Coal’s metallic scent reaches me with the shifting wind. Tossing the broken blade into a pile with the two others, the warrior turns to look at me, his blue eyes harsh. Unreadable.

      I search the male’s face for clues of what he makes of last night’s outing, the sculpted angles of his set jaw and cheekbones, but there is no information to be had on that front. Coal is too good at hiding his thoughts. After years as a Mors slave, he has to be. I wonder how his human persona is accounting for the nightmares—which, if I’m reading the tightness in his shoulders correctly, the male is having again. In spades.

      Taking two new practice blades from a rack Coal has already pulled out, I vault over the chest-high wooden fence. A trick Tye taught me, just as Coal worked on my riding and combat. Landing softly, I toss one of the blades to him, rotating the other to get its full feel.

      “This isn’t why you are here.” Coal’s hand closes over the practice blade, the wood already an extension of his body.

      “I’m aware.” I settle into my fighting stance, my feet finding purchase in the sand as I bring my blade to ready guard, watching Coal over the sword’s dull tip. “But this is why you are here. And I’m early.”

      Coal cocks his head, watching me curiously while tossing the practice blade from one hand to the other.

      I hold my breath. Talk to me, Coal. With your sword if not your words.

      He snorts, the blade in his hand now swinging a wide, contemplative circle. “You are aware of what’s to happen this afternoon, right?” he asks, his low, gravelly voice tinged with curiosity—and annoyance at my nonchalance. He wants me intimidated before my punishment even starts, and I won’t give him the satisfaction. “Moving stones yesterday was only a taste. Wasting energy before it even begins isn’t the wisest decision I’ve seen made.”

      I don’t answer. In the past year, Coal and the other males have trained me, pushed me beyond my imagined limits, cheered as I conquered each challenge, no matter how many tries and screams and bruises it took to get there. They never punished me, though—and the chasm of that difference suddenly shakes the very foundation beneath me.

      I swallow, telling myself I’m making a mountain from a molehill. From the perspective of a military unit, River has enforced discipline for centuries. Stars, Tye alone has stories upon stories of being punished, and I’ve seen Coal take his share from River. It never changed them from the brothers they are. This, even under the veil that makes us strangers, will change nothing either. It can’t. And as for Coal, I trust he’ll stop short of doing true damage.

      Realizing that Coal is watching me, waiting for an answer I’ve not voiced, I clear my throat.

      “We’ll call this a warm-up,” Coal says, saving me from the need to find words by swinging his blade for my shoulder. Hard.
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      I snap off a parry, managing to deflect Coal’s blow only by virtue of having expected it after so many times facing the warrior across the sands. The flicker of surprise in the male’s blue eyes brushes against my skin, intensifying as I adjust my footing in an experienced wager that Coal’s next assault will come from above. Then an ankle sweep. Then—

      I fall backward, my ankle kicked swiftly from beneath my body, the sand rising in a small amused puff. Knowing what Coal will do offers only so much protection against stopping it. Rolling backward over my shoulder, I return to my feet, my attention tightening on the male’s movements. The slight, intrigue-touched gaze as he circles, the flex of his sharply carved jaw, the crests of his hips shifting over the waistline of black fighting leathers. His scalpel-precise strike at my ribs.

      My sword snaps down as I step, parry, strike, my breath quickening with each movement. The rhythmic clack, clack, clack of our swords vibrates across the empty ground in a hypnotic chorus that fills an aching void inside me. Clack, clack, clack. My heart keeps time with the strikes and parries, the perfectly packed sand beneath my boots a familiar echo.

      My breath catches as Coal’s blade shifts to his weak hand, a brush of pleasure rippling down my spine. The warrior isn’t just toying with me, but training. Honing his own skills as he dances, each swing and lunge and slice carrying enough force to crack bones. Trusting me not to get dead. Not to be frightened into dropping my guard.

      The harsh lines of his beautiful face are set in concentration, his metallic musk washing over me, weaving an illusion of usual quint training. Focus, Lera. Shade can’t just heal a limp anymore.

      I shift my weight again, circling Coal, my eyes intent on his hips and shoulders. The immortal’s ethereal movements flow with perfection, thin whips of steam rising from the sheen of sweat that accentuates each muscle. The tension of his pectoral as he winds up his assault, the ripple in his biceps as he executes. Never stopping. Never letting me stop either.

      Awake. Alive. My body blazes with heat despite the crisp spring air, my breath coming fast, the growing ache in my lungs a distant distraction.

      Clack. Clack. Clack.

      “Good to see Lieutenant Coal taking out the trash.” A musical female voice I’ve heard before sounds from the edge of my vision, followed by a beat of silence before coming again. “How long do you wager it will take, Tyelor? I’ll put a kiss down on an hour. Name your time and your wager.”

      My gaze shifts, cutting across Tye’s muscular forearms as he leans on the fence, Princess Katita standing beside him. Her white-blond hair and brilliant teal eyes mark her immediately, even from the corner of the eye. She’s that striking—and that invasive of any space she stands in.

      Coal lunges in, his blade rapping painfully against my left ribs, then twists to capture my sword arm. The eerie gray light sculpts his lines, giving his skin a new golden hue that highlights his harsh blue eyes. Eyes that hold neither compassion nor quarter. The blazing heat of him wraps around me, his chest expanding with even breaths that make him bigger still. Claiming all my attention with a warrior’s ruthless skill, until I dare not mind my stinging left side, much less anything beyond the world of us.

      I gasp for air, Coal’s metallic scent filling my nose. My world.

      Stepping away for sword room, Coal loops his practice sword back in a deadly arc that aims for my head.

      I swing my sword high to meet his blow, the clash of wood filling the air. Rippling through my arms, my spine, my thighs. With our blades now crossed, I shove my whole body against the contact, forcing Coal’s own sword closer to his throat. One inch. Two. Salt streaks down my face, stinging my eyes. My lungs burn, my muscles screaming with the effort of it. Shaking.

      Coal cocks a brow, the first sign he’s given of having an opinion on anything I do. Even if that opinion calls me three times the fool for getting into a battle of strength. Letting my own momentum shift my balance, Coal steps aside before hooking my blade and ripping it from my grip.

      The slick hilt slips from my grip a moment before Coal’s leg hooks mine. I fall backward, landing hard on the sand just as my weapon did a moment ago. Breath halts in my lungs, the dull thud of impact filling my ears even as I force my body to keep moving and roll to my feet. Get up. Get up. Get up.

      Grains of sand grate against my tongue as I reclaim my fighting stance and kick Coal’s chest, my foot meeting a rock-hard body that refuses to yield.

      Tossing his own sword aside, Coal crouches, circling me with a predatory calm. His breathing is steady, his muscles moving not a hair more than needed. Flexing his knees to lower his level, the male launches at me from the side, collapsing both of my legs from under me as he straddles my chest. The hot weight of him squeezes my lungs, his hands forcing my wrists up over my head, grating my knuckles into the gritty dirt.

      I curse.

      Coal forces my wrists up higher, lowering his glistening body toward mine, his battle-honed pectorals heaving with harsh breaths, his metallic scent filling my nose. The air between us crackles with heat and strain. My already speeding heart lurches into an outright gallop, something primal inside me waking to rage against the restraint. Instinct has me reaching for my magic, roaring at finding it shackled. The mortal world’s bonds tighten over the cords of power so hard, it hurts.

      Anger and fury lash through me, feeding off each other as I thrash between the twin holds of Coal’s iron hands and this world’s chokehold on my magic. The hobbled power inside me bangs futilely against its restraints. My body arches, the violence inside me exploding, rattling my bones. Hurting. Hurting. Hurting.

      So much violence. So much darkness. So much pain.

      Too much to all be mine. Stars. One of the first discoveries we’d made in Lunos—when I awoke in the throes of Coal’s nightmare—was that during times of intense sensation, Coal’s strange magic has a way of bridging the gap between us. Of letting my body temporarily strengthen from the male’s power.

      Coal’s nightmares do the trick. Bedding does it better.

      My vision narrows on nothing but Coal’s face, so close to my own that the steam of our breaths mixes together. His eyes, focused on nothing but me, are tight. Tiny specks of purple fight their way to sparkle amidst brilliant blue. Yes, Coal’s strange magic is roaring as loudly as my own, my weaver’s body picking up the echo even here, on mortal soil.

      I snarl, the carnal sound still new despite the six months that have passed since my brush with death forged my human self into this immortal form, the magic linking me forever with four fae warriors.

      Magic. Yes. What if that’s all it was? What if, without it, we’re nothing but five fae warriors who once fought beside each other? My throat closes, but I force air through it nonetheless.

      Coal releases me as I banish the thought to a place deep inside me, his eyes unreadable as he dusts himself free of sand. Free of me.

      The fence where Katita and Tye had stopped is now empty once more.

      “Maybe we scared them off,” I mutter, realizing I’d spoken aloud when Coal’s brow rises in question. I shake my head quickly.

      For a moment, I swear the corner of Coal’s mouth twitches. “If you are adequately warmed up,” he says, recovering and putting away the fallen weapon, “it’s time for us to get started.”
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      Pulling on his discarded black tunic, Coal turned away from the woman whose lilac scent made his head swim. Leralynn had fought admirably the previous night, but their match in the sparring ring just now had felt like something else altogether. A musical symphony that pierced so deeply into Coal’s core that his heart still pounded against his ribs. And his heart wasn’t the only thing pounding painfully.

      With sweat slicking her creamy skin, Lera’s face glowed ethereally despite the darkening sky, her auburn hair falling in a cascade of shining locks. The short pause since the match ended had already tightened her nipples to hard points that lifted her shirt, making it impossible to avoid noting the soul-wrenching breasts she seemed unaware she possessed.

      Coal, however, was rather aware of the objects in question. Very inconveniently aware. Just as he’d been aware of her tight thighs and hips, the tantalizing curve of her shoulder meeting her neck that taunted something primal inside him. Made him want to bite, stars take him.

      None of which was either logical or acceptable. Or welcome.

      Leralynn was a cadet. A student—an infuriatingly stubborn student who seemed to have been born without self-preservation instincts. If Sage, the Academy’s headmaster, could hear Coal’s thoughts, he’d string him up on a whipping post. And would be right, for once in his life.

      Swallowing, Coal hopped the training yard fence and led Lera out at a brisk run, the graying sky a perfect harmony to his racing pulse. With luck, it might start raining. Icy hail would be even better, especially if it could pour right into his leathers and put down his painfully throbbing hardness.

      Reaching the edge of the corrals, Coal turned toward the tall perimeter wall, crossing the great stone courtyard at a jog. Their footsteps echoed through the empty space, the only sound but for the clank of a metalsmith’s iron and a lone hawk high overhead. He’d intended to stay inside Academy grounds, but the place suddenly felt too small. Too much like a cage. Plus, Leralynn didn’t deserve to be gawked at.

      It had taken all of Coal’s will to halt himself from shoving Tye and Katita right into the sand and keeping them there until the pair couldn’t look at Lera again without twitching in pained memory. Like the lust, the protectiveness had come out of nowhere, gripping Coal’s chest like a band of iron, making it hard to breath. Hard to think.

      Which Coal needed to start doing. And fast.

      Stopping before the infamous tree that Lera no doubt used to get herself over the wall last night, Coal made short work of pulling himself up and jumping the two-pace gap to the wall. No need to explain more than that. Actually, there was little need to explain anything with Lera, not when she understood him without words. And, somehow, Coal understood her. Why, he had no idea—and no intention of trying to figure out. That could only lead to trouble, and trouble was exactly what he’d come to the Academy to avoid.

      Sparring had been a mistake. Fortunately for all involved, the mistake wouldn’t have a chance to repeat itself since the girl would be packing up soon enough. River seldom asked for a favor, and if the commander wanted Lera gone, then Coal would make it so. And would keep the girl at arm’s length until then.

      Landing on the soft-packed earth beyond the wall, Coal spared a backward glance to ensure his charge was still there.

      She was. And her damn eyes were alight with…with excitement at the turn of events.

      Coal growled under his breath and picked up the pace, choosing a trail uphill through the dense mountain forest. The rough, rocky terrain and whipping pine needles set an appropriately ominous atmosphere for the rest of the afternoon. Lifting his face toward the chill wind, Coal savored its nip along his skin, his body merging with the forest-covered hills. For a moment, he pretended he was alone, that the tantalizing lilac scent the breeze carried came from nothing but oddly placed flowers. That River never ordered him to drive Lera out of Great Falls. That his world made some bloody sense.

      None of it was true.

      Especially the part about the world making sense. Running a step behind him—probably because the trail was too narrow to let her pull ahead—Leralynn looked downright pleased. As if an uphill trek through puddles and branches and bugs was exactly the way she’d wanted to spend her day of liberty. Her gaze never stopped surveying the terrain, especially each time they came to an overlook where sheep pastures and forested trails drew a mosaic across the countryside, with the steep gray mountain faces as a dramatic backdrop. Stars, despite a pace that would have had anyone but Shade or Tye emptying their stomach three times by now, Lera seemed utterly unaware that she was supposed to feel anxious and miserable at all.

      Cresting a hill, Coal spied a patch of thick mud. Dropping them both for push-ups in the middle of the cold goo, Coal felt a prick of satisfaction when a small flash of irritation finally flittered across Lera’s face. “Two dozen,” Coal said. “All the way dow—”

      Coal shut his mouth. Leralynn was already dipping into the freezing mud with each descent, the tightness around her jaw confirming that grit and moisture were seeping effectively into her gray uniform. Her head swiveled each time she straightened her arms. Not just surveying her surroundings but…watching for something. Or searching for it. Coal’s gaze tightened.

      “Another dozen,” Coal ordered a heartbeat after the set was finished, waiting just long enough to let a false sense of relief fill Lera before snatching it away.

      At least that had been Coal’s intention—and a failed one judging by an utter lack of surprise in the girl’s face. As if she’d known exactly what he’d do. Just as she had when the two sparred that afternoon. Yes, Leralynn was a decent fighter—but not so good as to block Coal’s opening volley the way she had. Not without somehow knowing to expect it. Knowing him.

      A shiver that had nothing to do with the mud and cold ran down Coal’s spine, a memory echoing through his skull.

      Coal’s hands were shackled, his shoulders screaming from the strain. The taste of blood and fear choked him, blood from his last beating crusting along his skin. The islanders who’d held him for the past year never intended to let him leave. Never let him take his life either, no matter how he tried.

      A noise scraped against Coal’s hearing. He shifted, the sores beneath his shackles sending lightning bolts of agony down his skin, choking him.

      “You aren’t alone.” A feminine voice sounded behind him, soft steps circling until a young woman with intelligent brown eyes came to stand before him. She was small, barely reaching Coal’s shoulder, yet she filled his world with a lilac scent that drowned out all else. One of the islanders he’d not seen before.

      “Let me out.” Coal’s quiet words ripped from his raw throat, the sound of his own plea tightening his chest.

      The woman bit her lip, her eyes glistening. “I can’t,” she whispered. “I can’t take your pain either. But I can be here. So you aren’t alone.”

      Coal shook himself, trying to shed the memory of the mirage. Of whatever that woman had been. She’d done as she promised, staying with him whenever his captors let him be, mending his soul piece by piece even while his captors bled his body. But when River and Shade finally broke Coal free, he’d found no trace of her. Not in the prison. Not in the silent night. Not anywhere.

      Later, at the docks, Coal learned that a woman matching her description had purchased passage on a ship two days earlier. Had left. Without saying a word.

      Coal shook himself. A small woman with auburn hair and intelligent brown eyes—just like Lera. No wonder his body was playing games with him.

      Beside Coal, Lera had finished the second set of push-ups and was awaiting further orders. Saying nothing, Coal got to his feet and set them running again. Up a hill. Down. Pushing through pine branches and climbing hand and foot over tumbles of lichen-covered boulders. Back up. Up higher still, Leralynn’s breaths became ragged as the already gray sky darkened further. Sooner or later, Coal was going to get that rain he wanted.

      They had just crested another hill when the young woman’s forever watchful eyes froze on a spot some yards to their right and widened, her hand bracing on her thigh. Following her gaze, Coal tried to mark what might have caught Lera’s attention but found nothing—just a forested slope leading up to a sharp ridge across from them, cloaked in a wide grove of trembling green aspens. Coal jerked his chin toward the decline. “Move.”

      “Wait,” Lera said, her breath more strained than Coal had expected, her pulse beating so hard that he could see it in the soft side of her neck. “One moment, sir. Please.”

      “No.”

      Lera didn’t move.

      Coal gripped her upper arm, dragging her back into a run.

      Lera took a single step before tripping over another, her hand clutching her side. The strained breath grew rapid, her slender shoulders trembling with a distress that made Coal freeze—despite this having been the goal of the excursion. Bloody hell, he was turning into mother Shade.

      Lera swayed slightly.

      “Leralynn?” Dropping to one knee beside her, Coal surveyed the girl’s face.

      Color high but decent, eyes sharp, lips pink. He had to be missing something—she was strong, one of only a handful of people who’d been able to keep up with him. If she crashed this suddenly, something had happened.

      “Talk to me, Lera,” Coal ordered, his eyes intent on hers.

      Twisting away from his gaze, Lera bent double, dry-heaving into the earth. “Please,” she whimpered between bouts of coughing, her body trembling like a newborn foal’s. “Can’t. Just. One. Breath.”

      Coal’s gaze narrowed. Where the hell did that one-word speech come from? She’d said “One moment, sir,” easily enough—why would she find it harder to speak now? Coal’s attention shifted to Lera’s chest, its rise and fall steady enough.

      Something cold slithered through Coal’s core. In all his years as a soldier, Coal had pushed himself and others enough to learn the breaking points. Knew enough to stop pushing a hair before such a point was reached.

      And he sure as hell knew when someone was lying.

      A simmer of heat started in Coal’s blood, spreading like a crack in a glass through every fiber of his body. His jaw tightened, his fists clenching in a fury to rival the coming rain. Leralynn was lying to him. Playing him. As she had all damn day—sparring with him, forcing his guard down with every parry and thrust, all but goading him into taking their run farther. Until now. The girl was no more at endurance’s end than she’d been minutes earlier, her elaborate show merely a way to buy time while she marked the land as carefully as a cartographer.

      Yes, she’d found something. Perhaps the very something that had her climbing over the wall last night, a sword at her back.

      Coal followed her gaze, still seeing nothing of particular interest except perhaps a set of switchback tracks. No, Coal didn’t know what the bloody hell Lera sought, but he knew when he was being toyed with. And that Lera was doing it dug so painfully into him that bile rose up Coal’s throat.

      “What’s wrong?” Coal demanded, his voice low. One last chance for Lera to give him the truth.

      “Can’t. Breathe.”

      Coal’s jaw tightened, the chill in him turning into crackling ice. An idiot. He’d been an idiot, while River has seen the woman for what she was. The first time since the western isles that he’d loosened a part of himself with anyone but River and Shade, and this was what he got. Deceit. Like that of another woman who’d once brushed Coal’s soul.

      Something inside Coal snapped, as clear and loud as a branch beneath a careless boot.

      Grabbing Lera’s nape, Coal forced her to her feet, the woman’s stagger damn believable except for the spice of excitement, not misery, spicing her lilac scent. When she tried to mutter something Coal couldn’t bear hearing, he tightened his grip to the edge of pain. If Leralynn wanted to play games, he would ensure there was no need for feigning distress.
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      I found it, I found it, I found it.

      As Coal pushes me on, I mark every landmark in sight, the path back to the shattered tablet—only one steep gulley away—dimming all the world to irrelevance. My heart pounds, the tendrils of hope sending new energy through my body.

      Even as Coal leads me back into the thicker part of the forest, away from that clicking aspen grove shimmering on the next hillside over, I keep the image in my mind, tracing our route to get back to the tracks. With the weather threatening to turn, I’ll have to go out tonight. Even if it means swallowing my pride now.

      “On your back. Legs six inches up.” Coal’s icy voice hauls me back to reality. Face unreadable, the male points to a shallow, fast-running stream—an offshoot of the Great Falls waterfall a mile off. The riffle is just over a pace wide, small stones agitating the rushing water to a white foam.

      I wave away the buzzing mayflies, trying to make sense of the order.

      Instead of explaining, Coal sweeps the back of my knee, only his quick grip on my tunic stopping me from cracking my head open as I fall into the stream. The freezing water is upon me at once, clawing my lungs and face and thighs. Taking my breath. My muscles seize, the shock of it jerking me up, only to have Coal shove me right back into the water.

      I fight to draw air, freezing liquid rushing over me, jetting into my mouth and nose and ears. I spit, my heels pounding the stream as Coal holds me down, my head downstream of my body. The water turns to needles, my constricted lungs screaming. I gasp for air, able to draw none into my shaking body. When I finally do, it flows together with the rushing stream.

      I choke, my heart pounding, driving panic though my blood. Bile and spit and water climb up my throat. My thrashing limbs make turning my head into an unbearable effort, even when Coal’s hand lifts from my chest to let me retch.

      “Are you—” My tongue is too thick for my mouth, the words possible only from fury alone. “Are you insane?”

      Coal crouches beside my head, his beautiful, chiseled face as hard as I’ve ever seen it, the graying sky reflecting in his blue eyes. “Do I have your attention now?” he asks, his low voice a deadly rumble. “On your back. Feet six inches off the earth. I don’t give a damn what you do with your head, but if you get up before I tell you to, you’ll be doing this with my hand pressed down on your sternum.”

      My mind spins, finding no logic. No footing.

      Swallowing my curses together with rushing water, I hold Coal’s gaze as I surrender to whatever this is. Lie in the stream. Keep my legs up as water weights down my boots. Try to keep from choking on the rushing stream.

      Ten seconds. Thirty. A minute. Until not even anger can warm me, despair rushing in to fill the void. My body numbs, my muscles shaking against the hard rushing stream. I can’t do it. It isn’t bloody fair, and I can’t do it. And—my head goes under, the water rushing gleefully into my mouth. Deeper. Into my throat and up my nose, pounding against my clamped vocal cords.

      Terror rushes through me, the world darkening around the edges. My lungs hurt, my body desperate for air that’s somewhere. Not here. Not anywhere. I feel my limbs flailing against the rushing water, the muscles stiff and desperate and unable to find purchase. To remember what to do. Faster. I need to move faster. No time. No time. No—

      Coal jerks me up by my tunic, and I fall to my hands and knees, my own coughs tearing through my chest.

      “That’s right, Leralynn of Osprey.” The male’s soft voice is as cold as the stream. “You don’t deserve this. You need Great Falls no more than you need manure stuck to your boot soles.”

      I blink, lifting my pounding head to meet Coal’s eyes, my sluggish mind struggling to understand. “You want me to leave? Is that what this is all about?”

      Coal leans his face so close to mine that drops of water from my shivering body land on his chest, his familiar metallic scent filled with a bitter tang of fury. “Yes,” he says, a muscle ticking along his jaw. “And I’m not the only one.”

      I recoil as if struck, the words hurting more than the cold, cold stream. “You’ll have to keep waiting.”

      The ticking muscle in Coal’s jaw quickens, but he says nothing. His icy blue eyes crackle in the thunder-charged air, something in him about to break as surely as a gathering storm.

      Overhead, a fleeing hawk swoops close, the forest around us silent in anticipation.

      Coal wants me gone. And not just him. Heat rushes through me despite the chill, my chattering teeth gritting. The mask I’ve seen River don so many times slips over my face as I grip the stones on either side of the stream and lower myself right back into the water.

      Whatever happens, Coal won’t get the satisfaction of seeing me surrender.
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      Two scoops grain, one scoop sweet for three dozen of the horses, for four weeks with each feed sack holding—no, wait, with the spring weather breaking, fresh grass might come soon. Arisha crossed off the calculation. Would the extra green grass mean the horses needed less grain, or would the extra running they did on soft ground lead to them needing more?

      “Should we tell her?”

      “That would be a full-time job, Nolan, and I need to watch Tyelor’s training. He needs someone to keep him honest.”

      Arisha buried her head deeper into her book, ignoring Princess Katita and her royal cousins. One and a half scoop of—something rough hit Arisha between the eyes, sending her sprawling onto the ground. Glaring up, Arisha saw the tree she’d just walked into. A few paces away, the group of royals broke into ill-concealed chortles. Brilliant. That was the third—no, fourth—time this month alone she’d walked into something. Was someone moving the damn trees and building in the middle of the night? At least when the stunning Leralynn stumbled into something, the something inevitably turned out to be Great Falls’ top athlete.

      One who Princess Katita believed to be her property.

      Scowling, Arisha gathered her books and hurried into the sanctuary of the library. She needed to alphabetize the books. Or count them. Or maybe regroup everything by time period instead. Anything to keep her mind off whatever torment Master Coal was inflicting on Lera. The girl was brave and kind and as unaware of her own mortality as a fourteen-year-old boy. Pitted against Coal’s creative sadism, the combination could end in nothing but utter disaster.

      The chime of newly attached doorbells startled Arisha free of her thoughts. “Uncle Gavriel?” she called, stepping into the great circle of the library’s entrance hall. The librarian’s desk where Gavriel usually sat was empty, though the sound of a cane tapping the polished marble floor echoed from somewhere in the room. “Uncle?”

      “Arisha.” Stepping out from behind the far stacks, Gavriel limped toward her with more energy than she’d seen in him lately. The extra glint in his brown eyes was downright contagious. “Are you quite all right, my dear?”

      “Yes.” Arisha picked a stray leaf from her braid and adjusted her glasses. “You, however, look like a cat with a bowl of cream.” Despite being alone in the library, Arisha dropped her voice. “Has the Guild welcomed you back?” Gavriel’s vocal disagreements on both the interpretation of the fae prophecies and the Guild’s rules surrounding them had gotten the man put out the door a year ago. Gavriel, being Gavriel, immediately got himself hired into Great Falls Academy, negotiating a spot for his niece along the way.

      “Not quite, but they will.” Gavriel set his books on a table and went to pull out the pot of tea and platter of sweets he always kept for Arisha’s visit. Sugar-powdered scones with raisins, by the smell of them. “They truly will have no choice but to acknowledge my theories.”

      With a sigh, Arisha neatened Gavriel’s books into an ordered stack and glanced at his newly placed door chimes. Gavriel wanted to know if anyone invaded his space, which meant he was planning to be more reckless than usual. “You’ve discovered new evidence?”

      “Better.” The man returned to the table, handing Arisha a tea tray. “I’ve proven my theory correct. I found the Protector.”

      The tea tray slipped from Arisha’s hands, Gavriel rescuing the pot before it could spill. Arisha’s heart quickened. After a lifetime’s work with no acknowledgment, her uncle deserved a bit of recognition. “Are you certain? Where is he?”

      “She. And right here in Great Falls Academy, just as I predicted.” Gavriel winced. “She isn’t what I expected, I grant you. A bit rough around the edges and not quite ready to accept her role, but I will work with her through it.”

      A familiar thick dread settled on Arisha’s tongue. There he went again, the reason Uncle Gavriel was cut off from his life’s work to begin with. “What do you mean work with her? The Sentinel Guild is very clear—watch, record, don’t intervene. Prophecies tend to go awry when people start sticking their tongues and pens in them. I believe you taught me that.”

      Gavriel adjusted his glasses. “This is different, Arisha. And vital. The danger arrived in advance of the Protector, and she… I fear that left to her own devices, she is going to be chasing young men instead of saving the mortal realm. Sometimes prophecies need a bit of guidance, eh?” He poured Arisha a cup of tea. “The Guild will come around once they see.”

      “Are you going to tell me who it is?” Arisha asked, letting out a heavy breath. She’d seen Gavriel here before and knew when there was no talking reason into the man. The best she could do was manage the damage and ensure his noble intentions did not dig a grave for him.

      Despite the empty library, Gavriel dropped his voice before speaking. “Leralynn of Osprey. She wears a veil amulet, of course, but it is her.”

      “Leralynn?” Arisha blinked. “Are there two Leralynns?”

      “We’ve started off on a very productive foot already,” Gavriel continued. “The Great Falls area has been under siege from the nastiest of creatures—Sky…no, Sclices. I explained to Leralynn yesterday—”

      “Leralynn of Osprey?” Arisha’s fingers curled around her paper, crumpling the calculations. The kind, beautiful Lera who couldn’t keep her nose out of a hornet’s nest was an immortal fae warrior? No. Arisha had always imagined the Protector to look and act more like Deputy Headmaster River or maybe Master Coal. A small smile touched Arisha’s face. Coal. Who was likely trying to run an immortal fae into the ground right now. Serves the bastard right.

      Arisha’s smile faded as the rest of Gavriel’s sentence registered. “What do you mean, you explained to Leralynn? The Sentinel Guild watches. We don’t interfere. Tell me you didn’t actually speak to her about… Stars. Uncle.” Arisha’s stomach clenched, her heartbeat quickening. The Guild’s vow of noninterference was vital, lest the whole mortal realm turned to war over winning the immortal warrior to their side of the truth. Arisha wasn’t yet a full Sentinel, but even she knew that. Leralynn—Arisha’s mind still spun with notions—had to be free to make her own choices. Arisha’s eyes widened. “Please tell me you had nothing to do with Lera’s sneaking out and going over the wall last night?”

      Instead of blushing, Gavriel set up taller. “Indeed. I was pleased to learn she took my word to heart, and we had a very productive discussion this morning about the creatures she encountered.”

      “Yes, well, Lera got caught,” Arisha told Gavriel, her voice hard. “Master Coal is punishing her as we speak—at River’s orders. I little need to tell you what those two do to new cadets.”

      “Hmm.” Gabriel made a sound that was more intrigue than repentance. “That may work out in our favor quite nicely, in truth. And by our favor, I mean the entire human race’s.”

      Arisha’s brows narrowed. “Because the Protector needs extra experience in misery?”

      “Because Leralynn must get those young men out of her thoughts so she can focus on the task at hand,” Gavriel said, leaning forward. “The girl insists that Tye, Coal, River, and Shade are all fae as well, the five being part of a Lunos quint together. Mates, in fact. According to Leralynn, a magical artifact she broke caused the men—males—to absorb the properties of the veil amulets they wore. The four believe themselves human.”

      “Coal. River. Tye. Shade.” Arisha felt like a damn parrot, her understanding of the world spinning on its head. Her already fast pulse jumped again. Those names… They were an integral part of the Academy. An influential part, whose actions could have a ripple effect through the entire Continental Alliance. Stars, River and Coal were in direct line of command of King Zenith’s daughter. And here Gavriel was, trying to put a bit into Lera’s mouth—which would inevitably affect her mates’ actions too. Did Gavriel not understand he’d be put to death for this? No, of course he didn’t. Uncle Gavriel was brilliant and kind and as disconnected from reality as his books.

      Taking off his glasses, Gavriel wiped them on the corner of his robe. “I confess that Lera’s excursion last night might have been motivated by a desire to find the broken artifact as much as my explicit instruction on a Protector’s duties, but it’s better to stay optimistic, don’t you think?”

      “Optimistic?!” Arisha checked her voice. “You are trying to direct the Protector to do your bidding, and your optimistic version of events is that she obeys you blindly and stops fighting for her mates’ memories?”

      “Lera is very young and easily distracted by amorous escapades,” Gavriel said defensively. “I’ve no nefarious agenda. I just wish to help her grow in her destiny and save as many lives along the way as possible.”

      “No, Uncle. You want to help Lera grow into your vision of her destiny.” Arisha stood, her heart pounding against her ribs as she started to collect her books, her thoughts spinning too wildly to keep up with. Moving Gavriel’s papers aside, Arisha felt her hand brush against an odd disc, its runes unfamiliar but plainly fae made. She frowned, recalling River’s complaint of a missing pendant, and felt a cold shiver run down her spine. “What is that, Uncle Gavriel?”
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      I can’t breathe. The icy water running over my face never stops, never lets up no matter how much I spit it out. I’m cold and I’m wet, and it feels like I’ve been so for days and years. The coarse wet fabric of my uniform rakes over my skin each time I move, sending shots of pain where it rubs over abrasions left by the branches we’d run through. At least the pain breaks up the freezing numbness.

      Through it all, Coal’s blue eyes watch me with unwavering intensity, his whole body repeating a single word: leave.

      “No.” I shout it into his face at first. And when I’ve no more energy to spare for that, I shout it in silence.

      No.

      Go to hell, or bring hell here.

      I’m bloody staying.

      When, some eons into the torment, I first hear a wolf’s howl, I think the noise is inside my mind. An exhausted wet body playing tricks on its sluggish mind. When the howl calls a third time, the familiar notes—along with Coal’s hands hauling me to the bank—shake me from my trance. The return to awareness is so harsh, I can’t hold back a choking sob that Coal pretends he doesn’t see.

      “A stroke of fortune,” Coal says, his voice as cold as ever. “We’re going back indoors for now.”

      I blink at him. I didn’t quit. Why—

      “A storm is coming.” Coal points to the sky in answer to my silent question.

      He’s right, I realize, still not moving. Sometime in the past hour, the wind has picked up and now screams through the pine branches, the gray skies already leaking rain. The plop plop plop of fat drops hitting the stream sends a stab of fear through me, though I can’t quite understand why.

      “Leralynn.” Coal’s chiseled face and blond hair fill my vision. A moment later, he grabs my shoulder, shaking me roughly. “Leralynn!”

      I blink at him.

      Coal’s gaze surveys me once, then stays on my eyes. When he speaks, his voice is as certain and commanding as the storm itself. “Listen to me. Can you walk?”

      A wind-curled swirl of spray from the stream hits my face. Wind. Rain. Storm. It finally hits me then, the reason why the rain sent the shock of fear through me. Soon, maybe already, the tablet and my tracks—my only hopes of getting the males’ memories back—will be gone. Washed away.

      “No,” I whisper. My halting breath and racing heart now have nothing to do with the chill. I struggle to my knees, my numb hands giving way, though Coal stops me from falling. Even as he does, I seek my landmarks. Plot my course.

      “On your feet, Cadet.” Coal wraps his warm, muscled arm around me. “I will help you.”

      No. I push away from him, landing myself right back in the stream.

      Coal curses. Reaches for me again.

      This time, I move with greater purpose, pulling myself to the other side of the water. “Don’t touch me.” I intend my words to sound strong, but they come out in a rough-edged croak. “Don’t. Touch. Me.”

      A wolf calls again.

      A flicker of something crosses Coal’s face, and he pulls his hands back slowly, showing me his empty palms. Even as he does, his gaze assesses me the way one might consider tackling a rabid dog. Another moment and Coal will do just that.

      I can’t let that happen.

      Scrambling to my feet, I break into a run, racing the coming storm back toward my nearly two-day-old tracks. My numb feet pound the soft ground, sliding on uneven earth and tripping over rocks. A harsh wind blows with enough force to make the fallen leaves and twigs rise into the air, hitting my face, the shock of it making me sway. Losing time I do not have.

      “Leralynn, stop!” Coal’s bellow races up from behind, the voice so close that I can feel it. Then Coal is on me, tackling me to the ground, twisting my shoulders to force my gaze to meet his. Impatience, fury, and something more—fear. His chest heaves, pressing into mine, trapping me. “You are not thinking straight. Follow me. Now.”

      “Let me go,” I holler at him, my voice rising with true fear. I can’t do this. Can’t pretend a day longer that I’m human, can’t face the males through the veil’s perverse looking glass. And each second Coal holds me, he further seals that horrid fate. “Let me go!”

      Coal drags me to my feet, holding me roughly. “This isn’t a negotiation, Cadet. You want to stay at Great Falls, you take my damn hand and come.”

      My mind goes silent, the ultimatum so clear that my response comes with no thought. I can’t outfight Coal. And I can’t let him slow me down a moment longer.

      “I quit!” I shout into the male’s face, loud enough to be heard over the wind. “I’m done with your runs, your punishment, your half drowning me. I’m not an Academy student as of this moment, so get your damn hands off me. Now.”

      Coal freezes, face pale. And then he does as I demanded. Icy air rushes in to take his place.

      I run the instant he lets me go, before I can let loneliness rush in with the cold air, before I can second-guess myself. I sprint. My clumsy body focuses on nothing but the mountain slope, now hazy through wet, windy air. Droplets of rain bounce off leaves and pine needles, striking them like tiny never-ending drums. Branches bend in the wind to clash against their neighbors and hiss and snap their displeasure. Everywhere I look, the forest is different from the way it was, the trees bending and shifting through misty gray sheets of rain, clutches of dirt and spray flying through the air. The smell of wet earth and damp bark saturate the air so thickly, I scent nothing else.

      Fat raindrops pelt my face, fueling each of my strides. Through it all, my gaze focuses on nothing but the lone set of tracks that is miraculously still there, winding through the trees. The slight change in the pattern Sprite’s one shoeless hoof left is no longer visible, but I know the tracks as mine and thank the stars that Coal’s bloody stream was not so far as to make me lose the sacred route.

      Coal. I stumble as the image of him flashes in my mind, turning my stomach. Even when the reconnected rune restores the quints’ memories, I’m not sure I’ll ever look at him—at the male who wanted me gone—the same way again. An uncontrolled shudder races through my body, spreading panic. For a heartbeat, my face is beneath the surface again, freezing water rushing into my mouth and nose. Closing my lungs. Choking off my air. I gasp, my eyes wide and heart hammering my ribs.

      I force a breath down my throat, fighting off the dizziness I’ve no time for. With the growing rain, there will soon be little left to follow on the steep sloped earth. Faster. I have to move faster, rush straight down the slope that I used switchbacks to climb. I do. I run, allowing no thoughts, no memories of Coal’s ice-filled eyes. No—

      My boot lands on something soft, the steep ground suddenly slipping from under me.

      I fall onto my side, the slope dragging me down with the mud. The breath I fought so hard to draw now grips my chest, gravity seizing me. Pulling me into a tumbling roll down the slope. Rocks scrape my skin, my numb fingers unable to grasp anything to stop the slide.

      Down, down, down.

      My side, my belly, my head, all take turns against the ground. I bounce off the first tree I hit, the second sending me on my way with a bruise. The third finally stops me, my back striking the trunk so hard that the world blinks. Lightning cracks the air just as my wits clear, thunder following a breath later. The rain pelting my face churns into a downpour, mud and earth running in streams down the slope, taking me with them when I dare try to rise.

      This time, I ride the landslide on my back, the wind hiding my scream. I’m aware and yet can do nothing to halt the speeding motion, my hands and feet finding no purchase, for the side of the mountain is riding down right along with me. By the time we stop at the slope’s bottom, the rain is a thick curtain that lets me see nothing beyond my own fingertips.

      Lighting cracks again, felling a large tree not twenty paces away. Felling the last of my hopes with it. I’ve lost the tracks. Lost my males. Lost myself. Forever.

      Wrapping my arms around my knees, I cry, shaking as badly as the branches.
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      “I quit,” Leralynn had shouted into his face, her voice conquering the wind to impale him. For a heartbeat, Coal had stood frozen. He’d gotten what he’d come out here for, and yet the victory felt so vile, he couldn’t force his body to move. So he didn’t. He stood there, holding on to Lera as if she’d not spoken, as if he’d misheard.

      Lera’s tantalizing face came close to him, her brown eyes hard and shockingly luminescent against her pale skin, her gray uniform plastered to every inch of her body. Her words struck his chest like rocks. “I’m not an Academy student as of this moment, so get your damn hands off me. Now.”

      The instant he did so, Lera turned and ran, the fat drops of rain splattering against her footprints. And now she was gone, the storm drowning out any sound, any trace of her.

      Coal’s chest tightened. Twisting around, he buried his fist into a tree with enough force to make his knuckles sing. And then he did it again. And again, until the droplets of rain washing down the bark ran laced with red. As if the tree itself was bleeding.

      The dark afternoon sky flashed with lightning, followed by the thunder’s roll. The sharp flash of deadly light grounded into a tree far below, the cracking, smoking trunk setting each of Coal’s senses to alert.

      “Leralynn!’ Coal’s voice rose in a bellow that the forest swallowed like a bit of debris. “Lera!”

      No answer.

      Coal swore. The weather was turning foul faster than he’d expected, and from the wind and smell, it would worsen still. A full-on storm, with Leralynn alone in the thick of it. Rain struck Coal’s face with a vengeance, the droplets morphing from sharp needles to thick globs.

      Turning, Coal took quick bearings of the forest and sprinted in the direction Lera had disappeared, his ears straining but hearing nothing except the rushing stream and rain drenching the leaves. “Lera!” he shouted again and again, the words echoing mockingly and receiving no answer. No Lera. And with the growing storm, no footprints either.

      Coal’s heart stuttered, then tripped into a gallop, a fear-filled heat spreading through his blood. Where the bloody hell could Lera have gone? He couldn’t see her. Couldn’t smell her. Couldn’t hear her. The girl couldn’t have gone far, not exhausted as she was. Ten steps, perhaps. Twenty considering her stubbornness. Any other cadet would be huddled beneath the first kind-looking bush, sobbing and rocking herself.

      Lera was most certainly not any other cadet. She was a warrior in her own right, too stubborn and proud to step away. To ask for help. To show weakness. Coal should never have left her, no matter what she’d demanded. No matter whether she was under the Academy’s control or not, whether he had the right to bodily drag her off or not.

      Coal had gone too far. When he’d realized Lera was playing him, the punishment had stopped being about River’s orders and become personal. Because Coal had been stupid enough to trust the girl. Because Lera had looked so much like the woman who’d brushed his soul and left. Because Coal was an irresponsible bastard who’d never deserved River’s confidence.

      Coal’s only job now was to get the girl back to the Academy alive. And if she complained, River could whip him for kidnapping for all he cared.

      “Leralynn!” Coal twisted around, surveying the drenched woods again and again and again, searching amidst the shades of gray, between the gleaming green leaves. Water smashed his mouth each time he opened it to call her name.

      No answer but the pounding rain. No smell but that of wet earth and the tang of lightning.

      Coal’s muscles tightened, the frustration and fury pressing so hard against his lungs and chest that it was a miracle the bones didn’t crack. A growl that sounded anything but human escaped his chest as he sank his knuckles into another tree, the exploding pain in his fist a momentary relief from the roaring inside his blood.

      Coal twisted about, unable to stop, to think.

      Where would the girl have gone? Where, where, where? Coal’s heart pounded in rhythm to the rain. He raced along the stream searching for any clues as to Lera’s course. She’d have surely run—though stars knew how she could run—as far away from where Coal stood as possible. But that still left too much ground. Upstream or down? Toward the Academy or away? The overlook that had drawn her attention, perhaps, or—Coal’s foot slipped on wet earth, his breath catching as he reclaimed his balance and looked down.

      The slope down was wet and steep enough to have almost taken him along. If Lera had been here… Now that he looked closer, Coal marked a distinct trail cutting down the slope. Not the narrow streaks of sliding feet, but a wide swath of disturbed mud that a body sliding down would leave. Five paces lower, a tree held a scrap of gray cloth, stuck on a sharp, broken-off branch.

      Coal had let Lera leave, and she’d fallen.

      Thunder cracked as if in mockery. Yes, the skies said. It was you. You. You.
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      It’s sometime later—minutes, perhaps, or maybe days—when a set of sharp teeth closing around my upper arm draws my face from my knees. The rain has slowed from a torrential storm to a heavy downpour, though my sluggish mind can’t work out whether this fact is of any importance. I’m almost surprised to see that I’m still here, huddled against the base of a tree, branches whipping overhead. Surprised to note that none of them have cracked my skull.

      The teeth release and bite again, this time harder.

      Turning my head, I find a drenched gray wolf with a black muzzle and intense yellow eyes. My throat closes, my hand reaching out with desperation even as I fear I’m stretching toward a mirage. Wet, warm fur closes the distance to me, a large lupine tongue lapping the dirt and rain and tears off my face.

      Wrapping my arms around Shade’s wolf, I bury my face in the animal’s neck, breathing the earthy scent of him. “I knew it was you last night,” I say finally into the wolf’s fur. “Can you shift?” Can you shift now?

      Yellow eyes blink with recognition but little comprehension. Taking my hand between his teeth, the wolf pulls me toward a massive cluster of tumbled boulders. When I don’t budge, the wolf growls his annoyance and lets go of my arm. His narrowed gaze leaves me with no doubt that he is preparing to resink his teeth into me and is hesitating only while deciding on his choice of target.

      “Wait!” I find my limbs with difficulty, my gaze never leaving Shade for fear he too will disappear. “One blink for yes, two for no. Can you shift at will?”

      The wolf growls. Snaps his teeth impatiently.

      “Can you understand my speech?” My chest is tight. “One blink or—” The wolf turns his head, his eyes following an errant squirrel. I curse under my breath. What exactly Shade’s wolf understands has been a subject of speculation even in Lunos and now seems even less promising. By the time the wolf’s attention returns to me, the animal is shifting impatiently on his paws, his glistening teeth on snapping display.

      “Don’t you dare bite just for the fun of it,” I mutter, using a nearby tree to climb to my feet. Shade may not understand my words directly, but the wolf has made his plans for his teeth all too clear.

      The wolf snorts. Turning, he raises his tail and trots off, turning his head once to ensure I’m following.

      Half walking, half crawling, I pull myself after Shade’s wolf, who, fortunately, leads me only twenty paces off to a small protective cave between three of the massive boulders. Blinking at the pit in the cave’s floor, I realize the wolf has already dug out the bottom to clear away the worst of the wet mud and create an extra barrier from the wind. Climbing inside, I curl around my wolf, his thick fur and lupine breath warming my shaking core.
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        * * *

      

      COAL

      A wolf’s howl raked across Coal’s soul, a sound that should have had Coal reaching for a weapon but spurred him into a run instead. He was at the bottom of the hill Lera had slid down, the slope so long and steep that Coal had to switchback down it to avoid cracking his head. To his left, the forest continued in a shivering cluster of aspen and pine. To his right, a rock formation held up the base of another rolling hill.

      “Leralynn,” Coal hollered, his throat raw. “Where are you?”

      The wolf howled again, as if in clear answer. The sound came from the base of that rock formation on Coal’s right, where a dark entrance to a cave that a smart animal might claim could be seen. This time, Coal did draw his boot knife as he closed the distance, his breath misting in the cold air.

      A scraping echoed from the cave’s mouth.

      Then something that sounded like a shush.

      An indignant feminine yelp.

      Before Coal could fully process the significance of the sound, a gray wolf streaked out from under the rocks, its teeth bare and ears laid flat as it headed right for Coal. A ripple of something Coal couldn’t explain raced through him, a perverse instinct that had him throwing away the knife instead of holding it toward the predator. Predictably, the idiotic move was a mistake. In the next heartbeat, the wolf hit Coal’s chest, knocking him flat into the earth.

      Coal fell hard, a stone digging into his shoulders. His heart pounded, his mind unable to focus as a deadly maw hovered above his face. The wolf’s saliva dripped down, landing with the rain on Coal’s cheeks, the predator’s yellow eyes burning into him.

      Darkness flashed before Coal’s eyes, the great weight atop his chest an echo of the islanders’ shackles. Coal’s heart tripped, hesitating for a moment before sprinting so quickly that Coal could feel it against his neck. The stench of rot and blood filled Coal’s nose, his mouth thick with a pain that was not yet here, but would come.

      GHHHHHHHRRRRRRR

      The wolf’s low growl came again, rising from deep in its chest while hackles rose in a thick gray ridge along its back. The animal’s breath was so close now that Coal felt it along his skin.

      Coal’s hand closed around a stone, but just as he readied to smash the animal’s skull, the significance of the feminine voice finally penetrated. Lera. It was Lera. Alive. And here. Somehow—though stars only knew what made Coal certain of it—the wolf was protecting, not harming, the girl.

      Muscles shaking with effort, Coal opened his hand and let the stone roll free.

      Unimpressed, the wolf pulled his lips back from glistening canines and snapped them inches from Coal’s face.

      Coal lifted his chin, exposing his neck to the predator as he met the animal’s bright golden eyes. Daring him to finish it. Asking him to.

      A heartbeat passed, marked with the wolf’s panting breath, the great lupine muscles as taut and trembling as Coal’s own. A second beat. A third.

      “Come on, you flea sack,” Coal growled, flashing his own teeth. “Finish it.”

      The wolf snorted and bent on his front paws, his shoulder blades rising. Then, pushing away from Coal’s shoulders, he streaked off into the forest.

      Heart still pounding, Coal jumped to his feet, his gaze darting in confusion as he sheathed his knife into his boot. His mind raced with his pulse. He was alive. Whether this was a good thing, he didn’t know.

      “Are you all right?” Lera’s voice gripped Coal’s throat, turning him toward the rocks. The girl was pale and wet in the mouth of the cave, shaking in her torn gray uniform, her hand gripping the rock with bone-white knuckles—which told him she was a breath away from collapsing.

      “Leralynn.” The world narrowed to the girl standing in the cave’s mouth. With the next breath, Coal was moving, launching himself to grab Lera before she disappeared again. Catching hold of her, Coal shoved both of them into the cave, his fingers digging into Lera’s arms so hard that he was bound to leave bruises. But he couldn’t let go, or spare a thought for why.
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      Lunging forward, Coal grabs the tops of my arms, fingers digging into my wet tunic and the flesh beneath. His nostrils flare, his shoulders rising and falling with quick breaths. Before I can respond, he shoves us into the cave, his powerful thighs flexing fluidly. In the shadows and damp, his blond hair is dark, blue eyes flashing with icy flame. The water running down his face makes the perfect chiseled lines of it only more beautiful. More deadly. More arrogant. When Coal’s predatory gaze finds mine, heat rushes through my core.

      “Are you damn insane?” Coal shouts into my face, the fear and fury rolling off him so thick that it settles like copper on my tongue. “You could have died.”

      My heart stops, my body freezing like a trapped rabbit. I can’t face him. Not now. Not like this. The path to the rune-inscribed tablet is gone, and with it, my hope of reversing the males’ memories. This Coal who is now shaking my shoulders knows me as little as I know him—or the him he thinks he is—the void between us as vast as any realm. A fury to echo Coal’s surges through me. Fear. Hate.

      I hate Coal for letting me leave. Hate him for following. Hate him for forcing me into that stream. For making my heart beat harder just with his mere proximity, the intense gaze of his blue eyes.

      “Are you listening to me, damn you?” Coal’s face is inches from mine, every ounce of intensity focused on me alone. Without even the sky to dilute the force of Coal’s attention, I feel as though a thousand tiny claws grip every part of my body.

      My thighs tighten. So do my fists.

      Coal grabs my right wrist just before my knuckles can hit his jaw. Forcing my arm back and against the stone, he captures my left hand as well. “In case you’ve more brilliant ideas.”

      I pull against the restraints, their lack of give somehow reassuring. As if I matter enough to bother holding. My chest tightens, my throat thick. “What are you doing here?” I demand. “You wanted me gone, didn’t you?”

      Coal’s jaw tenses.

      “Then you win,” I shout, throwing my weight against his hold. Again. Again. The male’s grip doesn’t waver. My heart quickens, pounding harder and faster until I’m certain it will bruise my ribs. “What more do you want from me?” I shout into the male’s face.

      Coal leans farther into my space, violence shimmering beneath his skin. With wet black clothes clinging to his body, his every lithe muscle is on display as surely as if he were naked, power coming off him in dizzying waves. It’s as if the very elements of weather that turned me into a drowned rat have enhanced the male. When Coal speaks, his breath is so close and hot that it runs tingling wisps over my skin. “The truth. What the hell were you buying yourself time to do on that overlook? What’s the bloody game you’re playing at?”

      “Nothing.” My voice is hoarse, broken.

      Coal growls. “Stop. Lying.” He shakes me again, hard. “You’re hiding something, Cadet.”

      “I told you, I’m not a cad—”

      Coal pulls me even closer, his grip on my wrists white-hot steel.

      Too close. He’s too close, the heat and power of his body washing over me, waking too many senses. My blood quickens, my muscles fighting his unyielding hold even as unwelcome wetness slickens my folds. I can’t think, not with Coal’s body an inch from mine, his eyes pinning me as surely as his hands hold my wrists. Worse still, the magic inside me thrashes against the shackles of the mortal world, pulling so hard that it hurts. As a human, I felt the male’s power wash over me like a great wave, sweeping away every hold and shield. As a fae, the sensation is tenfold. A hundred. For the power comes not just from Coal, but from my own rebellious body that can’t be this close to the male, this insanely tangled with him, without rousing.

      Coal doesn’t know he’s my mate, but my damn body does. And it cares little for anything else. Not that Coal is all but a stranger now. Or that he’d forced me into an icy stream until my lungs howled and my very blood slowed. My male—my precious, violent, terrible male—is still mine. With a snap that’s as vicious as a whip’s crack along my core, a cord of power inside me snaps free and rises to the challenge of Coal’s body. My own budding magic, perhaps, or an echo of Coal’s, or something else entirely. I don’t know. Don’t care. For it fills my every fiber with an ache that wants what it can’t have. My words fight their way through a storm just to escape, my sharp canines bared. “Go. To. Hell.”

      The male growls, and there is nothing human, nothing mortal in the primal power of the low sound, which rumbles through his whole chest. The vibrations rake through me, lighting each ridge inside my soul. Inside my channel. My need.

      My sex clenches over the emptiness inside it, each unfilled throb sending a fresh wave of anguish through me. The shivering in my body morphs to a tremble that has nothing to do with the cold.

      With a strength that is too great to be my own, I rip free of Coal’s hold, my elbow cracking into his ribs with enough force to send a distant echo of pain through me.

      Coal grunts, the surprise in his eyes flashing once before transforming to an inferno. Grabbing my shoulders, he throws me onto the ground, heedless of the stones. Heedless of anything. When his hands grab the top of my shirt and rip the fabric in a single vicious pull, the bite of cloth only drives the roaring need inside me higher and higher. The amulet bounces along my skin, shivering with a magic that Coal can’t see.

      Blood pounds in my ears and clenching sex until I want nothing but to feel Coal inside me. Filling me. Pressure builds with each second that I’m denied his cock, fueling the raging storm inside me. And yet, yet, the male still hovers above me, his arms trembling beneath his wavering control.

      “No.” He shakes his head as if fending off dizziness, his voice escaping a stranglehold. “I don’t bed cadets.”

      Hooking my arm under Coal, I knock his body into the side wall with more strength than a human female should have. The male’s eyes widen as his back strikes stone, the fire in them flashing all the way down to my screaming sex. Arrows of gripping need shoot through the insides of my thighs, my legs, my damn toes.

      I tear open Coal’s fly with the same ease with which he’s destroyed my shirt, my strength—and somehow, his strength—twining through my muscle fibers.

      Coal’s cock is so hard as it springs free of its confines that it jabs my abdomen. The male’s control snaps with a grunt as he binds me with his powerful legs. This time when Coal throws me down, I’m on my belly, the scent of wet earth and Coal’s metallic tang filling my nose. A jerk at my hips bares me fully, my wet skin tightening as cool air brushes along it, the hot wetness coating my folds so at odds with the chill that I can feel the steam rising into the damp air.

      I buck, seeking Coal’s cock in blind need.

      The male grips my hips roughly, his knees pushing apart my thighs just before he thrusts in all the way to the hilt.

      I gasp. My slick channel captures Coal greedily, only to clench in fury as he pulls back, the pulsing tip of his cock just filling my entrance.

      Coal’s breath is ragged. He waits, torn between his need and his stars-damned principles.

      I little care. Whipping my head around, I skim my teeth into Coal’s forearm, my canines breaking skin.

      He roars. Jerking his arm away, he slams it down between my shoulder blades, flattening me against the ground so hard that my ribs compress all the air from my lungs. Forcing my thighs even farther apart, Coal thrusts into me again and again, and this time, this time it is the full great length of him over and over and over.
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      Lera’s blazing sex clenched around Coal’s throbbing shaft. His blood pounded. Simmered. The scent of Lera’s arousal was strong enough to make Coal’s head swim, her body radiating a glorious strength that called to something deep inside him.

      The woman on the islands who’d pieced together his soul before shattering it all over again. Yes, that was what his damn body was rousing to. Lera looked too much like her—that was all. That was it. It had to be, because Leralynn was a student. A student he’d just met, splayed open beneath him, taking his cock like it was meant to be inside her. And Coal couldn’t make himself care. Couldn’t control himself, couldn’t do anything but throw all caution and every ounce of good sense to the storm.

      Coal pulled back, thrusting again into her blazing wetness. Lera’s sex grabbed on to him greedily, merciless to the agonizing pulsing of his rock-hard cock. She moaned, making him bite back a roar as he slammed into her harder. Her bared backside was tight with muscle, the auburn locks of hair showing between her legs thick and wet. Coal craved to taste her. Bite her. Have her.

      Despite Coal’s hold on her back, the woman’s taut curved bottom rose to meet his thrusts, until the smack of his hips against hers echoed wetly through the cave. Again. Again. Again. Each penetration driving deeper and raking like fire over Coal’s skin. Coal’s breaths came in ragged pants, the naked muscles of Lera’s back bunching in a beautiful response.

      Leralynn’s moans turned to screams with each thrust, her mounting pleasure driving Coal on. Her voice was tantalizing as a siren’s call, cutting to his core.

      Beyond the cave, the woods howled with the last vestiges of the storm, the branches cracking beneath the force of the wind as it conquered the forest. Yes, that was what Coal wanted. Needed. Craved with an urge so primal that his mind could not follow. Coal would conquer Lera’s body like that storm took the forest. He would make her scream with pleasure and need and desperation.

      Three more thrusts, each hard enough to make Lera jerk, and Coal pulled back enough to lift his hips, flipping Lera over onto her back. The woman’s hair fell in pools of auburn, her blazing eyes such a rich chocolate that she seemed more than human. Her lush breasts trembled from the motion, the large nipples bunching as hard as Coal’s twitching cock, until he was suddenly unsure which of them would be doing the damn conquering.

      He pulled off his wet shirt in one rough motion, suddenly resentful of anything separating his skin from hers. Lera’s nails raked up his back in appreciation, leaving trails of heat along his tightly bunched muscles.

      Whatever control he still possessed vanished. With a growl, Coal drove into her again, watching her face as her eyes widened and glazed, her lush lips parting in a moan. Coal’s mouth was closing over Lera’s before the sound was finished, claiming her as deeply above as he was below. Her mouth was sweet and hot, her tongue tangling with his, drawing him in deeper.

      Thrust. Thrust. Thrust. Each plunge into Lera’s gripping sex only made Coal’s need for her stronger, the force with which he drove into her somehow flowing both ways. It was as if this woman was inside him just as much as he was inside her, her power pounding against the shields protecting Coal’s soul. Chipping at them bit by thrusting bit.

      A shudder ran through Coal, only the press of Lera’s nails against his skin keeping him in the present.

      Stars take him. Coal intended to consume Lera, and yet, as he reached for her breast, he feared it was she who was going to unravel him into ribbons.
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      Coal’s hand closes over my right breast, a moment of pain turning into molten heat that flows directly to my apex, intensifying each sensation. His kiss deepens to a demand. My legs wrap around his muscled hips, the large head of his cock scraping against every ridge inside me as he thrusts.

      “Ahhhhhh!” The sound escapes me when Coal’s lips pull away. I feel an abyss closing around me, Coal’s cock taking me higher and higher until I know I will never survive the fall. His heaving chest and shoulders move over me, a breathtaking map of scars and twitching muscles and tight, glistening skin.

      His teeth flash, his mouth closing over my nipple. His lips are hot around my skin, the bit of stubble grown after the morning shave scraping against sensitive flesh. Down below, my sex pulsates, each beat sending a wave of aching pleasure through my body. When Coal sucks on his captured nipple, the fresh wave of pleasure shakes my spine, and I clamp my teeth together to keep from begging for release.

      I won’t plead. Not to Coal. Not ever.

      I rake my nails over his back instead, his taut, naked backside, pulling him in deeper and marking him as mine. Coal’s head jerks up, his blazing blue eyes sparking with specks of purple. When my nails dig deeper, Coal drops his hand to stroke over my swollen apex in brutal reprisal.

      My body explodes, the waves of convulsions hitting one after the other, each making the rising sensations that much more unbearable. I scream, arching to the cave’s ceiling, then scream again as Coal’s warmth spills into me, completing my utter defeat.

      For a heartbeat, neither of us moves. His warm weight is so reassuring atop me that I never want the moment to end. When Coal finally pulls away, my world is still rippling from a climax so high that it has left me dizzy. Unable to think. To move.

      I blink, uncertain where I am, my immortal body feeling each sensation—from the chill air to the rocks poking my back to my still-throbbing sex—with equal intensity. An overwhelming bouquet.

      “Leralynn.” Coal’s voice is gut-wrenchingly raw. Low.

      I turn my head to find the male on his knees beside me, his piercing blue eyes wide, his powerful chest rising and falling with desperate gasps. The purple specks in his eyes are gone, and the tightly bound blond hair now hangs in loose strands that brush his wet shoulders. Rubbing his face, Coal moves as far from me as the cave allows, and the loss of his closeness drives a spike of ice into me.

      “I-I was out of line,” he says. Still on his knees, Coal’s back is straight, his head bent in utter devastation. On his thighs, his hands dig into the leathers we never fully got rid of.

      Right. In Coal’s world, he hasn’t coupled with his mate—he’s rutted with a student he was supposed to have been disciplining. Driving out of the Academy.

      I swallow. A bitterness fills my mouth, sending a chill slithering across my skin. I knew the truth going in. Wanted him on a level too primal to resist. And now the bill is coming due.

      Sitting up, I wrap the remains of my wet shirt around my shoulders. “Yes, you were. Not here, but back at that stream. I’d say you were so damn out of line, you crossed the bloody border to Lunos.”

      Coal’s brow rises, right along with perfect stubborn chin. “Did you imagine you’d enjoy your punishment?”

      My body, which I thought unable to do much of anything just now, rouses. “That wasn’t punishment, you bastard. That was—”

      “Yes?” Coal leans forward, his powerful forearms braced on his thighs. No apology, no regret in his now-hard face. “Tell me what you thought that was.”

      I open my mouth and close it without speaking. Coal did try quite a few options to inspire misery first and, in the end, did no damage. Left no scars like the ones Zake’s belt would have. Zake had taken pleasure from hearing of my nightmares, seeing me tremble at the sight of his leather. Coal held me down with his words, not his hands. Had watched. Had pulled me out of the water when my own stubborn mind refused. But it was still horrible. Worse than horrible. “It doesn’t matter. You wanted me to quit, and you have your wish. So you need not feel ‘out of line’ for anything.” Turning away, I go about gathering what remains of my clothes for inspection. “I’m not an Academy cadet, and you aren’t my instructor. Nothing of consequence happened here today.”

      Coal’s eyes bore into my back. I know he knows my words for a lie. Coal felt something—and not just in his cock.

      My chest tightens, and I turn away, forcing my attention to working out the logistics of covering myself with the remains of my pants and shirt while I return to the Academy to take the rest of my things. Because I know now—I will be leaving.

      At the stream, I’d thrown the words at Coal to get him to back away, believing the point would turn moot once the rune restored the males’ memories. But without the tablet, I’ve exhausted my options here and will have to search elsewhere. The realization sends dread spiraling through me, and grief at the thought of leaving my males. But I’m the last remaining member of the quint who knows the quint even exists—this is what any one of them would do in my place.

      Behind me, Coal’s efficient rustling motions are too loud for the dark void in my mind.

      “Who hurt you?”

      “What?” I refuse to turn toward him, lest his familiar lithe body pulls my heart back toward it. “What are you talking about?”

      A calloused finger traces my back, refusing to stop when I tense beneath his touch along my scars. Ah. That. I open my mouth to respond and feel the amulet around my neck warm in reminder. Leralynn of Osprey was raised in a mansion, not a stable. “The lord who took me in as his ward required strict discipline.”

      A low quiet growl that a human may not have heard escapes Coal’s throat.

      I pull away, his touch on my skin feeling too good. “Where did you get yours?”

      Silence. I turn, holding my torn shirt to cover my breasts, and find Coal’s hard face, defined cheekbones, and jaw sculpted into unyielding stone. The same face he doubtlessly uses to keep anyone stupid enough to ask that question from ever asking again.

      I lift a brow. You started it.

      A muscle tics in Coal’s jaw, his silence simmering. I sigh, shrugging a now too-cold shoulder. I know more about Coal’s slavery in the dark realm than he does just now, our odd magical connection having shoved his memories and nightmares into my consciousness more than once. I wonder what his new fogged mind makes of those dreams. If he still has them at all. Perhaps it’s better that he not tell me, for the way things are between us now, I’ve no way of salving the wounds the words would open.

      I turn away again, wrapping the remains of my shirt around me like a wet towel. At least the pants are more or less salvageable.

      “I was captured by the islanders while fighting on the coast. They kept me prisoner for some time. Most of the scars I imagine you refer to are from my time there.” Coal’s low voice moves around me until the male crouches inches from my face. His gaze surveys my body with a soldier’s experienced evaluation, lingering on pale, goose-bumped skin and shaking muscles. Whatever the afternoon’s sparring and stream and storm hadn’t already taken from me, our little bout of physicality did, the small burst of Coal’s shared strength now fading.

      Taking off his shirt, Coal pulls it over my head in lieu of my rag.

      “I don’t need your help,” I say, going to pull it back.

      Coal’s hard grip captures my elbow. “I didn’t ask. I brought you out of the Academy walls this afternoon, and it is my responsibility to take you back. What you do afterward is your own business. Can you walk?”

      “I will walk.”

      “That’s not what I asked,” says Coal.

      I sigh and rub my face, the fatigue washing over me so sudden and strong that I realize I’m swaying only when the male’s strong arms steady me. I swallow, too exhausted to fight. “What if I told you there was a fae-made artifact that I passed on the way to the Academy?” I say, studying my hands as I speak. “And that I wanted to retrace my trail to find it before the rain washed away the path.”

      Coal curses. Colorfully. Despite my sagging muscles, he grabs my shoulders and shakes me hard, forcing me to look into his face. “If you told me something that stupid, I’d tell you that Grayson—the nearest town to Great Falls—just executed two of its people on charges of fae craft. And then I would shove you right back into the stream until you set your head on straight. So it is fortunate that you intend to say nothing of that sort.”

      “I was jesting,” I whisper quickly, and Coal lets me go as if he held heated stone. He makes quick work of pulling his blond hair back into a low bun and somehow, within five seconds, even shirtless, he looks as confident and put-together as he did this afternoon. Rubbing my arms, I push myself up to my feet. Once standing, I pause with my hand on the rock, my one last final card to play. Not because it’s smart, but because I have to know and may get no chance after this. “Can you do one thing for me?” I ask, my shoulders tensing as he grunts in tentative consideration. “Touch your ear.”

      “My own ear?”

      “Yes,” I snap, watching his face, my chest still, my pulse pounding. “Your own ear. Touch it.”

      Giving me a worried look, Coal reaches for his right ear, his fingers skimming the bottom.

      “The top of your ear.”

      “That was the top,” says Coal.

      Damn it. “Here—” Scooting forward, I take Coal’s rough hand and set it to the tip of the pointed ear I know is there, though my eyes slide off it each time I try to look. Beneath my touch, I feel Coal’s finger slide along the elongated slope until—

      Coal screams, the pain in his voice ripping my chest. When I pull away, the male is rocking with his head between his hands, his body shaking as I’ve never seen. His glazed blue eyes see nothing.

      “Coal!” I take the male’s bare shoulder, now blazing hot as if with fever. “Coal. What’s wrong?”

      The warrior blinks, his eyes returning to focus. To confusion. The rocking stops, and he frowns at my touch. “What did you want me to do?”

      My mouth is dry as I pull back, shaking my head. “N-Nothing. I changed my mind.” The words come in a horrified whisper. The veil magic isn’t just convincing my males of the illusion, it is fighting to keep that reality. Like the pressure I felt when I forced myself to see the sclice last night—except, by the sound of Coal’s scream, many times worse. I recall Autumn’s warning about the importance of removing the amulets at least once a day. With the magic absorbed, the males cannot do that. And their bodies are adjusting the best they can.

      Whatever solid ground I still felt beneath me falls away.
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      Coal and I don’t speak as we make our way back to the Academy, the earlier storm having calmed to a chill wet evening wind. Coal walks a step behind me, as if afraid I might fall or bolt or else melt to the ground in a pile of injured regret. The male’s misplaced guilt over what we did grows more palpable with each step closer to the school’s high stone wall, just as the wet, slippery earth confirms what I already knew about the state of Sprite’s and my tracks.

      My cold, numb body is a match to my equally numb mind. The litany of hard facts marches through my thoughts, interspersed with the memory of Coal’s scream when he touched his ear, making me flinch each time. I can’t stay at the Academy, where I am creating more problems than I’m solving—wreaking havoc with the males instead of helping them, threatening their disguises, confusing their senses. My tracks have washed away, and even if they hadn’t—even if I could find my way back to that clearing in the woods and that shattered tablet—the clay was already well on its way to disintegrating even before the rain. The veil’s hold is overwhelmingly complete.

      I kick a stone, watching it plop along the mud. Not even a satisfying thud at the end.

      We came here to discover the nature of magic leaking into the mortal world and instead became victims of it. Centuries of vital information and reports are now locked deep in River’s mind, which means I’m no closer to saving the mortal realm here than I would be anywhere else. Without River’s direction and knowledge, I’ve no notion of how to even start looking for the rip, and I certainly can’t do it while working against my males.

      Autumn may be able to guide me through seeking out the rip—she may even have a way of reversing the veil—but that comes down to crossing Mystwood.

      Without River’s passage key, which he announced stolen from him only yesterday, doing so would be suicidal. Maybe I’ll go find the Sentinel Guild, see if they’ve a key squirreled away somewhere, or else brave Mystwood without it. With the magic acting the way it shouldn’t, maybe I’ll survive the passage—and at least dying in Mystwood forest would be swift, whereas watching my males not know me—not need me—hurts all the time.

      So Guild or Autumn? Roam the mortal realm in relative safety to reach a possibly useless destination, or risk Mystwood to get to a more likely solution? I click my tongue, the proverbial dice spinning inside my mind to land with my friend’s face up. Autumn it is. The four males at the Academy, whether they know who they are or not, don’t need me to hold up the walls against whatever rodents come their way. They need me to help them regain themselves. And at present, I’m only making things worse.

      It seems Gavriel had one thing right—the prophecy mentions no companions for the human turned fae, and here I am with none.

      “I want you in the baths,” Coal says as we return to Academy grounds the same way we left—over the wall. It’s the most direct route from our forest path, though this time, my muscles shake numbly as I climb the high stone and shinny down the rustling tree. In the evening’s dimness, the human guards take Coal’s short grunt as all the reason they need to find employment elsewhere. “Then the infirmary.”

      “I want it to be summer with flying squirrels,” I mutter over my shoulder. Sleep. I want sleep. Then I’ll ride out in the morning.

      Coal quickens his pace, cutting off my path. Against the darkening sky, his silhouette rises like a powerful beast, his light hair at odds with the settling blackness. The grass out here beyond the inner walls is damp with dew and sparkling in the dying light. The Academy and its keep tower before us, torches and lanterns already lit in its many windows. Students settling into their last evening of freedom for the week. “I wasn’t making a suggestion.”

      “No?” I raise my face to meet his, quelling the insane urge to kiss him and punch him, both—neither of which would help me just now. “I forget the term for when someone with zero authority tells someone who doesn’t give a damn what he wants her to do.”

      “The term is now,” River says, stepping out of the shadows.

      My breath freezes in my lungs. It’s the first time I’ve seen him since last night’s battle—since that promise of retribution in his cold gray eyes. If anything, he’s more dominating, more breathtaking than ever, his close-cropped dark hair framing a strong, perfectly sculpted face. A king’s face, though he doesn’t know it. His back is almost painfully straight, his broad chest covered in creaseless red wool. A chest I used to have unlimited leave to caress, to press my face into. I swallow a hard breath, a tiny squeak escaping my throat.

      Apparently, the guard at the wall didn’t just melt out of the way, he went squealing to the keep tower. Head turning slowly, River sweeps Coal and me with his gaze, his nostrils flaring delicately. Taking in our mixed scents. Putting pieces together until his face is carved of cold marble.

      Coal’s movements are so subtle, I can barely see the shift of muscles as he straightens before his commander, lifting his chin just enough to bare his neck to River. Not surrender, but a show of fealty. A promise to accept any sentence River might pass. My chest clenches.

      “That now applies to both of you,” River says. “Infirmary. Go.” Turning on his heel, River strides away, his final words coming over his shoulder. “I will have clothes for you both sent there and will join you shortly.”

      Coal’s shoulders stiffen, and I swallow a sigh. Little as I want to see anyone just now, I’m not going to let Coal face River’s wrath on his own. Even if it means facing Shade’s unrecognizing yellow eyes again, when I’d been hoping to leave with the memory of his wolf safely in my mind.
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      A half hour later, I sit wrapped in a woolen blanket on a worktable in Shade’s infirmary, the air around me filled with sharp-smelling salves—some of which are still tingling along the gashes on my back. Having smelled the situation of Coal and me with as much efficiency as River had earlier, Shade sent Coal into the other room before efficiently stripping me down to my undergarments with as little interest as if he were taking a saddle off a horse.

      Now, Shade is quiet as he works, his healer’s hands sliding across my chilled muscles. It’s an effort of will to stop myself from sinking into Shade’s warm, callused palms. From nuzzling against his broad chest or velvety neck.

      Shade’s long black hair is pulled back in a neat ponytail, his soft gray sweater covered beneath a starched white healer’s overcoat—the Academy’s red-and-gold crest stark against the fabric. Yes, the shifter is as stunning and clinically steady around my body as ever, but without a trace of the deep feeling I’m used to—the kind bedside manner a far cry from true affection. My stomach clenches. Some part of me has always known losing Shade would be the hardest. I just didn’t know it would leave me this hollow.

      “—urine?”

      I blink, realizing Shade had asked something. “Your pardon?”

      “I asked whether you saw any blood in your urine when you used the chamber pot earlier,” Shade repeats.

      My face blazes. “No.”

      “Are you taking a tonic to avoid pregnancy?”

      Oh, stars take me. I’m not, but my fae body hasn’t yet matured enough to start monthly bleeds. “Yes.”

      “The tonics do not prevent the spread of sickness,” Shade tells me with a nonchalance of someone ensuring understanding of an arithmetic problem. “That is something to be conscious of if you take multiple partners.”

      One more word and I swear my heated skin alone will set the infirmary on fire. I focus my thoughts on icy hail and frigid streams.

      Shade puts a finger beneath my chin, forcing my face to his. “I expect an acknowledgment of understanding when I explain something important. If I cannot trust you to give me honest verbal answers, I will rely on a more thorough physical examination for the information I need.” His voice is kind despite his stern words. “That wasn’t a threat, just reality.”

      I like you better as a wolf. “Understood,” I tell Shade quickly. “I’m aware bedding carries more risks than pregnancy and am careful. Is that acceptable?”

      “And the tonic you lied about?”

      I really like you better as a wolf. “I’ve not started bleeding. And yes, I am aware it is unusual. It is what it is. And… And no, I’m not bleeding now if you’re about to ask.”

      Shade nods as if finding nothing odd about the conversation and thankfully stops talking. His clean earthy scent surrounds me, and I let my eyes close for one blissful moment, his hands inspecting an abrasion on my collarbone, pretending this is just another moment back in Lunos.

      “I’ve no notion how you managed to return with only a few deep gashes and fatigue, but beside a whimperworthy muscle ache in the morning, you should be all right.” Shade’s voice is as warm as the crackling fire, but the professional distance in it stings more than the medicine he spreads.

      I give him a tight smile. Mating with Coal had sped up the healing of my already quicker-to-heal body, though the crash from that boost is already on the horizon. My Shade would have known that. Would have yelled at Coal and me both for being reckless.

      Moving to stand before me, Shade finds my gaze. “How are you feeling, cub?” he asks.

      “I—” My heart stutters, the hope from that one word racing though my blood. I survey the male before me anew, taking in his wet hair and tired eyes. Shade’s wolf was gone for hours in a storm. Surely the male realizes his own absence, feels the fatigue of muscles from running across rough terrain. Might he now recall more than that? I force myself to breathe. “What did you call me?”

      Shade’s eyes flicker up and left. “Cub, I think.” Shade smiles, the lines around his beautiful, full mouth—his white teeth flashing against tan skin—making me choke with longing. He’s the first male, human or fae, I ever slept with, and he will always be the one who makes me feel safest. He pats my arm like I’m a child with a scraped knee. I suppress a growl. “Because you look small and nippy. I will not do it again if it bothers you.”

      “It’s fine.” I wait, waiting for him to say something more. To remember. To at least narrow his gaze in thought.

      Shade does narrow his gaze. “You seem to be having trouble focusing, Leralynn. Did you strike your head?”

      I swallow a curse. “No. Just recovering from an intense day.” I clear my throat, waiting while Shade palpates my head despite my assurance of its intactness. “Why is your hair wet, Shade?”

      Shade blinks, reaching back to brush his hand over the glistening strands. His befuddled gaze skitters to the window before returning to me. ”Same reason yours is, I imagine. It’s raining.”

      “Your clothes are dry.”

      “I changed,” Shade steps away, snatching up a bandage that’s gotten away from a basket of others. For a moment, the only movement in the room is that of Shade’s deft hands rolling the cloth. “I’m going to check in with Coal. River should be here shortly as well, then it is off to bed with you.”

      “Not quite yet.” I pull the blanket tighter around myself. “I’m leaving the Academy.”

      “So I’ve heard.” The utter lack of surprise or regret in Shade’s kind tone cinches my decision. He squeezes my shoulder. “But you should wait until morning to head out, for the sake of your horse if you won’t believe me about your own body.”

      With that, Shade steps out through the side door separating his workspace from what seems to be a study. I glance over, catching sight of Coal leaning against the wall before the door closes.

      “Is she all right?” Coal’s voice trickles through the walls. If I wasn’t so exhausted, I might feel guilty about eavesdropping on a conversation that the human they think I am would not have been able to hear—but as it happens, I feel nothing of the sort.

      “Surprisingly yes, though she’ll hate you tomorrow. Did you lose your mind?” Shade asks, his voice more curious than angry. The shifter may have been more discreet with me, but plainly, he’s got other plans for a fellow instructor.

      “Apparently,” says Coal.

      A sigh. Shade’s voice hardens. “If you imagine you can use your cock to get yourself kicked out of an undesired assignment—”

      “I wasn’t using her, you bastard.” The violence behind Coal’s quiet words is enough to make any sane being run for the hills. “And if you are about to ask whether I used my position to—”

      “Stand down, Coal,” Shade says harshly. “I was not going to ask that, no. But if I did, you would bloody well sit here and take it. After what you just let your cock do, that is the least of what I expect. Are we clear?”

      Silence.

      I brace for the walls to crumble.

      “Understood,” Coal says finally, his voice deflated.

      “Then I’ve said my bit as your commanding officer, though I little envy you River’s wrath. If Headmaster Sage learns of it… It would be better if that didn’t happen.”

      “I’ll be careful. On all counts.”

      “Good.” Shade snorts. “Though as your friend, I’d say you need to lose your mind more often—not with a cadet, but with someone. You look better than I’ve seen you since we pulled you out of the islanders’ dungeon.”

      “And you look worse.” Coal’s voice drops lower, until even I can barely make out the words. “You look like bloody hell itself. For a moment there, I wasn’t sure whether it was you or Lera who I’d worked to exhaustion today.”

      Silence. Steps. A soft growl matching a second, equally demanding one.

      “It happened again, didn’t it, Shade?” Coal says. “You lost time.”

      “No.”

      “How long was it?” Coal demands.

      “Lady Leralynn?” The door to the treatment room swings open after a brief knock, and Rabbit—one of the Academy’s young pages—slinks inside. The boy takes one look at my half-naked body and drops the parcels he’s carrying.

      Heart still pounding from both the males’ conversation and Rabbit’s unfortunate interruption, I take a deep breath before schooling my face and voice to something that passes for  civility. “Yes?”

      “I-I was asked to bring this to you,” Rabbit sputters, thrusting the first of his dropped packages into my hands, his eyes darting about in search of someone else. Someone who he clearly little wishes to find. Ever. “Master Coal—”

      “Is unlikely to smite you on sight,” I say, ignoring the boy’s “you know nothing” look. Glancing inside my bag, I find a set of my own clothes, as River promised. No gray uniform in sight, thank the stars. “If the other delivery is for him, I’ll make sure he gets it.”

      Rabbit skitters off before the words finish leaving my mouth. In the study, the males’ conversation has gotten too quiet for even my ears. Damn. Letting the blanket fall to the floor, I pull out the delivered dry clothes and don the soft black pants, their warm, thick fabric soothing against my skin. I pull out the vibrant tunic next, jumping slightly when something heavy slips between the cloth and falls to the marble floor with a high-pitched clink.

      Following the item down, I feel my whole body go rigid as I behold a round rune-inscribed disk spinning like a top on the marble. Even here, in the mortal realm, the disk’s magic sings to me, naming itself precious. Beside it, a scrap of paper nearly flutters from the tiny breeze.

      Picking the paper up with shaking fingers, I unwrap the scrap.

      

      I think this is yours.

      

      No name. No signature. Just a note and the key to Mystwood.
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      Questions and excitement thunder through me, my hands fumbling in the hurry to tuck the precious disk away before anyone might see it. With the trousers unfortunately missing pockets, I slide the key into the waistband, covering it quickly with the provided tunic. The clothes are mine, so whoever put the precious amulet there had access to my room. Or else intercepted Rabbit on his way to deliver the clothes.

      Still, who? Gavriel is the only one who knows the truth of my situation, and he’d have little cause to hide the artifact in some clothes. The note itself sheds no information, but I throw it into the fire nonetheless, lest someone recognize the handwriting that means nothing to me. With what Gavriel and Coal have both confirmed about the situation, just being associated with the fae-crafted disk could land someone in a dungeon.

      Reality thuds through me. I have a way back. It’s real now—I’m leaving. Leaving the males and going for help. It’s the right thing to do.

      Isn’t it?

      “Master Shade!” The smooth, musical voice comes from the corridor just as the flame finishes lapping up the note. A fist knocks against the doorframe. “Master Shade, we need your help!”

      The side and front doors to the workroom open together, one to admit Shade and Coal, the other to reveal a horde of five young women all circled around Tye. In his training grays, Tye holds his shoulder, which looks utterly in the wrong place, his face tight with pain. Seeing me, the male’s emerald eyes focus through the glaze.

      “Are you all right, lass?” Tye asks.

      Princess Katita’s flashing teal glare is hot enough to burn me, though her porcelain features smooth to concern as she turns to put a hand on Tye’s back. “Can you see to Tyelor, Master Shade?” she asks again. “He’s injured himself in training.”

      Tye shifts his weight away from Katita, his nostrils flaring in a way that makes heat rise to my face. My damn males are all too familiar with my scent. And each other’s. Despite a taut face, Tye manages to raise his eyebrows at me, wiggling them with a hint of an amused grin that makes me want to both slap him and wrap my arms around his neck.

      At the back of the room, Coal grabs the bag Rabbit left for him and disappears to change, the marks my nails left on his strong back catching in the firelight.

      “What happened?” Shade wades through Tye’s sea of female admirers to clear a path to the worktable. “Ladies, I believe I can take care of Tyelor from here. Thank you for bringing him.”

      “Yes, everyone out,” Katita says, her voice one used to giving orders and having them obeyed. “Tyelor doesn’t need you hovering about him, and Master Shade needs room to work.” Hand crossed over her chest, the tall blond princess watches with satisfaction as the other girls step back at once, yielding to her command as quickly and gracefully as they will probably one day do in the throne room. With her gorgeous curves and long legs, Katita owns the long blue-green silk dress I’d be tripping over, making me feel positively stumpy. When Katita’s gaze falls on me, her brows tighten. “Are you deaf, wen—”

      “I would not finish that sentence if I were you, Cadet,” Shade says, his quiet voice reverberating through the workroom. A pair of the girls on their way out pause for a moment, their wide eyes sprinting between the most powerful young woman in the human realm and the ethereally beautiful healer, whose kind eyes flash with a predator’s gaze.

      The air tenses, only the crackle of the fire and Tye’s tight breathing to be heard. Shoulders spread wide, Shade steps between me and Katita, each step a careful placement of an animal’s padded foot. Coal once warned me that Shade truly is a wolf—and to be careful about confusing his good table manners with what he tears into for supper. Now seeing the transformation from the side, I truly understand what he meant. A muscle tightens along Shade’s jaw. “Lady Leralynn is my patient. But even if it were otherwise, I expect you to address her—and everyone in the Academy, from Headmaster Sage to young Rabbit—with respect.”

      Katita steps back before seeming to realize she is moving. “I’d not realized the lady was ill,” she says with a tight bow to Shade. “I do hope it is nothing serious, Leralynn.” Clearing the way for Tye to walk to the treatment table near where I’m standing, Katita follows in his wake, her brilliant eyes flashing a silent warning to me when Shade can’t see. “Of course, not being a healer myself, I find such things difficult to judge, but perhaps Tyelor’s condition is the more urgent at the moment?” Katita says with unwavering politeness. “Would you agree, Lady Leralynn?”

      “Coal, give me your boot knife,” Shade calls toward the side room, stepping aside as the door opens and a glinting dagger flies through, jamming into the wall. The hilt vibrates. Rolling his eyes, Shade pulls the blade free. “Sit down, Tye.”

      “Actually, I can wait for Leralynn to be treated,” says Tye, eyeing the knife in Shade’s hand. Katita’s anger tinges the air with a bitter scent.

      “Good stars.” Shade twists the knife for a better working grip. “I’m cutting your shirt, not you.”

      “I worked that out.” Tye swallows the last word, covertly leaning on the table’s edge, the beautiful lines of his face tight with pain.

      “I don’t practice medicine by democracy.” Shade’s patience snaps like a bow string, driving Tye’s mouth closed as he hops onto the table. Even Princess Katita finds nothing to add.

      “What happened?” I ask, the world tipping just a bit when my gaze brushes the deformed line of Tye’s shoulder.

      Tye’s eyes find a spot on the wall, his jaw tight as he keeps his face under control. “Bad flip,” he says, the words strained.

      “Tyelor was training as per his usual schedule,” Katita injects, addressing Shade in a voice of authority on Tye’s regimen. “Though moving quite stiffly through the routine. The shoulder shifted while he was trying to catch himself after a double flip above the bar. Do you think he needs to warm up better from now on?”

      “There isn’t a problem. I just didn’t account for how wet the bar was,” Tye says quickly. His voice drops, his face turning to Shade, whose knife is already slicing through his shirt’s fabric. “Shade. Please. Not now.”

      My brows narrow. Trying to delay inevitable pain is my signature move, not Tye’s. In fact, the male usually takes the opposite tack. What the bloody hell is he up to, then?

      Shade’s gaze sweeps from his work to survey the room. When his attention brushes my face, his voice softens. “Tyelor has a dislocated shoulder, Lera. He will feel better once I put it back into place, but it may look worse before it is better—and you already look pale as milk. Please take a deep breath and find a place to sit before you fall and I’ve another injury to deal with.”

      “What is going on here?” River asks, letting himself in to take stock of the situation. His deep gray eyes flick to me, then away again just as quickly, unreadable. Shade cuts away the rest of the fabric, the remains of Tye’s shirt pooling on the floor just as River addresses him. “Tyelor, are you all right?”

      “No.” I don’t realize I’ve spoken until the word has escaped my mouth. My hand tightens on the edge of Shade’s neat countertop, my eyes on Tye’s bared back. Emerald-green eyes meet mine and look away quickly. The real reason for Tye’s resistance to undressing now shows in sets of long livid bruises covering his corded shoulders. Bile rises up my throat. These aren’t marks from the same mishap that caused his shoulder injury, or from a sparring match. These are from a beating.

      I turn toward River, eyes blazing.

      The male lifts one brow in silent answer. Yes. I did that. Surprised, are you?

      A chill that starts in the pit of my stomach spreads through my core, Tye’s morning visit replaying in my memory. Because of our going over the wall against orders, I was to see Coal this afternoon and Tye was reporting to River. For this. Because of me. Because I went over the wall and he came with me.

      Throat tight, I step up beside Tye, laying a hand on his good arm. “I’m sorry, Tye.”

      “It looks worse than it feels, lass.” Tye gives me a tight smile. I have to stop myself from cupping his cheek, running my thumb over his blanched lips.

      “Liar,” I whisper.

      Tye gasps, his face losing all color as Shade grips his shoulder and stretches the joint as if it were no more than a set of pulleys to be manhandled. With a sharp twist, the dislocated bones come into alignment and snap back into their sockets. Tye draws a stuttering breath. “That, on the other hand, felt worse than it looked.” He rolls the shoulder tentatively. “Much better. Thank you.”

      “Shade?” River prompts.

      “He’s all right. For now.” Shade glares at the shoulder as if personally offended by its actions. “I’d ban the Prowess Trials if I bloody could, though. Why do we have people risking maiming themselves over applause?”

      “That would be my exit cue.” Tye hops off the table, both Katita and I converging on him.

      “Let’s find you some willow-bark tea, Tyelor.” Katita shoves her body between Tye and me, trampling on my feet to stake out territory. Tye’s scent of pine and pain mixes with the princess’s rose perfume and the sharp tang of Shade’s workspace. In the firelit room, the deep purple of Tye’s welts look the color of sickening plums, and I twist to let River see the depth of my fury.

      Katita’s foot shifts, catching the back of my ankle hard just as Tye starts walking toward the door. The surprise registers too late, my slow, exhausted feet bracing against the floor only to find Tye’s discarded shirt in the path. I feel myself going backward like an absurd doll, my hands grabbing anything within reach—which turns out to be Katita’s own tunic. The girl’s gasp does nothing to keep us upright, until Tye’s solid arms wrap both our waists, all three of us spinning about to get steady. For a moment, I’m certain the whole mess will end up on the ground, but my legs find solid footing just as River and Shade move in to lend their own support.

      As we pull apart from the mess, the mix of irritation and embarrassment washing over churns into blood-chilling fear—for on the floor, in the center of the short-lived scramble, the dropped key to Mystwood now glints in the firelight.
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      Blood leaves my face. The spot against my back where the disk was tucked into the waistband suddenly feels empty. Cold. On the floor, the tiny clank vibrates against the marble as the uneven disk finishes its spin. The room stops, all eyes—even those of Coal, who has slipped in through the side door—focusing on the bit of metal. On the unspoken implication that it should not have been here.

      The tiny streak of magic trickling from the disk settles around me. The males’ tense muscles say they feel the pull as well, even as they understand nothing about its vital purpose. The key to Mystwood. The way between Lunos and the mortal realm.

      River snatches the disk from the floor, his gray eyes hard. Closing his callused hand around the amulet, River surveys Tye, Katita, and me with a searching glare that spurs my still heart into a drumroll. The very artifact River questioned Tye about a day past, now fallen amidst a tussle of students—one of them a known rogue.

      Katita recovers first, her hands and chin rising as she looks at the silent force of menace River has become without moving a muscle. The planes of his face carved marble, his shoulders even broader, his body towering over everyone in this room without trying.

      “Whatever you just picked up, sir,” Katita breathes hurriedly, “I assure you I’ve never laid eyes on it before now. I also submit that I’ve the funds to purchase any jewelry I might require, without resorting to theft.”

      “I am inclined to agree, Your Highness.” The gaze River turns on Tye is ominous enough that Tye’s bruised back tightens in a reflexive flinch even as his beautifully angled face remains the same—just a hair short of bored. His silver earring glints insolently in the firelight, doing nothing to help his cause. “Tyelor?”

      Tye rocks back on his heels. “Is that the trinket you’ve been searching for? As it happens, I was just bringing it back to you.”

      “With me, Tyelor,” River says quietly. “Now.”

      “It was me, not him!” I cut off River’s path before he can take two steps to the door, my neck craning to meet the male’s gray eyes. Cold, hard eyes, the emotion behind them reined in so tightly that the air pulsates with tension. As the entirety of River’s attention settles on me, his woodsy scent and heady masculinity clouding my senses, his broad chest rising in slow, controlled breaths, I feel like the cub Shade called me, standing before an immortal king. My breath quickens, my fists tightening beneath spurts of anger.

      “Lass.” The warning in Tye’s voice is so sharp, I’d need to be deaf to miss it. “You are a terrible liar. Don’t dig a deeper hole for yourself over misplaced good intentions.”

      “Tye did not take your damn pendant any more than he forced me to go over the wall last night,” I tell River, ignoring Tye’s valiant defense. Stepping forward until the heat of our bodies mingles into one blazing furnace, I bear the full force of River’s steel-gray gaze and rigid jaw.

      A voice in the back of my mind informs me that there is a more diplomatic way of conveying my point, that yelling at River is as safe as carrying an open flame through a hayloft. Yet, despite the the danger sizzling along my skin, I can’t make myself stop. River—my River—is somewhere in that thick-skulled head, and he needs to be put in his place. “You are better than your groundless accusations, Commander. So stop using Tye as a convenient whipping boy and ask some basic questions before you strut about showing off your bloody authority.”

      The air in the room chills, everyone’s gaze suddenly on River and me. Katita makes a tiny noise, but even that is swallowed by the silence. My mouth is dry, my hands crossing over my chest. “I had your bloody trinket. So keep your damn hands—and your switch—off Tye and deal with me.”

      The seconds ticking by in the ensuing silence grow heavier by the breath. Finally, River clears his throat. “Give us the room, if you please,” he says quietly, the words more menacing for their calmness. His voice carries the pure undiluted command that makes my body sing like a taut bowstring despite my own pulsing fury.

      Princess Katita gives me a pleased smirk as she walks out at Tye’s side, the male looking back at me with worry-filled eyes. Coal’s and Shade’s gazes are unreadable as they follow as well, Coal only pausing to acknowledge an unspoken you and I still have business glance River throws him. Even once the door closes, River doesn’t speak, and I realize he is listening for the sound of departing footsteps. Making sure that we are truly alone.

      “Would you like to try that again, Cadet?” River’s voice is ice.

      “I’m not a cadet.”

      “Good.” River holds his hand out toward the door, his very broad chest tight beneath a high-laced red shirt. The tightly leashed ire rolling silently from his strong jaw, his rigid straight spine, his woodsy masculine scent, make River’s quiet voice seem to echo from every wall in the room. The voice echoes inside my core well, igniting each fiber until my body feels too small to contain the pressure building inside me. River’s fingers flex. “Then this conversation need not happen. Allow me to escort you to the stable right now, Lady Osprey. I will have your things sent into town tomorrow morning for you to pick up.”

      I don’t move. I can’t. I don’t want to.

      River grabs my forearm, his grip iron hard. Painful. His breath comes fast as he invades every inch of my space, looming over me until there is nowhere to look but into his unyielding eyes.

      My racing heart mirrors River’s own pulse, pounding hard enough that I can see the tic tic tic of his pulse in his neck, my immortal ears close enough to his chest to hear the booming strikes. Heat rushes through me, filling the cold void.

      I go to pull my arm free of his grasp, but there is no give, no matter how hard I jerk.

      “Start walking to the stable,” River orders. “Now.”

      Leaving off fighting River’s unyielding hold, I raise my chin, showing River the canines he can’t see. My own need and power twine together, giving my voice a power it never had before the males walked into my life. Before they shaped me into a warrior. “You lost the disk. You accused Tye. You took a damn lash to a warrior who fought beside you last night. And now, you can’t wait to be rid of the one person who calls you to task.”

      A flicker of a reaction too fast for me to read races across River’s face, the hard lines returning to stone in a fraction of a heartbeat. “Are you done?”

      My fists clench at my side, the helplessness of it all boring through my core. Here in the world of Great Falls Academy, River can do as he wishes. No matter what I say, the moment I’m gone, he can take his tension out on my males. On the males—not mine anymore, not here. “And are you going to hurt Coal while you’re at it too? Maybe give him another scar or two, since he doesn’t have enough?” I swallow, choosing my last words to the male before I walk out of the Academy. “What the bloody hell happened to you?”

      In the ensuing silence, I listen to the ringing of my own words, each hitting River’s chest as hard as it hits mine.

      You happened, Lera. You did this.

      Under the heavy weight of River’s beautiful, achingly familiar gaze, the truth unfurls so painfully in my gut that I can’t breathe.

      When you broke that rune. When the quint split up.

      Stars, I’ve been so focused on how the males’ aloofness stings my heart and hinders the mission that I’ve given little thought to what the separation might be doing to them. Shade losing time. Coal sinking back into nightmares he can never escape, because he knows nothing of the truth. Tye, the highest caliber of immortal athlete, slipping on a simple bar. And River, the weight of the world still on his shoulders, trying desperately to hold things together—never realizing that it’s the quint he truly commands, not an Academy of human nobles that has existed without him for centuries.

      If anyone has a chance of helping the males now, it’s a weaver. Me. And yet here I am, plotting my escape just when things are getting hard. Autumn might hold more answers than River right now, but leaving the males—already under the assault of the veil amulets—is too high a price to pay. They might not feel the quint’s magic, but it still takes a toll on their bodies and souls. A strain that will grow tenfold if we are apart. Stars take me. Quints don’t do well apart. I draw a shaking breath. In one frozen moment, I regret it all—my brash anger, lashing out at River in front of his subordinates and students. Even if I wanted to stay, it might now be too late. “River—”

      “No.” The iron control River has held on to since our conversation started cracks to flaming ire. “You’ve stepped too far.” He snarls, releasing my arm, the loss of the connection hurting more than the grip did. River’s chest heaves, his nostrils flaring with short harsh puffs of air. “I suggest you make a very fast decision, Lady Leralynn of Osprey. You will either shut your mouth, go to the stables and ride the hell out of my Academy, or you will go to my study and experience firsthand the very discipline you find so objectionable.”

      I halt, suddenly finding myself on the edge of a precipice I’d not realized I was climbing. River is serious. River, River is threatening to strike me. Naming the one cost that scares me to my core. Zake’s whip isn’t so far in my past that I don’t still feel it in vivid, excruciating color. If River does this, it will be his face I see in my nightmares. I swallow the bile already rising up my throat, together with the pleas I know Zake wanted from me and never got.

      River snorts, reading my face. “That’s what I thought.” There is nothing kind, nothing understanding in his voice. “Get out.”

      “No. I mean—” My hand closes around the fabric of my tunic, my voice hitching despite my best effort to still it. No, I won’t beg that River do something else, anything else. I’ll do what I’ve always done. I’ll survive. “I’ll accept the punishment for the disk, and whatever you intended for Coal too. But leave Coal be and don’t charge Tye with theft—he truly did nothing. Does that sound fair?”

      “What?” River blinks. “No.”

      “But—”

      “I don’t want you here.” The male’s shoulders spread like wings, his square jaw clenching with impatience.

      A shudder runs through me, and for the first time, I have trouble meeting River’s eyes. “I thought it was Academy policy that cadets must self-select to leave,” I whisper. “Was I misinformed?”

      “No. You were not.” River’s words are clipped, something between speech and a snarl.

      “Then I am not withdrawing. So you must keep me on your books, by your own rules.” I speak on a single breath, fearing I’ll lose my nerve if I stop. “You can’t punish both Tye and me for stealing the same disk now, can you? And as for Coal, he thought I’d already quit the Academy before bedding me, so you can lay the entire blame at my feet.” I swallow. “If you want someone to break, break me. Take me. Not them. Please.”

      This time, the silence settling around us is so loud, I feel as though the deep boom of a phantom gong vibrates through the room.

      “I accept your terms,” River says, his voice slicing into me like a knife. “Come with me, Cadet.”
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      Good stars. River turned to the door faster than dignity dictated, but he needed to get outside. Away from Leralynn’s intoxicating lilac scent, which, together with River’s own fear and fury, made thinking impossible. The girl didn’t understand how River’s heart stopped when she claimed ownership of that damn disk. With Princess Katita in the room no less. A disk with symbols that could only be of the fae, that would have had a noose around Leralynn’s neck so quickly, she’d not have a chance to yell at the executioner.

      A fierce, great-hearted, idiotically brave life snuffed out in a single snap. Like Diana’s.

      Diana. Yes, her similarity to Diana had to be the reason Leralynn was getting under River’s skin, rousing every protective instinct he had. River really needed to quit mixing up a new beautiful auburn-haired cadet with the soul mate he’d lost.

      River’s fist tightened, a growl rumbling through his chest. Speaking of cadets, what the bloody hell was the girl thinking, not just going nose to nose with him, but doing it in front of an audience? How did she imagine the conversation could end? It was bad enough that Lera challenged River’s authority; she’d said things he couldn’t now ignore. As for how Lera had gotten hold of the disk in the first place, River dared not ask and hoped to hell she would not offer. These were dangerous times. Perhaps the damn thing had found her the same way it had found him, appearing one day in a locked drawer, calling to him with its preciousness.

      Inhaling the crisp evening breeze, River savored its post-rain sweetness as he listened to the quiet squish and splat his boots made on the puddled cobblestones—though Lera’s light steps barely made a sound behind him, as if she knew precisely where to place her feet. In the lateness of the evening, most of the students and staff were indoors, the windows alight with lanterns and candles. Turning right, River chose the longest available path to the keep, giving Lera time to think.

      The fear pulsating from Lera was so strong that River could scent it from several paces away, its tang making him queasy. With each step, River waited for the girl treading miserably behind him to change her mind, to stalk for the stable, to stammer explanations, to accidentally fall and twist her ankle so she could run and hide behind Shade’s infirmary wall. Except she didn’t. Leralynn was terrified and was keeping pace with River as surely as any warrior in a battle.

      Yes, behind that small, exhausted body, heart-wrenchingly beautiful face, and chocolate eyes, Leralynn hid a will that would best a general. Unfortunately, her understanding of the dangers surrounding her fell far short of her courage.

      Inside the keep, River led the way up the winding stairs to his study in the southern tower, notched archer’s windows at every turn letting in cold blasts of night air. He opened the door to let Lera precede him inside. As she did, the girl wrapped her arms around her breasts, the slight rise of shirtsleeves showing a shadow of bruises on her right wrist. A dusting of fingerprints, no more. Except that they were prints River had left. On a woman who looked and acted—and, stars take him, smelled—so like Diana that River still could not draw a full breath when in her company.

      The door closed behind them with a final bang that River was not ready for, trapping them in the suddenly claustrophobic room. The fire River had finally gotten around to lighting a few hours ago still crackled softly. Now, Leralynn’s delicate scent of lilac and fear filled up every inch of air, and River didn’t know if he’d rather drown in it or open a window. He needed more time to think, to work his way out of this mess that threatened to take his soul and everyone else’s with it.

      The disaster in the infirmary was Leralynn’s fault. The events leading up to it, however, those lay at River’s feet. It was River’s disk that fell, River’s guards who let the cadets cross the wall unmolested last night, River’s weak stomach that pushed off the duty of dealing with Lera’s earlier indiscretion to Coal. Most of all, it was River who so feared spending another moment in Diana’s—in Leralynn’s—company, that he would drive away from the Academy the one cadet who, by all appearances, had the potential to grow into a true leader. Maybe more so than any other student here, with the possible exception of Tye of Blair.

      Yes, they were both at fault. And now it was time to fix it. Whatever it took.

      Leralynn stopped in the middle of River’s study, taking in his neat surfaces and dark wooden paneling with wide eyes, her breath so shallow and fast that she had to be getting dizzy. River surveyed her carefully. Muscles tense, skin pale, a glistening of sweat touching her temple despite her obvious chill. Eyes wide and—despite all attempts to look at nothing in particular—darting about. Searching for whatever it was she expected him to use on her. Stars. Leralynn wasn’t merely anxious, she was utterly petrified.

      River’s hand tightened into a fist, his nails digging into his palm, and flame flared through him. Someone had hurt the girl before. Not punished, but hurt. And she was willing to face it all again to protect others.

      “Where do you want me, sir?” Lera asked. Her voice was impressively steady.

      Sir. She was making an effort at the rules, thank the stars for that. “Just where you are.”

      Walking around his desk, River pulled out his leather chair and sat down, taking out paper and ink. With a long glance at the girl, he wrote out a few lines, his neat writing filling the space with a small scrape of the quill. That done, River sprinkled sand on the ink before carefully blowing it off and finally folding the note in half.

      Lera flinched when River returned to her, her eyes shutting tightly.

      “I’m not going to hit you.” River set a steady hand behind Lera’s shoulder blade lest the girl fall, her soft warmth and lean muscles sending a wave of heat through his whole body. If River could rip the throat out of who had truly hurt her, he would. This very moment. River swallowed the sudden befuddling flash of fury. Yes, he was feeling protective, but surely he’d feel as much for any of the students. He was their deputy headmaster—he should be protective of them. Shaking off the thought, River focused on the still-trembling girl, who seemed not to have heard his promise. Or didn’t believe it. “Leralynn. Lera.” River lowered his voice, keeping it filled with command but softening the bite. “Open your eyes and look at me. There is nothing in my hands that will hurt you. All right?”

      Her eyes opened, deep brown pools that could drown a man’s soul. Narrowed. “Why?”

      “Stars take me, you really want to argue this point?”

      Lera swallowed and shifted her weight, but never pulled away from River’s supportive touch—which sent an inexplicable satisfaction through him. “Because it won’t accomplish anything,” he said truthfully.

      Lera’s chin lifted. “Tye and Coal—”

      Large-hearted, loyal cadet.

      “I am keeping my word, Leralynn.” River handed her the folded message. “You will give this to the stable master when you report to clean out stalls an hour before dawn tomorrow. You will return for the same chore after dusk, this time working for two hours. This will continue for a month. Longer if I note a single change in the attitude I expect.” He waited until Leralynn took the note, her hand shaking slightly as her large chocolate eyes stared at him with such relief that River’s stomach turned. “This is my attempt to keep you too busy to get into trouble. Into more trouble. For stars’ sake, learn the rules.”

      River stepped away, already missing the feel of her smooth back beneath his hand, as if the girl belonged against his body. Fit there.

      Stop it. It’s bad enough one instructor lost his mind to his cock. The Academy little needs two idiots. Despite the reprimand, River waited for a pang of irrational jealousy. None came. Oddly enough, despite the pull Lera had on his soul, River didn’t begrudge Coal bedding her—oh, he was furious at the male, but the anger came from the impropriety of Coal having taken a student, not envy. Just as Leralynn’s protectiveness of Tyelor and the appreciative glances she snuck at Shade when she thought no one was looking roused no resentment from River’s heart. Which wouldn’t be unusual if River didn’t also feel like ripping out the throat of anyone else who might covet Lera.

      River might chalk his feelings on Coal and Shade up to friendship, but why Tye? Stars. It made as little sense as the urges the girl stirred in him to begin with. And mattered even less. River was the deputy headmaster, and Leralynn a first-year cadet. No number of aching cocks or similarities with Diana would change that.

      “Do you have any questions?” River asked.

      “No, sir,” Lera said softly. “And… Thank you.”

      River nodded. “And you as well. For reminding me of something important.” He jerked his head toward the door, and Leralynn left at once, clutching the work order.

      With the door closed behind her, River took out the disk that had started this latest disaster. He couldn’t be sure how much Princess Katita saw of the object before he snatched it from the infirmary floor, but if she’d glimpsed the details, there could be trouble. Katita was ruthless and, given the princess’s envy over the attention Tye was paying Lera, volatile. River’s position in the Academy offered him protection from cadets’ wild claims—Lera’s did not. For her sake, it would be better if the relic never existed, lest it provide some proof for future accusations.

      River swallowed. It was time he followed Leralynn’s own example and did the right thing, no matter how connected he felt with the disk, how inexplicably frightened the thought of its loss made him. Before he could reconsider, River took out the small axe he used to kindle firewood and brought its dull head down on the strange disk, shattering it into crumbling pieces before feeding them into the flames.
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